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I N T RODUC T ION

Fitting Science to Values  
and Values to Science

Denying the importance of philosophy to science is just as wrong as 
insisting on its constant and unavoidable relevance. The first extreme 
fails because science, today an enterprise separated from philosophy, 
nevertheless makes philosophical bets in every step of the way: concept 
formation, method choice, confirmation procedures, and so on. The sec-
ond extreme— and this is a less familiar point— amounts to a failure to 
learn from history of science. ‘Getting over’ a philosophical debate, leav-
ing it unsolved and moving on, has been crucial to the production of 
knowledge at many junctures. In this book I set sail between these two 
rocks. I want to show which philosophy is indispensable and which can 
be safely ignored— not in general but only for one important corner of 
today’s social and medical science: the science of well- being.

I use this expression as an umbrella term for all research whose 
goal, at least in part, is a systematic and empirical study of well- being. 
Typically it goes under the names of quality of life or happiness stud-
ies; positive or hedonic psychology; or studies of subjective well- being, 
life satisfaction, flourishing, and welfare. Some of these scientists would 
be happy to stand under this umbrella, and to this extent the category 
I  propose already exists and reflects the way many conceive of their 
work. Indeed science of well- being is the name of a 2003 Royal Society 
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Discussion Meeting whose goal was to encourage this research, already 
flourishing in North America, in the United Kingdom.1

But I  also mean the umbrella to cover projects that are implicitly 
about well- being even if scientists themselves do not use this term. 
For example, when medical researchers study the so- called patient- 
reported outcomes (PROs), or when economists study material wel-
fare, they sometimes distance themselves from the term ‘well- being’. 
They may do so because patient- reported effectiveness of treatment or 
consumption are allegedly narrower, less demanding, and more tract-
able states than well- being. But sometimes this separation from well- 
being is a poorly veiled attempt to weasel out of the hard questions. 
Effectiveness to what end? Consumption for the sake of what? It is 
hard to see how PROs or consumption can be defined without some 
reference to well- being. For these indicators to be valuable they must 
bear the right relation to well- being, even if they do not capture the 
whole of it. So even when well- being is not the direct object of study, 
it is still a value in which the studies of many other concepts bottom 
out. Definitions of health often refer to well- being to pick out particular 
areas of human functioning; norms of rationality acquire their status 
as normative in part because they suit human pursuits, of which the 
pursuit of well- being is surely one; economic growth, sustainability, 
resilience, human capital all have the shape that they do in part because 
they are supposed to bear on well- being. Indeed the deepest challenges 
across social science and political and moral theory are often implicitly 
about well- being. How to organise public science? How to relieve suf-
fering? And, of course, how to live?

Thus my term ‘science of well- being’ is sometimes the actors’ cat-
egory and sometimes not. But it is the category I postulate because these 
projects, as we shall see, raise very similar questions. It may sometimes 
be difficult to say precisely whether a given project is or is not part of 
the science of well- being. My strategy in this book is to concentrate on 
rather obvious cases— when well- being or something very close to it is 
treated as an object of empirical knowledge— but it is likely that what I 
say about these obvious cases would also hold for less obvious ones.

1. This meeting resulted in an eponymous influential Huppert et al. (2005) volume.
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So this book is about well- being as an object of science:  how sci-
ence should define well- being, how it should measure it, and the role 
of philosophy in all this. Philosophers of science, along with historians 
and sociologists of science, study how knowledge is and should be pro-
duced, whether we can trust it, and how we come to do so. As we shall 
see shortly, there is now a fully fledged science of well- being. A philoso-
phy of this science is an account of how it is possible, and where and why 
this knowledge succeeds and fails.

But a philosophy of this particular science needs to be special in 
one respect. Sometimes a scientific concept has a value element in its 
content:  it not only describes but also judges and guides. That’s when 
science and philosophy are entangled in a further way than usual: not 
just metaphysics and epistemology enter but moral philosophy too. 
One cannot classify a policy or an outcome as well- being enhancing by 
merely stating empirical facts or reporting opinions. For any standard 
or method of measurement of well- being is already a claim about the 
appropriateness of an action or state in the light of some assumed value.

These features of my project— to comment on a science, but a sci-
ence laden with judgements about good life— lead me to seek out ears 
of two audiences. My first conceit is to address the scientists of well- 
being and those who use this science: as a philosopher of this science 
I can speak to how to study well- being better and what users should and 
should not expect from this knowledge. As part of this goal I show that 
definitions and measures of well- being require substantive and often 
controversial assumptions that are sometimes hidden behind appar-
ently neutral and technical facts or avoided altogether, all in the name 
of preserving objectivity. This is wrong epistemically and morally. The 
science of well- being is better off when its values are well- articulated and 
defended, as I show possible.

My other conceit is to speak to my fellow philosophers. It is no 
good clamouring for a greater attention to philosophy if philosophy 
does not have much to offer. In my view moral philosophy today— a 
major academic project that proclaims to be studying well- being— 
could be offering a lot more than it actually does. Philosophers of well- 
being spend more resources than appropriate chiselling out theories of 
well- being immune to counterexamples and at too abstract of a level. 
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That is an exercise that science can safely ignore. Instead progress will 
come from a different kind of work— contextual theorising about what 
well- being amounts to in different circumstances that individuals and 
communities face.

So this book is a proposal for reform in both directions: the science 
of well- being should never pretend to do without philosophy and phil-
osophy should get its act together and provide usable tools for science. 
The rest of this introduction gives an overview of the science in question 
and previews the arguments I make in later chapters.

t H e PA st A n d t H e Pr e sen t

A history of this science is yet to be written. Although I do not offer one, 
it is fair to start by acknowledging that well- being has long featured in 
scientific projects, sometimes as a background motivation, sometimes 
as an object of knowledge. Today’s enthusiasts paint the science of well- 
being as radically new, path- breaking, or revolutionary. Its creation 
myths usually represent the scientists of the past as not caring about 
well- being or not having the proper tools to study it, while today we 
have both tools and the good sense to do so.2 Without discounting this 
pioneering spirit, we should nevertheless not overestimate the novelty 
of the enterprise.

For starters, concern with human well- being is at the very root of 
modern social science. The earliest mentions of the phrase science sociale 
in revolutionary France take place in the context of justifying and fur-
thering the ideals of justice and democracy. In 1798, Jean- Jacques- Regis 
Cambacérès, a statesman and the author of the Napoleonic Code, in 
his ‘Discours sur la science sociale’ explicitly identified social science 
with the means of securing happiness (bonheur) for all (Sonenscher, 
2009). Social science thus began its life as a form of knowledge devoted 
officially to the advancement of well- being. Though the precise con-
ceptions of social science differed, its founders in the Enlightenment  

2. Some examples are in Seligman (2004, Chapter  2), Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 
(2000), Kahneman and Krueger (2006), and Frey (2008).
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and nineteenth- century France, Germany, Scotland, and England— 
Jeremy Bentham, Adam Smith, Nicolas de Condorcet, James and John 
Stuart Mill, Auguste Comte, Karl Marx— all conceived of social science 
as central in the project of bringing about happiness, relieving suffer-
ing, liberating, furthering progress. And so they shaped the subject mat-
ter and the methodologies of the new sciences in part to serve this goal. 
Psychology would help us measure and predict changes in happiness, 
sociology to advance society to the next more perfect stage of develop-
ment, political economy to document how we live and to predict the 
macro- consequences of the individual actions, be they in pursuit of hap-
piness or not.

In the twentieth century behaviourist concerns with unobserv-
ability of mental states purged the language of happiness from social 
science. Or so the traditional story goes. But the story does not show 
that well- being fell off the agenda. In economics, happiness was 
replaced with ‘welfare’ measured apsychologically but nevertheless 
measured and studied by means of analyses of consumption and effi-
ciency. A concern with subjective experience is not particularly new 
either. Attempts to conceptualise and measure subjective well- being 
were live from about the 1920s in the applied fields surrounding 
psychology, such as marital and education sciences, and in the social 
indicators movement of the 1970s (Angner, 2011b). Outside the quan-
titative tradition, humanistic psychology as practiced by Carl Rogers, 
Abraham Maslow, and the therapists inspired by psychoanalysis 
took flourishing, happiness, and self- actualisation as central to their 
thinking and their work. Finally, the central place of well- being in the 
medical sciences, nowadays evident in the proliferation of PROs, is 
reflected in the 1946 World Health Organization’s definition of health 
as ‘a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing and not 
merely the absence of disease or infirmity’.3

Most recently well- being entered the agenda of social sciences 
with the discussions of the so called Easterlin Paradox. Formulated by 
American economist Richard Easterlin in the 1970s (Easterlin, 1974), 
the paradox juxtaposes two facts. The first fact is that at any given time 

3. World Health Organization (1948).
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and within any country income predicts self- reported happiness. The 
second fact is that over time as income increases happiness does not 
correspondingly do so. Easterlin hypothesised that beyond a certain 
minimum, people judge their happiness by their relative rather than 
their absolute income, and this idea spurred a great deal of research 
on the relationship between objective circumstances and life evalu-
ation, satiation points beyond which money makes no difference, as 
well as on the psychology of happiness judgements. For several decades 
the Easterlin Paradox served the role of justifying the policy relevance 
of the sciences of well- being— after all, if happiness stalls as income 
grows, focusing on economic growth to the exclusion of other goods 
seems wrong. Many articles, books, and grant applications to study 
well- being started by citing Easterlin’s landmark study. This equilib-
rium is now somewhat shaken, as the new data brought out forcefully 
by economists Betsey Stevenson and Justin Wolfers (2008) appear to 
undermine the second fact— increase in absolute income does after all 
predict increase in subjective well- being over time. If income is a fine 
long- term predictor of happiness, what policy role is there for indica-
tors of subjective well- being? The enthusiasts are undaunted for several 
reasons. First, Stevenson and Wolfers rely on indicators focused on sat-
isfaction with life relative to other possible lives, rather than on meas-
ures of emotional well- being. The latter does not track income as well. 
Second, income only predicts subjective well- being in conjunction with 
other social factors such as health, social support, freedom, and so on. 
The apparent demise of the Easterlin Paradox is unlikely to undermine 
policy excitement around well- being research. Third, even if on average 
absolute income and subjective well- being rise and fall together, there 
are still striking cases of divergence, for example, the steady growth of 
gross domestic product (GDP) coupled with a steady fall in life satisfac-
tion in Egypt and Tunisia during the Arab Spring.4

So a history of this enterprise will be a history of the involvement of 
scientific knowledge in the projects of social and political improvement 

4. Easterlin (1974) is the original study; Stevenson and Wolfers (2008) is the critique 
denying the paradox; Clark at al. (2012) presents the state of the art; Organisation for 
Economic Co- operation and Development ([OECD], 2013)  and Adler and Seligman 
(2016) defend continued relevance of subjective well- being.
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and governance. It will also be a story of expansion of measurement and 
of quantification of phenomena that were previously thought to be pri-
vate, idiosyncratic, unmeasurable. These are the themes of historiogra-
phies of recent social and psychological sciences (Porter, 1995; Rose, 
1990, 1998), and they are readily visible in today’s widespread institu-
tionalisation of this science.

This institutionalisation is hard to overstate. Well- being science 
now boasts of professional societies, specialised journals, research insti-
tutes, and publications in prime venues such as Science.5 There is also 
the sheer quantity: ‘well- being’ and its cognates regularly top the lists of 
keywords in scientific abstracts6, and ‘well- being’ alone brings up over 
5 million entries on PubMed, which is twice as many as ‘cancer’.

t H e nor m A l sCI enCe oF w ell- BeI ng

Going along with the institutional there is an intellectual maturity. 
Today’s science of well- being has fairly settled goals and methodologies 
and increasingly settled empirical facts. These goals, methodologies, 
and facts are regularly publicised in reviews of latest findings.7 Thomas 
Kuhn’s (1962) notion of ‘normal science’ naturally suggests itself. For 
Kuhn normal science started when fundamental philosophical disa-
greements ended and paradigm- based puzzle solving began. I  do not 
wish to debate whether the science of well- being has a paradigm in a 
sense that is defensible or fitting to Kuhn’s intentions. But I nevertheless 
introduce this field by enumerating its commonly shared commitments 
and in this sense I speak of a normal science of well- being. This way of 

5. For societies see the International Society for Quality of Life Studies, International 
Positive Psychology Association. For journals see the Journal of Happiness Studies, 
International Journal of Wellbeing, Applied Research in Quality of Life, Applied 
Psychology:  Health and Well- Being, Social Indicators Research, Journal of Positive 
Psychology. For high- profile publications see Layard (2010), Kahneman et al. (2004a).

6. Well- being was the second most popular keyword in all psychology articles cited in the 
Social Science Citation Index and the Science Citation Index between 1998 and 2005 
(Zack & Maley, 2007).

7. US psychologist Ed Diener is undoubtedly the most prolific writer of such field- defining 
review articles. The latest are Diener (2012), Diener et al. (2016).
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introducing the object of my discussion— by focusing on its intellectual 
rather than material activities, and on the shared, rather than the con-
troversial ones— is not uniquely right, I am happy to admit, but it fits my 
purpose, as will become clear shortly.

But before I can start, in addition to the idea of a normal science, 
I need also an idea of a social science. The science of well- being is pur-
sued by sociologists, economists, psychologists, anthropologists, med-
ical, legal, business and social work scholars— that is, mostly social 
scientists. Now philosophies of social sciences have traditionally 
fallen into two camps. The first camp advocated a kind of exception-
alism. Interpretivists, the exceptionalists par excellence, insisted that 
social science has a distinct goal of understanding human action by the 
method of interpretation, which may not allow for a great deal of gen-
eralisable knowledge. The second camp— naturalists— emphasised the 
continuity of social with the natural sciences, emphasising the search 
for laws and causal explanations.8 Recently, philosophers and historians 
of science noted that natural sciences are too diverse to have a mono-
lithic method. Indeed, the many observations of the disunity of science 
that grew through the 1980s and 1990s should have already doomed 
this way of carving up naturalism from interpretivism. Perhaps the real 
debate, as Daniel Steel (2010) claims, is about whether or not general-
isable causal knowledge can be attained and used for the betterment 
of human lives, with interpretivists arguing that it cannot be and that 
instead we should just attempt to represent the human condition in all 
its varieties and complexities.

Whether or not the science of well- being falls under the naturalist or 
the interpretivist ideal depends entirely on how the options are carved 
out. It is possible to make naturalism so inclusive that only utter sceptics 
would end up as interpretivists. But, importantly, such a classification 
will turn out entirely beside the point for our case. We shall see that the 
five core commitments of the normal science of well- being of today have 

8. Little (1991) is a representative textbook. Taylor (1971) is a classic twentieth- century 
exceptionalist manifesto from a tradition going back to German idealism. More recent 
discussions and textbooks have largely moved on from this debate (Guala, 2007; 
Risjord, 2014).
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both naturalist and interpretivist features. I stress this mixture as a way 
of exposing the diversity of the enterprise.

Commitment 1:Well- being is valuable. A central tenet of natur-
alism from at least as early as John Stuart Mill’s (1882) System of Logic 
is value freedom. A  social science, just like natural science, should 
study empirical facts and relations between them. The choice of which 
facts to study will be value- driven, as Max Weber (1949) allowed, but 
this is consistent with leaving recommendations to policymakers.9 
When the object of science has an apparently inescapable normative 
content, a naturalist would normally insist on separating the norma-
tive from the descriptive content, keeping only the latter as part of sci-
ence and relegating the former to ethics and politics. I evaluate these 
proposals in detail in Chapter 4, arguing that they are a bad idea. For 
now I  just point out that by and large the science of well- being does 
not follow the naturalist’s advice: normative claims, albeit not always 
explicit and satisfying to philosophers, are part- and- parcel of the sci-
ence of well- being.

One example is the debate about how to conceptualise and meas-
ure the well- being of a nation. It is motivated by a perceived failure of 
purely economic indicators such as the GDP and gross national prod-
uct (GNP) to capture the state of communities. Among the inspira-
tions are the Easterlin Paradox as well as Bhutan’s pioneering Gross 
National Happiness Index. There is no shortage of academic opinions 
on the proper replacement, or complement, of these standard eco-
nomic measures. Daniel Kahneman and Richard Layard among other 
psychologists and economists have advocated a hedonic measure— a 
nation is doing well to the extent that its populace has on average a 
favourable balance of positive over negative emotions (Kahneman 
et  al., 2004b; Layard, 2005). Development economists typically 
favour measures based on consumption, access to resources, and other  

9. ‘A scientific observer or reasoner, merely as such, is not an adviser for practice. His part 
is only to show that certain consequences follow from certain causes, and that to obtain 
certain ends, certain means are the most effectual. Whether the ends themselves are 
such as ought to be pursued, and if so, in what cases and to how great a length, it is no part 
of his business as a cultivator of science to decide, and science alone will never qualify 
him for the decision’ (Mill, 1882, Chapter 12 of Book VI).
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objective indicators (Dasgupta, 2001; Deaton, 2016; Nussbaum & Sen, 
1993). Yet others opt for life satisfaction, a metric that, it is claimed, 
best reflects individuals’ evaluation of life (Diener et  al., 2008). The 
opponents often do not hide their normative disagreements. George 
Loewenstein (2009), an eminent economist who raises worries about 
the purely hedonic measures, titles one of his contributions ‘That 
Which Makes Life Worthwhile’.

True, some research in this field can proceed relatively value- free— 
take a range of those emotions that people call positive, describe the 
causal network that surrounds them, and do not say anything specific 
about their normative status. Positive psychologist Martin Seligman 
takes that route in a New York Times interview:

My view of positive psychology is that it describes rather than pre-
scribes what human beings do. … I don’t want to mess with peo-
ple’s values. I’m not saying it’s a good or a bad thing to want to win 
for its own sake. I’m just describing what lots of people do. One’s 
job as a therapist is not to change what people value, but given what 
they value, to make them better at it. (quoted in Tierney, 2011)

No doubt this is one route and scientists sometimes take it. But note 
two facts. Which emotions and activities to pick out as potentially rele-
vant to well- being is not a value- neutral choice. This is true whether or 
not scientists demure from spelling out the relationship of these states to 
well- being. Second, this supposedly modest route is not typical. Often 
scientists are more ambitious than this. They wish to know whether and 
which positive emotions are good for us:  how they enable better func-
tioning both at individual and community levels (Fredrickson, 2001), 
but also whether they harm us sometimes (Gruber et  al., 2011). In 
referring to ‘better functioning’ and ‘harm’ these researchers presup-
pose a notion of well- being, and this is where the substantive normative 
assumptions enter.

When making room for values in the definition of the object of study, 
the science of well- being is rejecting or at least amending a core com-
mitment of value freedom, a thesis that Hugh Lacey (2005, pp. 25– 26) 
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called neutrality. According to it, scientific claims should neither presup-
pose nor support moral or other value judgements. Though this does not 
prevent the science of well- being from being value- free in other senses, 
its rejection of neutrality, even if not universal, is a notable and an anti-
naturalist feature.

Commitment 2: Well- being claims are generalisable. A major 
goal of the science of well- being is the development of more or less 
general causal models of determinants and risk factors of well- being 
at biological, psychological, organisational, and broader social levels. 
In embracing this goal, scientists apparently reject the idea that well- 
being is an idiosyncratic personal phenomenon that does not admit of 
population- level analysis. Instead the science of well- being operates 
on the assumption that the social world has causal laws or at least gen-
eralisations that could play the role of laws. These laws do not need 
to apply to all humans at all times and places. They may hold only 
at the level of community or individuals in specific circumstances 
(to wit caretakers of the chronically ill, poor single mothers in the 
United Kingdom, refugees). The generalisations in question usually 
relate well- being to a socioeconomic or psychological variable such 
as unemployment or a personality trait, or an activity such as volun-
teering or commuting. These generalisations are discovered empir-
ically following qualitative or quantitative methods. The science of 
well- being at this point is a field science, rather than a laboratory-  or 
a model- based one.

In pursuing this commitment the science of well- being rejects two 
pillars of interpretivism: that the social world is too complex (or too 
open, or too free, etc.) for any meaningful generalisations and that 
social explanations should be couched primarily in terms of reasons 
not causes.

Of course, it is one thing to be committed to this goal and another to 
actually find such generalisations. Does the science of well- being have 
any successes to show?

One issue that has occupied researchers and captured public 
imagination is the stability, or lack thereof, of self- evaluations of well- 
being. In question is the alleged human ability to adapt, that is, to regain 
previous levels of subjective well- being, to what seem huge changes  
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in circumstances, such as winning the lottery or losing mobility. To 
explain this effect some have proposed the set point theory— genes and 
early environment give us a range of happiness to which we invariably 
return after perturbations. A good example of progress in testing gener-
alisations is the recent updating, even debunking, of these early claims. 
It turns out that adaptation has a fairly restricted domain and a variable 
pattern across people. Divorce, serious disability, and unemployment 
are very hard to get over, while adaptation to the death of a spouse is 
long but doable (Lucas, 2007).

What about causality? Although notoriously difficult to infer from 
observational data, standard techniques such as randomised controlled 
trials and instrumental variables are entering well- being research too. 
One recent randomised controlled trial examined the effect of job train-
ing and supplemented income on a group of poor single mothers in the 
United Kingdom. The findings are clear and unexpected: their subject-
ive well- being was lowered by greater professional expectations and 
greater earning power (Dorset & Oswald, 2014).

Commitment 3: The experience of well- being matters. Philoso-
phers may disagree on whether experience directly constitutes well- being 
(according to hedonists) or merely contributes to it contingently (accord-
ing to others), but in the sciences the implicit consensus is that studying 
well- being requires studying experience. The search for causal generalisa-
tions coexists with genuine concern with what well- being (or ill- being) 
feels like and how it is understood by the subjects. The classic interpretivist 
goal is understanding the meaning of actions, the content of experiences, 
and inscribing those in ‘thick descriptions’. It is fair to ascribe to the sci-
ence of well- being some form of such a commitment, though it is realised 
in very different methodologies.

On the quantitative end, this commitment takes the form of ques-
tionnaires or experience sampling. Formal questionnaires or scales, as 
we shall see later, are the main method for reconstructing and measur-
ing various aspects of well- being using the reactions of subjects to the 
items comprising these scales. These questionnaires range from gauging 
a person’s feeling (‘How anxious do you feel?’), to gauging their judge-
ments (‘Is your life going well according to your priorities?’), or their 
perception of facts deemed important (‘Do you feel in control of your 
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circumstances?’). They can be longer or shorter, structured or free, and 
administered through various media. Some well- known questionnaires 
include the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985), the Positive 
and Negative Affect Scale (Watson et  al., 1988), and the Nottingham 
Health Profile (Hunt et al., 1981), which measure respectively life satis-
faction, happiness, and health- related quality of life.

Experience sampling, on the other hand, aims at detecting and record-
ing the many facets of experience as it is happening. Going through their 
day, subjects are prompted by a beeper to rate themselves on a variety of 
positive and negative emotions, their quality, intensity, and so on. Out of 
these ratings there emerges a picture of how the person felt as time went 
on and their circumstances and activities changed. Recently, using this 
method Kahneman and his coauthors (2004a) have studied the daily 
experience of Texas women who famously found taking care of children 
to be less pleasant than even housework.

On the qualitative side there are the old and trusted tools of anthro-
pology and sociology. These include ethnographies and open interviews. 
Recent examples of explicitly ethnographic research on well- being 
include studies of refugees, families on welfare, intensive care nurses, 
and many more. With the rise of cross- cultural studies of well- being, 
these methods become all the more prominent and important, since it 
is hard to interpret the meaning of responses to questionnaires without 
talking to people properly.10

Notably, even in projects far removed from the qualitative 
approaches— for example, inference by economists of preferences from 
choices— the latest methods have abandoned the scepticism about tap-
ping human experience that characterises the classic economic approach 
rooted only in behaviour. There is growing recognition that only some 
preferences and only some choices can reveal what really matters to peo-
ple and that to detect these requires a host of psychological and cultural 
knowledge, and perhaps even talking to people.11

10. These themes are explored in Diener and Suh (2000), Camfield et al. (2009). For stud-
ies on refugees, families on welfare, and intensive care nurses see respectively Kopinak 
(1999), Chase- Lansdale et al. (2003), and Einarsdóttir (2012).

11. See Appendix B on the economic sciences.
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Commitment 4: Well- being is measurable. ‘If you treasure it, 
measure it’, announced Sir Gus O’Donnell in his presentation ‘Well- 
Being Statistics: How Will Whitehall Respond?’ delivered on November 
2, 2011, in front of the All- Party Parliamentary Group on Well- Being 
Economics in Westminster. The ‘it’ was well- being. At the time he was 
an outgoing cabinet secretary, the highest official in the British Civil 
Service, and his speech underscored the embrace of the new science of 
well- being by the UK government. Central to this embrace is measure-
ment. Measures of well- being were to be taken by the Office of National 
Statistics, of which we will hear in Chapter 4. But even more significantly 
the far less adventurous UK Treasury dominated mostly by trained econ-
omists agreed to mention subjective well- being in its official guide to 
cost- benefit analysis, the Green Book.

Unsurprisingly, the scientists— some of who revolve in these circles 
too— are equally confident in their ability to measure well- being. For 
them the question at this point is not whether well- being is measurable. 
Their bet is that it is, and the debate has moved on to the plusses and 
minuses of specific measures. The sceptical view— that well- being is not 
the sort of thing that can be measured— is still live, naturally among the 
critics of the science. I examine one such argument, by Dan Hausman, 
in Chapter 5. But I  focus on it as a philosopher, because studying this 
sceptical position reveals fundamental assumptions of this science. It is, 
however, not an argument that worries many scientists. For them the 
measurement project is marching on, largely in accordance with the 
standard psychometric procedures for developing valid measures. These 
procedures, my focus in Chapter 6, produce large databases of already 
validated questionnaires and, for those who insist on creating new ones, 
step- by- step instructions on how to do so.

When controversies arise, they do so in regard to specific meas-
ures, for example, judgements of overall satisfaction with life. There is 
a longstanding concern with their alleged fickleness:  apparently find-
ing a coin, or seeing a person in a wheelchair, or being reminded of the 
weather, can drastically change a person’s evaluation of their well- being. 
These effects spawned both explanations of how these judgements are 
formed (perhaps they are constructed on the spot and deeply suscep-
tible to mood) and also attempts to probe their replicability. The latter, 
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however, reveal that judgements of life satisfaction are far more robust 
than initially claimed, so much so that the weather/ coin/ wheelchair 
effects that so excited scholars and the public just a few years ago cannot 
be replicated (Lucas, 2013). The context in which people are asked to 
judge their life satisfaction— what they are thinking at the time and in 
what circumstances— clearly affects this judgement. But whether these 
context effects make these measures unusable and uninformative is far 
less clear.12 So their widespread use continues.

Measurement is a quintessentially naturalist ideal that goes hand- in- 
hand with Commitment 2 to produce general claims about well- being 
and with the quantitative wing of Commitment 3 to study subjective 
experience. Once well- being is treated as a measurable quantity, it can 
be plugged into generalisations that describe how a given level of well- 
being as it is experienced depends on a given variable. What about the 
use of this knowledge?

Commitment 5: Well- being science has applications. It takes 
all four pillars of normal science to support the fifth. This enterprise 
wears its policy, medical, business, and activist aspirations on its sleeve. 
Well- being has become an economic resource and a business tool, a 
development reflected in the rise of ‘corporate wellness programs’, life 
coaches, consultancies, and an intense data- gathering effort about the 
emotional state of employees and consumers. On the activist side, well- 
being findings are often recruited to tell us what is wrong with the way 
middle- class Westerners live and with what they value; from isolation, 
to consumerism, to the medicalisation of grief and sadness. This is how 
a domesticated version of Buddhist techniques such as mindfulness- 
based stress reduction entered both self- help, positive psychology, and 
mainstream medicine.13 The science of well- being speaks to govern-
ments too, slotting itself naturally into evidence- based policy move-
ment, endeavouring to show which policies, therapies, interventions, 

12. The original findings are in Schwarz and Strack (1991, 1999). See Deaton and Stone 
(2016) for the latest evidence of context effects and Lucas et al. (2016) for a defense.

13. For a critique of modern life from this point of view see Haybron (2008, Chapter 12), 
among other places. For a classic of positive psychology see Seligman (2004). For a his-
tory of mindfulness in North America see Wilson (2014).
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and community arrangements most efficiently relieve suffering and 
improve the well- being of all concerned. The triumphs of the activist 
scientists include the establishment of well- being indices; systematic 
data gathering and reports; incorporation of mental health initiatives 
into schools, hospitals, armies, welfare systems, and many more other 
such plans.14

I have listed five commitments of the science of well- being. The last 
of them, policy hopes, has historic associations both with naturalists 
and, via critical theory, interpretivists, so we have a draw: three points 
(generalisability, measurement, and policy aspirations) for naturalism 
and three points for interpretivism (value- ladenness, focus on lived 
experience, and policy hopes). In this sense the science of well- being 
is mixed. It has goals and methods typical of both interpretivist and 
naturalist ideals.

We could note further features of this mixedness. Mathematical 
modelling and the elaboration of abstract theory, so important to eco-
nomics, physics, and parts of biology, have not arrived to well- being. 
Empirical studies of large-  and small- scale causal networks that are 
widespread in epidemiology, econometrics, and climate science are, 
by contrast, underway. The science of well- being inherited controlled 
experiments and psychophysical measurement from psychology, but 
these do not define it. Instead it is more explicit in its value- ladenness, 
more friendly to anthropological methods, and more humanist at least 
in its official aspirations.

This does not make the science of well- being unique. Health and cli-
mate science have mixed features too. Indeed the categories of social ver-
sus natural science, interpretivism versus naturalism, ideographic versus 
nomothetic methods, may or may not retain relevance for new hybrid 
disciplines such as this one. The philosophy of the science of well- being is 
not a branch of philosophy of social science, nor of philosophy of natural 
science for that matter. So what will it be?

14. For the rise of official well- being statistics see Stiglitz et al. (2010), Office of National 
Statistics (2012, 2013), Self et al. (2012), OECD (2013), Kahneman et al. (2004b). For 
their policy relevance see Diener et al. (2008), Huppert et al. (2003), Dolan and White 
(2007) among many others.
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A n Agen dA For PH I losoPH Y

This book’s title promises a, rather than the, philosophy, so I  start by 
mentioning some agendas I am not pursuing.

Mine is not an exercise in political theory. As Commitment 5 illus-
trates, science of well- being is often driven by a kind of welfarism— a 
view that well- being should be a goal of public policy. I do not defend or 
criticise welfarism here, because strictly speaking the pursuit of know-
ledge about well- being does not depend on the truth of welfarism— but 
only ‘strictly speaking’. In reality it is hard to imagine anyone bothering 
with this science if well- being was not a relevant policy consideration. 
So I assume that much and turn to the proper shape of such knowledge, 
without weighing in systematically on how this knowledge should be 
used by polities, democratic or otherwise.

I also disavow the goals of either debunking or vindicating this field 
wholesale. Critiques of sciences such as ours tend to expose them as tools 
of capitalism, of neoliberal state, of managerial control, a fad, and so on. 
The enthusiasts, on the other hand, see vision, humanity, and empower-
ment.15 There is truth in each perspective, but the scope of the field as 
I delineate in the five aforementioned commitments is too wide and too 
inclusive to make either one or the other a plausible full story. There is 
no one way to generalise, to measure, to respect subjective experience, 
nor one way to practice well- being activism. Because of this diversity, 
neither debunking nor defense are appropriate. In places I help myself 
to ideas of each camp, but the moral case that properly considers the 
promises of this science against its dangers will be complex, and I do not 
endeavour to present it fully.

Finally, mine is a, rather than the, philosophy in another sense. 
A comprehensive philosophy of this science would cover a great deal of 
territory just because it raises many of the very same questions as other 
field sciences: how to infer causes and to measure their magnitude, how 
to strike a balance between generality and specificity of theories, how 
to use first- person reports, how to elicit phenomena without distorting 

15. For pessimism see Davies (2015), Rose (1990, 1998), Lazarus (2003). For optimism see 
note 2 and responses to Lazarus in a special issue of Psychological Inquiry, 14(2), 2003.
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them, how to confirm hypotheses without misusing statistics, and so on. 
I do not discuss these worthy issues.

My gaze is selective but also worthy. I  set myself one question 
that no philosophy can ignore: How can the science of well- being prod-
uce knowledge that is properly about well- being? Since such know-
ledge would be laden with apt values, I  refer to it as the Question of 
Value- Aptness.16

When a headline proclaims that a happy marriage requires a wife 
slimmer than the husband17, I need to know what these researchers mean 
by ‘happy marriage’ and whether it is indeed good for me, before I rein 
in my appetite. Less frivolously, much of the methodology of the science 
of well- being rides on how we answer the Question of Value Aptness. 
Three issues do in particular:

 1. How well- being should be defined in a given scientific project.
 2. How well- being should be measured.
 3. How the science of well- being can retain objectivity in the face 

of values.

This is my, admittedly selective, agenda for a philosophy of the science 
of well- being. Each chapter in this book addresses some part of this 
agenda. But before I say more we need to see why the Question of Value 
Aptness is far more taxing than it seems.

An intuitive approach to value- aptness is this:  the science of well- 
being is value- apt to the extent that the value- laden concepts that feature 
in its claims are appropriately informed by the best existing normative 
theories— in this case normative theories of well- being. Unfortunately, 
this answer is not so much wrong as very uninformative. The hard part 
is to specify, first, what ‘appropriately informed’ means and, second, by 
which normative theories.

The philosophy of well- being as practiced today is a study of 
what makes a life or some part of it good for one. Philosophers in the 

16. The expression ‘value aptness’ was first voiced to me by Stephen John.
17. http:// www.telegraph.co.uk/ news/ 8646930/ Happiness- is- based- on- wife- being- 

slimmer- than- husband- according- to- study.html

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/8646930/Happiness-is-based-on-wife-being-slimmer-than-husband-according-to-study.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/8646930/Happiness-is-based-on-wife-being-slimmer-than-husband-according-to-study.html


x x x I

I n t r o d u C t I o n

xxxi

analytic tradition call this value ‘prudential’ and distinguish it from 
moral, aesthetic, epistemic, and other values. It is a pursuit with a 
much longer history, albeit a less public present, than the science of 
well- being. Because philosophers describe their goal as the articu-
lation of theories of well- being, it is a natural place to turn for our 
value- aptness fix. Philosophers are interested in defining well- being, 
scientists in measuring it, so a division of labour suggests itself:  let 
the philosopher tell the scientist the values that the measures are sup-
posed to capture.

Alas this proposal for a division of labour is doomed from the start. 
The science of well- being should not seek out philosopher- kings— the 
definitions of well- being usable in the sciences must be sensitive not 
only to the normative theories of the good life but also to the practical 
constraints of measurement and use of this knowledge. But the goals of 
theorising about well- being in philosophy as it is currently practiced are 
not sensitive in this way.

oBstACl e s to VA lu e- A P t n e ss

Before we say any more we need a crucial three- way distinction between 
theories, constructs, and measures of well- being. Very roughly, theo-
ries are the preoccupation of philosophers, constructs and measures 
of scientists. A theory of well- being is a study of well- being’s essential 
properties, those that make it well- being rather than something else. 
Philosophers often do this by attempting to specify necessary and suffi-
cient conditions for classifying a person as ‘doing well’. The term ‘con-
struct’, on the other hand, is used mostly by psychologists and is just 
another name for an attribute or a phenomenon, in our case the state of 
well- being in the subjects of a scientific study. Constructs are usually 
unobservable but have various observable manifestations. For example, 
those who do well are less likely to commit suicide. Finally, measures are 
ways of eliciting the observable indicators of constructs. For example, 
a score on a questionnaire might be such an indicator. If this question-
naire is really good at detecting well- being, it is said to be a valid meas-
ure of this construct.
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Ideally, theories, constructs, and measures should stand in the 
right relation to each other. Measures must reliably track constructs, 
and our choice of constructs must be properly informed by theories. 
I alluded that the theories of well- being from philosophy are not cap-
able of properly guiding the development of constructs and measures 
in science. Why not?

We might be tempted to blame it on the simple fact that philoso-
phers disagree about the nature of well- being. Over the last two millen-
nia, they have proposed and developed several theories of well- being, 
most notably a number of variations on the original ancient proposals 
of eudaimonism and hedonism, plus several on the more recent desire- 
fulfillment view. Appendix A offers an overview of these theories. For 
now, we use a basic distinction between subjectivists and objectivists. 
Subjectivists insist that nothing can be good for us unless we desire, 
prefer, or endorse this good. The objectivists disagree:  a loving rela-
tionship or positive emotions, for example, are good for us whether 
or not we want it. The main version of subjectivism takes well- being 
to consist in the fulfillment of a person’s deepest and most important 
desires, goals, or values. Most objectivists about well- being insist on 
the fulfillment of human nature or flourishing, adopting a version of 
eudaimonism going back to Aristotle and other Greeks. Some objec-
tivists are hedonists for whom well- being consists in a life of positive 
experiences. Philosophers have naturally found counterexamples to 
each theory, that is, made- up scenarios that fit the theory but intui-
tively do not count as well- being (or the other way around). At this 
point, the philosophical literature on well- being is extensive, and each 
of the major options have grown elaborate and intricate under the 
weight of counterexamples. However, there is no consensus:  not on 
whether well- being is wholly subjective or not, not on what exact men-
tal states are partially or wholly constitutive of it, and not on the level 
of those states that is necessary. Instead a variety of different answers 
to these questions coexist in the literature.

But deep philosophical debates in themselves should not stop the 
study of well- being in its tracks any more than the chasm between empiri-
cists and rationalists about the nature of knowledge stops any other 
inquiry. Besides, the debates in philosophy of well- being are not normally 
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about which goods are prudentially valuable but rather about the reasons 
why they are valuable. So philosophers might all easily agree that pleas-
ant experience matters, success in personal projects matters, living within 
one’s limits matters, and possibly more. This level of agreement could 
potentially be enough for answering the Question of Value- Aptness.

Rather, the real obstacle to value- aptness is that current philo-
sophical theories are just not about the right thing. They are about a 
concept of well- being in general, all things considered, the sort of con-
cept we use when we evaluate either a life as a whole or a period of life 
in all its prudential aspects. This is a very important context but also a 
fairly narrow one.

Take the question:  ‘How is Mo doing?’ This question might be 
asked in two kinds of contexts: a general and a specific one. A general 
context considers Mo’s life as a whole, or his current state at a time all- 
things- considered. Say Mo’s close friend asks him ‘How are you?’ in 
that significant tone of voice in a heart- to- heart conversation, or ‘How 
did Mo’s life go?’ at Mo’s funeral. This is a context in which we must 
take account of all the important things in his life (either up to then or 
as a whole), evaluate how he is doing or has done on each account, and 
then aggregate all the important elements to produce an overall judge-
ment. This is what I mean by general evaluation. If, on the other hand, 
Mo hears ‘How are you?’ from his family doctor at an annual checkup, 
the same question invoked a context- specific evaluation— ‘Are you 
feeling healthy?’ This would be a contextual evaluation— only a par-
ticular aspect of well- being is in question here. Contextual evaluations 
also aggregate some information but not as much as general ones. Still 
there is a difference in degree.

Some scientists of well- being are interested in the all- things- 
considered well- being— positive psychologists write books on how to 
improve one’s life. But more often than not the sciences dwell in the 
contextual territory. Researchers ask how a person or a group of peo-
ple are doing given their circumstances and given the special focus these 
researchers adopt. A therapist is interested in how her patient is recover-
ing from depression; a social worker in whether his clients are managing 
to rebuild their lives after a crisis; a team of development economists are 
interested in a community’s access to basic goods.
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Philosophers have typically theorised only about the first kind of 
well- being— the agent’s overall all- things- considered well- being, not 
the second kind. A  hedonist philosopher will take well- being to con-
sist in all the pleasures. A desire theorist, once they have identified the 
set of desires that are well- being relevant (see Appendix A on various 
restrictions), will identify well- being with the fulfillment of all these 
desires in their order of overall importance, and so on. This general-
ist focus persists whether philosophers talk about temporal well- being 
(well- being at a specific point in time or a period) or life well- being. Even 
those philosophers willing to entertain the idea that the notions of life 
and temporal well- being obey different rules18 theorise about the most 
general evaluation. Context is still absent, or rather it is present but 
only the one general context.

This is, of course, perfectly fine. There are virtues to focusing on 
all- things- considered well- being. It is the human condition! But this 
focus is not adapted to the Question of Value- Aptness because this 
question calls for translation from the general to contextual evalu-
ation. The unique focus on general well- being puts the philosoph-
ical project at odds with the project of the sciences. It leaves current 
philosophical theories of well- being far less relevant for science. 
There are no ready- made theories for scientists to take off the phil-
osopher’s shelf. For all their internal intricacy and sophistication, 
these theories are not intricate and sophisticated enough to serve 
where help is most needed, that is, in the selection of constructs and 
measures. And the tragedy is not just philosophy’s: for if there is no 
proper value- based justification for construct development, it fol-
lows there is no justification for the knowledge claims of the science 
of well- being. Everybody is worse off— philosophers, scientists, and 
the users of science.

This is why the Question of Value Aptness will not be settled merely 
by bringing existing philosophy into the picture. Rather we need to start 
practicing science and philosophy in a joined up manner.

18. ‘Temporal well- being’ is the expression used by Broome (2004, Chapter 6), ‘life well- 
being’ is Kagan’s (1992). Velleman (1991) and Kauppinen (2015) spell out the special-
ness of life well- being.
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Const ruCt Plu r A lIsm

Indeed, when we look at the sciences of well- being we see a great var-
iety of contextual definitions and measures. Psychology alone boasts 
three approaches to defining and measuring well- being, economics two, 
and projects in the policy and clinical sciences yet more. Some defini-
tions represent only the subjective judgements of people about their 
own lives, others contain objective quality of life elements; some are 
based only on the subjects’ affect or emotions, others on their cogni-
tive judgements, and so on. As a result, many different things are called 
‘well- being’. Constructs said to represent well- being in gerontology and 
medicine differ strikingly from those in development economics and 
child psychology; they can even differ substantially within different 
subfields of the same research area. What I call construct pluralism is a 
pervasive and manifest feature of the science of well- being, a fact I sum-
marise in Table I.1.

Each row represents an area of science that uses a notion of well- being. 
The columns aim to give, respectively, a philosophical theory commonly 
assumed by this area of research (Column 1), the constructs built on the 
basis of this theory (Column 2), and the measures that are supposed to 
capture the construct (Column 3). Appendix B gives the necessary back-
ground and references. Notice that in some rows I left the theory column 
blank. Why? Because in these areas researchers use a context- specific, not 
a general, notion of well- being, and it is often not clear what philosophical 
theory is supposed to justify the choice of construct. But the problem is 
bigger than it looks. Why are there three different theories in the first four 
rows? Is each one of them equally necessary? Isn’t there one correct theory 
of well- being?

Construct pluralism presents us with two tasks. The first is meth-
odological:  which of the many things called ‘well- being’ in the sci-
ences is the correct construct to use and for which purpose? Any 
philosophy of the science of well- being worth its salt must come 
with recommendations for how researchers should choose their con-
structs. The second task is philosophical— to explain why science 
lives with pluralism while philosophers search for a single correct 
theory of well- being.
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Table I.1 Construct Plur alism

(1) Theory (2) Construct (3) Measure

Psychological 
sciences

Hedonism Average affect Experience sampling,  
U- Index, Positive and 
Negative Affect Scale, 
SPANE, Subjective 
Happiness Scale, Affect 
Intensity measures

Subjectivism Subjective 
satisfaction

Satisfaction With Life 
Scale, Cantril Ladder, 
Domain Satisfaction

Eudaimonism Flourishing PERMA, Psychological 
Well- Being Index, 
Flourishing Scale, 
Warwick and Edinburgh 
Mental Wellbeing Scale

Economics Subjectivism Preference 
satisfaction

GDP, GNP, household 
income and consumption,

Development 
sciences

Objective list 
theory

Quality of life Human Development 
Index, Dasgupta’s index

Policy sciences Pragmatic 
Subjectivism 
(Haybron 
and Tiberius, 
2015)

National 
well- being

UK’s Office of National 
Statistics Measure of 
National Well- being, 
Legatum Prosperity Index, 
Social Progress Index, 
OECD Better Life Index

Medical sciences Quality of 
life under 
various medical 
conditions

Nottingham Health 
Profile, Sickness 
Impact Profile, World 
Health Organization 
Quality of Life, Health- 
Related Quality of Life, 
QUALEFFO
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Of course the two tasks are related. Depending on whether and how 
construct pluralism is justified philosophically, the method for fitting 
constructs to projects will be different. Part I of this book tackles phil-
osophy, while Part II examines the implications of this for the science. 
However, the philosophy is not in the driver’s seat here. I take construct 
pluralism to pose a genuine objection to the philosophical status quo 
that proceeds on the assumption of there being a single correct theory 
of well- being. In Chapters 1 and 2 I accordingly propose a revision of 
the philosophy of well- being. But philosophy is not purely a passenger 
either. No choice of a given construct of well- being is intelligent and jus-
tified without a theory underpinning it, and building such theories is 
a distinctly philosophical exercise. It just will not be the sort of theory 
that philosophers are used to.

A r e V IsIon oF PH I losoPH Y

In Part I I develop a philosophical view called Well- Being Variantism, 
according to which there is neither an all- purpose concept, nor an 

(1) Theory (2) Construct (3) Measure

Child sciences Child well- being US Department of Health 
and Human Services 
Children’s Bureau Child 
Well- being Measure (three 
domains of assessment— 
family, education, mental 
health and physical needs); 
UNICEF’s State of the 
World’s Children; parental 
evaluation; Stirling 
Children’s Wellbeing Scale, 
and other scales.

Table I.1 Continued
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all- purpose theory, of well- being. Instead there are (a) several different 
concepts that are appropriately referred to as ‘well- being’ and (b) pos-
sibly also several substantive theories that describe the referent of these 
concepts in different contexts.

In Chapter 1 I explore the first thesis, borrowing ideas from epis-
temology about how claims and attributions of knowledge depend on 
context. I favour a version of contextualism according to which the 
semantic content of well- being expressions changes with the context 
in which it is asserted. In some contexts well- being means all- things-  
 considered evaluation and in others a more limited judgement about 
certain specific conditions of life. This variability is not the full explan-
ation for construct pluralism— their variety is also due to substantive 
disagreements about what well- being is and to pragmatic choices about 
what each research project is best positioned to measure. But instability 
of meaning is part of the story.

Contextualism is only about the content of well- being claims and in 
this sense a fairly tame thesis. By itself, it does not yet imply that there is 
no single usable substantive theory that regulates the referents of each 
contextual well- being notion. But construct pluralism could lead us to 
consider this stronger possibility too. In Chapter 2, I articulate this sec-
ond variantist thesis— that the master theory of well- being is not forth-
coming nor indeed needed.

Such f lirtation with pluralism will come as no surprise to many 
philosophers of science. They have learned to temper their expecta-
tions about the power of theories as opposed to more localised sources 
of knowledge such as models, mechanisms, and instruments. I think 
philosophers of well- being should do likewise. On the standard view 
once common in philosophy of science, for any particular phenom-
enon in need of representation, a corresponding theory should be 
able to imply this phenomenon given certain assumptions. This is 
the vending machine view of theory, to borrow Nancy Cartwright’s 
(1995, 1999)  apt term. Chapter  2 argues that philosophical theo-
ries of well- being are not vending machines. We just do not have 
such powerful theories of well- being, and if we held the empirical 
study hostage to the vending machine view then such a study would 
never get off the ground. Instead the role of philosophical theory is 
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different: it is to assemble a toolbox, again Cartwright et al.’s (1995) 
term, full of concepts that help in developing any number of con-
structs and measures.

en t er m I d- l e V el t H eor I e s

How are scientists to choose the right construct of well- being for their 
project if not by relying on a master theory of well- being?

Call the standard philosophical theories of well- being— hedonism, 
subjectivism, and eudaimonism— the Big Three. The Big Three are high 
theories in that they are about persons in the broadest possible sense 
without any specific context. I propose to distinguish high theories from 
mid- level theories. Mid- level theories are about the well- being of kinds 
of people, often groups, in kinds of circumstances: children, children in 
the welfare system, former child- soldiers, working mothers, caretakers 
of the ill, post- Brexit Britain, and so on. These kinds can be as general or 
as specific as our scientific and policy projects require. Mid- level theo-
ries are about the conditions of actual flourishing of these kinds given 
their environments.

They are mid- level because they are in between the high Big Three 
and the very specific measures of well- being in practical and scientific 
contexts. To be sure, a mid- level theory depends on high theory, but the 
two do not fully share criteria of assessment. If the goal of a high theory 
is to systematise as many disparate judgements about well- being as pos-
sible into a maximally simple consistent and yet powerful set of proposi-
tions, a mid- level theory need not necessarily. It systematises some but 
also has goals of its own, most importantly to enable and guide social 
measurement and application.

Where do mid- level theories come from? Implicitly they already 
exist. It is an implicit mid- level theory that motivates specialists on 
child well- being to attend to play and attachment, while specialists on 
national well- being focus on the sustainable use of resources, to use two 
examples. But these theories are often not well worked out and not well 
connected to measurement, policy goals, or the Big Three. They need to 
be for construct pluralism to be justified.
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I conceive of the relationship between high theories, mid- level theo-
ries, constructs, and measures to be as depicted in Figure I.1.

High theories inspire mid- level ones by providing conceptual tools 
that enable the latter’s formulation. Mid- level theories justify different 
constructs of well- being, whereas different scales enable measurements 
of the constructs. The arrows are different in each case because the rela-
tions are different. To inspire is not to justify and it is not to measure. 
Note also that a single high theory can inspire two different mid- level 
theories (or none at all). A  single mid- level theory can justify several 
constructs, and a single construct can be measured by several scales or 
not have a measure at all.

Mid- level, not high, theories occupy center- stage in my proposal. 
They enable the science of well- being to be value- apt, and they are a 

Relation of justi�cation

Relation of inspiration

Relation of measurement

Relation of justi�cation

Relation of inspiration

Relation of measurement

High theories of 
well-being

Mid-level 
theories of well-
being

Measures of 
well-being

Hedonism Eudaimonism Subjectivism

Well-being of 
teenagers

Well-being of 
children in 

care

Well-being of 
the UK

Quality of life 
with dementia

Child well-
being

National well-
being

Quality of life 
with illness

Scale W Scale X Scale Y Scale Z

Constructs of 
well-being

Figure I.1 
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far more urgent task than another high theory no matter how intri-
cate. This is not to say that the classic philosophical chestnuts about 
well- being are irrelevant to science. Is well- being just a mental state? 
Are some mental states more valuable than others? Can a knave fare 
well? These questions do regularly come up, and sometimes the appli-
cation of scientific knowledge about well- being requires taking a stand 
in these controversies. But they are not relevant as often as the extent 
of the philosophers’ attention to them seems to indicate. When they do 
arise they can rarely be resolved by appeal to high theories but more 
often instead by appeal to an implicit mid- level theory, pragmatic con-
siderations, or else by political means.

Pu t t I ng PH I losoPH Y to wor k

In Chapter  3 I  show how a mid- level theory can be built. My collab-
orator on child well- being, public health scientist Ramesh Raghavan, 
taught me that child well- being is an area of intensive scientific study 
and policy interest. The notion of ‘best interests of the child’ is central 
to welfare policy in many nations. Measures of child well- being range 
from the most basic (used by welfare agencies) to the more refined 
(used by UNICEF, charities, and child development specialists). Yet 
the theoretical question ‘What is child well- being?’ has so far received 
no rigorous answer from either scientists or philosophers. The existing 
theories of well- being, with the exception of hedonism, are about the 
ideal rational adult. And hedonism, which is about animals in general, 
poorly captures the importance of growth, exploration, and develop-
ment so unique to children.

Rather than being derived from general theories of well- being, 
child well- being needs a distinct substantive theory of its own, which 
can be used to build locally appropriate constructs. Such a theory 
needs to be based on empirical knowledge about children and their 
development, as well as on a philosophical conception of what it is to 
be a child. A high theory can serve as a constraint, but it does not imply 
a theory of child well- being. Using these various sources of knowledge 
I put together an account that sees child well- being as responsive to two 
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demands: a forward- looking one that sees childhood as a step toward 
adulthood and a present- looking one on which childhood has value in 
and of itself.

Other neglected and much needed mid- level theories could be 
well- being for people with specific disabilities, traumas, or chronic 
illnesses; well- being of the displaced and the refugees; well- being of 
caretakers, and so on for however many social kinds need a theory 
of well- being. Ideally a comprehensive philosophy for the science of 
well- being would include a map from contexts of research to corre-
sponding mid- level theories and then to corresponding constructs. 
In this book I do not offer such a map simply because I do not know 
enough about the specific challenges and achievements that each of 
the different contexts bring. Building a mid- level theory of well- being 
is hard work as it involves working both from below— the existing 
empirical base— and from above— the relevant high theories, and 
then synthesising the two as Chapter 3 illustrates. But I hope to lead 
by example. Mid- level theories are badly needed, and philosophers 
who are not averse to learning facts on the ground have the perfect set 
of skills to build them.

While Part I  is concerned with answering one part of the Value 
Aptness question, that is, the choice and justification of constructs 
of well- being, my variantism and mid- level theories do not in them-
selves provide an answer to whether these constructs can be legitim-
ate objects of science. This is why in Part II I  take up classic issues 
in philosophy of science— objectivity and measurement. Here I  am 
concerned with showing when and how constructs of well- being can 
be not just well- grounded theoretically but also obey constraints of 
scientific method.

Chapter 4 asks: What is objectivity? Commitment 1 of our normal 
science notes various grades of value- ladenness in this enterprise. One 
of these grades— the use of normative assumptions in the definition of 
well- being— raises a worry about objectivity of this science. Value free-
dom has been an important ideal dedicated to guarding science from 
bias and wishful thinking. I offer a conception of objectivity appropri-
ate for this case and indeed other sciences that deal with normative con-
cepts. Objectivity does not imply handing over decisions about values to 
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policymakers and other users of the science. We should not try to elimin-
ate the normativity so essential to the constructs and measures that the 
science of well- being uses. If value freedom requires this elimination, so 
much the worse for value freedom. Normativity in itself does not make 
the science of well- being dangerously political and ideological— not 
unless this normativity is used to impose objectionable values on the 
unsuspecting users of this science. But it does not have to. To be object-
ive the science of well- being has to be based on values that are out in the 
open and to the extent possible vetted by a deliberative process. This ideal 
is neither impossible nor problematic. The science of well- being can and 
should strive to be objective in this sense.

But there is another sense of objectivity that this field aspires to, 
as does any other science— that is to measure what is really there. 
Whether well- being is measurable and how much we can trust the 
current measures is the focus on the last two chapters. In Chapter 5 
I discuss what I take to be the most compelling argument for scepti-
cism about well- being science— that it aspires to measure something 
that is too diffuse, too personal, and inherently unmeasurable. Put 
forward recently by Dan Hausman (2015), this argument rejects the 
‘normal’ modus operandi I sketched out earlier, proposing that none 
on the existing measures respects what to him is a nonnegotiable fea-
ture of well- being. This feature is that well- being, no matter which of 
the Big Three is endorsed, is a value that aggregates goods in a way that 
respects individual identity. This aggregation must be holistic and sen-
sitive to values and circumstances, and it is precisely this heterogen-
eity of well- being that any measure that purports to apply to masses of 
people is bound to miss.

I have a great deal of sympathy for Hausman’s argument. Indeed, 
I  think it establishes convincingly that the science of well- being is 
unlikely to be a science of individual well- being in the all- things- 
considered sense that earlier I identified as the sense to which philoso-
phers have been exclusively attending. Chapters 1 and 2, however, reject 
this sense as unique and uniquely interesting. When it comes to context-
ual well- being, which science typically predicates of kinds rather than 
of individuals, Hausman’s scepticism is less warranted. The uniqueness 
of any particular earthquake does not undermine the possibility of a 
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science of seismology. Nor should the uniqueness of a particular good 
life undermine the science of well- being.

In mounting this response I also appeal to an aspect of Hausman’s case 
that is representative of other critics of the science of well- being— that is, 
rejecting existing measures, be they questionnaires or indicators, on intui-
tive grounds. How could, such critique goes, questionnaires ever manage 
to capture this or that aspect of well- being? I take a dim view of such argu-
ments. To show that a measure is invalid it is not enough to list plausible 
ways in which it might fail or even does fail on occasion. This is because 
measures of well- being go through a process of validation— most com-
monly psychometric validation. Since this process is supposed to ensure 
the validity of these measures, to criticise any measure effectively one 
must criticise this process.

Psychometric validation has been almost entirely ignored by phi-
losophers. But no serious discussion of the science of well- being can 
afford to do so, which is why I  devote the rest of Chapter  5 and the 
whole of Chapter 6 to reconstructing and evaluating the logic behind 
this enterprise. In my view psychometric validation is based largely 
on a sound principle that a measure should only be declared valid if 
its behaviour coheres with the background theory of the phenomenon 
that this measure tracks. It is the application of this principle that I find 
lacking. What counts as relevant background knowledge in psycho-
metric validation is too narrow. True to its operationalist heritage, the 
procedure excludes knowledge about values and relevant philosophical 
considerations about the nature of happiness, well- being, quality of 
life, and related concepts. Too often and too mechanically psychomet-
ric procedures commit the sin of theory avoidance. Scientists are eager 
to validate their measures against empirical data but not against philo-
sophical theories, even when they are available. This theory- phobic 
attitude permeates the practice of the psychometric validation of ques-
tionnaires. Psychometrics thrives on the statistical analysis of existing 
questionnaire data and on checking the correlations with other known 
facts about well- being. While this approach is partially defensible, it 
outsources too much theory to statistics. A positive way to describe this 
status quo is as an understandable reaction to the paucity of usable mid- 
level theories— a status quo that I am keen to change. A  less positive 
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stance is to liken the worship of psychometric validation to techno-
cratic expertise taking over an issue that is in fact deeply political and 
moral. Whether a measure of well- being is valid should not be mainly a 
technical question.

I am optimistic, though, that the objections I  raise are not fatal. 
There is nothing inherently wrong or impossible in the project that is 
the science of well- being, nor are there insurmountable obstacles to its 
improvement. This science does, however, call for a rethinking of what 
it takes to theorise about well- being and to measure it objectively. My 
intention is to offer such a rethinking.

A gu I de For r e A der s

Different readers will engage with different parts of this book. Chapter 1 is 
as close as I get to discussing traditional themes that occupy philosophers 
in the so- called core areas of analytic tradition. Readers uninterested in 
the mechanics of the arguments against a single concept of well- being can 
safely skip its mid- portions. Chapter 2 is a critique of a prevailing method-
ology in philosophy of well- being from the point of view of science and of 
philosophy of science. Chapter 3 on child well- being is again applied phil-
osophy. My goal there is to speak to political theorists and social scientists 
interested in children. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 focus respectively on objectiv-
ity, measurability, and psychometrics. The natural audience are scientists 
of well- being, philosophers of science, and the users of both. Throughout 
the book I  make references to common trends and arguments in both 
philosophy of well- being and the relevant sciences. Readers who lack this 
background can refer to two appendices that summarise what I see as state 
of the art in those areas.
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PA r t   I

 TO OL S  F OR   PH I L O S OPH Y

He revealed to me a whole new world of joys in the present, with-
out changing anything in my life, without adding anything except 
himself to each impression in my mind. All that had surrounded 
me from childhood without saying anything to me, suddenly came 
to life. The mere sight of him made everything begin to speak and 
press for admittance to my heart, filling it with happiness.

That day ended the romance of our marriage; the old feeling 
became a precious irrecoverable remembrance; but a new feeling 
of love for my children and the father of my children laid the foun-
dation of a new life and a quite different happiness; and that life 
and happiness have lasted to the present time.

Lev Tolstoy, Family Happiness

Tolstoy wrote Family Happiness from the point of view of Masha, a young 
aristocrat and a study for his later War and Peace character Natasha Rostova. 
In the first quote she is 17. It is early summer in the countryside and she is 
falling in love with her future husband. Her happiness is intense, virtuous, 
and dreamlike. The second quote is the last sentence of the novel: four years 
later Masha is wounded by the cruel, yet tempting, high society of Peterburg 
and Baden Baden; the pure love that connected her and her husband early on 
is now lost forever, but she has gained wisdom, acceptance, and a new kind of 
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happiness. Tolstoy is exploring a simple idea that each stage of life can have its 
own happiness, its own way of being good for us.1

No theorist of well- being in philosophy would deny this, but neither 
does any of them today make it their goal to say how to live well at dif-
ferent times and during different circumstances in life. Philosophers are 
content to define what well- being is as one concept and to specify the 
states that make it up at the most general level. How these states translate 
into a good life at particular life stages or under certain circumstances is 
thought to be an empirical or a personal matter, not a philosophical one. 
I think that, on the contrary, Tolstoy’s concern (though not necessarily 
his ideas about family happiness) should also be a concern of philoso-
phy, especially if philosophy is to be relevant to science. That is, phil-
osophy should do more than just specify well- being at the most general 
level. Each chapter in Part I contributes to this claim. I start with a foun-
dational question: When talking about well- being, are we talking about 
just one thing?

1. Tolstoy is using ‘happiness’ in the normative sense, not just a psychological one. This is 
why it is appropriate to use ‘happiness’ and ‘well- being’ interchangeably in this case.



3

3

C h a p t e r  1

 Is There a Single Concept 
of Well- Being?

Books on well- being normally start by clarifying the concept of well- 
being. This one, on the other hand, starts by raising doubts about the 
existence of a stable and unified such concept. Instead its meaning is to 
some extent changeable and fragmented.

In the Introduction I mentioned the diversity of constructs of well- 
being in the sciences. Depending on the situation, scientists use dif-
ferent definitions of well- being and they use the term ‘well- being’ to 
denote quite different things in different research projects. Table I.1 
summarised this diversity in column 2: ‘well- being’ refers to states of 
mind in psychology (happiness, satisfaction, or sense of flourishing), to 
satisfaction of preferences in economics, to objective quality of life in 
development contexts, to aspects of perceived or actual health in med-
ical research, and so on.

Such diversity and liberality is in part due to the recent explosion 
in popularity of well- being studies. Today more scientists than before 
claim to be studying well- being. Furthermore, some instances of con-
struct pluralism indicate substantive disagreements about the nature of 
well- being— for example, is life satisfaction more important to national 
well- being than happiness? Finally, construct pluralism can be due to 
different disciplines concentrating on aspects of well- being they know 
and understand best. However, construct pluralism is not only an arte-
fact of this recent history of science, disagreements about values, and 
pragmatic choices of researchers. Even outside of science the question 
‘How are you doing?’ invites thoroughly different evaluations, holding 
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fixed the actual state of the person to whom the question is posed. When 
the question is posed to a pedestrian who slipped and fell on ice, it is a 
question about whether or not she is seriously hurt by the fall. When 
posed by a close friend in that ‘significant’ tone of voice, it is a question 
about how one’s life is going as a whole. This chapter is a proposal about 
how to interpret this diversity.

What terms and expressions do I have in mind? In English, as in sev-
eral other languages, the term ‘well- being’ itself is rarely used in everyday 
life. ‘How is your well- being?’ and ‘My well- being has been good lately’ 
are thankfully rare. Instead, well- being is invoked by questions such as 
‘How are you doing?’ or ‘How have you been?’ or ‘How is it going?’ and 
by replies ‘I am doing really well’, or ‘I am fine lately’, or ‘Average’. I shall 
assume that often enough these questions and answers are about well- 
being, all the while recognising that sometimes they are not. In North 
America ‘How are you doing?’ is used as a greeting to which no answer 
is expected. Joey, the character from the 1990s sitcom Friends, famously 
used it as a chat- up line. ‘How YOU doin’?’ he inquired with a twinkle 
in his eye. These are clear negative cases. A clear positive case is when 
the question ‘How are you?’ is asked in that special tone by a friend of a 
friend or by a therapist of a patient. Then we are definitely talking about 
well- being, and indeed something close to the philosopher’s all- things- 
considered evaluation. Between these negative and the positive cases 
there is a huge grey area.

So far, philosophy of well- being has not been sensitive to this grey 
area. As I  have mentioned already, theorists have traditionally con-
cerned themselves with what is good for a person in general, all things 
considered. Even when talking about so- called temporal well- being, 
that is, not about life as a whole, philosophers are still interested in the 
most general essential conditions for such a good. But this understand-
ing does not match the understanding of ‘well- being’ and its cognates 
that we find in the sciences and indeed everyday life:  here, unlike in 
philosophy, ‘well- being’ is often used for a context- specific rather than a 
general evaluation of a person’s state.

There is currently no account of this discrepancy. Is it an indica-
tion of a genuine disagreement between philosophers and others? If 
not, how exactly are we to understand the behaviour of ‘well- being’ 
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and the related locutions? I consider three options and argue in favour 
of one of them:

Option 1: The first possibility is just to deny the significance of the 
diversity in question. One could claim that this diversity, to the extent 
that it exists, is a mistake or an instance of linguistic carelessness on 
the part of those who use ‘well- being’ outside its proper context. Well- 
being proper is that general, all- things- considered evaluation that phi-
losophers have been concerned about. Whoever uses ‘well- being’ and 
its cognates to refer to economic quality of life, or healthiness, or what-
ever else scientists call ‘well- being’ that does not plausibly denote gen-
eral prudential good, is at best confused (perhaps wrongly attempting 
to economise on words). Well- being invokes a general evaluation, while 
quality of life, good mood, healthiness, and so on do not. I call this view 
Circumscription, because it circumscribes the notion of well- being 
within a narrow domain.

Option 2: Another possibility is to accommodate the diversity that 
the Circumscriptionist rejects. Perhaps there is a stable content for well- 
being expressions (an assumption shared with the Circumscriptionist), 
but different states realise well- being in different circumstances. I call 
this the Differential Realisation view. For instance, well- being might 
consist purely in one’s emotional balance when ascribed to a depres-
sion sufferer, or in one’s access to basic medicine and education in an 
environment of deep poverty, or in realisation of one’s dreams and ideals 
when we evaluate someone’s life as a whole. On this view, the semantic 
content of the term ‘well- being’ does not change with each change in the 
environment. Only the truth- makers of the state ‘is doing well’ (or ‘is 
not doing well’) change with context.

Option 3:  Finally, one could adopt Contextualism about well- 
being. Familiar from recent epistemology and philosophy of language, 
Contextualism about well- being would maintain that the semantic con-
tent of sentences in which ‘well- being’ and its cognates occur depends, 
at least in part, on the context in which it is uttered. A developmental 
economist might just mean something different by ‘well- being’ than 
does a clinical psychologist. On this view it is impossible to speak of 
well- being simpliciter. Rather, the content of well- being assertions needs 
to be indexed to specific circumstances (doctor’s visit, poverty relief 
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on country- wide scale, heart- to- heart conversation with a friend, etc.). 
Since these circumstances will inevitably differ from situation to situ-
ation, so will the semantic content of ‘well- being’. In one situation it will 
connote a concern of a doctor for their patient, in another of a social 
worker for his clients, or of a therapist for her depressed patient, and 
so on and so forth. The context of an all- things- considered evaluation 
privileged by philosophers is just that: one of the many contexts in which 
well- being is in question.

These three options may not exhaust the space of possibilities, and 
indeed I briefly mention other options later. There may be ways of com-
bining them depending on the precise features of each. But the options 
here considered are inspired in part by parallel debates in philosophy 
of language and epistemology, and, in any case, no other such list is on 
offer, so the three- way division is a fine starting point.

If these were our options, how should we choose among them? 
I propose, first, to abandon Circumscription because it is too restrict-
ive about the scope of well- being. We should instead pick between 
Differential Realisation and Contextualism. Although there are plus-
ses and minuses to both views, there are strong reasons to prefer 
Contextualism.

1.1.  m A sH A A n d H er ‘ w ell- BeI ngs’

To supplement my examples of construct pluralism in science, here is an 
intuitive, though not a toy, I like to think, example.

Consider a present- day Masha. She is a heavily pregnant city- dweller 
walking along an icy street. She slips and lands on her right knee. A Good 
Samaritan rushes toward her from across the street. ‘How are you doing?’ 
he asks her, extending his hand. Masha hesitates: ‘I can’t walk, but I don’t 
think that anything else is wrong. … Can you help me to that bench?’ The 
Good Samaritan does so and leaves after Masha phones her partner who 
promises to pick her up by car shortly.

That same evening Masha attends a dinner party hosted by a good 
friend of hers. When they have a quiet moment together, the friend 
asks: ‘So. . . how are you?’ Masha is glad at the opportunity to pour her 
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heart out. For starters, her partner’s job is temporary adjuncting at a 
local college and he may well be out of work by the time their child is 
born. If so, they would have to move again while the baby is still very 
young, and even that is on the good scenario that he can get another 
job for next year. Masha gave up her PhD for the sake of following him. 
Perhaps had she stuck with it, she might have been more successful than 
him at securing a permanent job. Now with the baby nearly here, her 
status as a career- less stay- at- home mom is about to be cemented. While 
she is still happy in the relationship, anxieties, insecurities, and resent-
ments are bubbling up. She has not been sleeping well because of this.

The next day, Masha is visited by a city social worker in charge of 
supporting new parents- to- be. The social worker quizzes Masha on her 
income and sources of social support. It turns out that, apart from the 
partner’s salary, Masha can tap into a small fund her extended family set 
up for her and her future child. Her parents, who live nearby, are thrilled 
at becoming grandparents, and Masha has always gotten along very 
well with them. She also has local friends and attends a neighbourhood 
group for first- time parents.

In this scenario, we witness three judgements that are ostensibly 
about Masha’s well- being. Nothing changes in her life, and yet in each 
case a different standard of well- being is used. The Good Samaritan 
has in mind neither flourishing nor positive mental states but rather the 
physical comfort of a heavily pregnant woman walking on ice. So long 
as Masha is not terribly in pain and can get home all right, the Good 
Samaritan is justified in judging her to be well. In the second case, the 
caring friend’s concern is a richer notion of well- being— probably clos-
est to what philosophers call ‘well- being’. When she asks Masha how 
she is doing, she has in mind whether Masha is fulfilling her hopes 
and whether she is depressed. So the friend justifiably concludes that 
Masha is not doing well. Finally, the social worker is employing yet 
another notion of well- being, most akin to quality of life. To use Thomas 
Piketty’s term, Masha is a member of the patrimonial middle class, which 
makes it likely that she will not fall through the cracks when she hits 
a vulnerable stage in life. She also has lots of people and resources to 
count on. Those two things are enough for well- being as far as the social 
worker is concerned.
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Notice that both the threshold that separates well- being from 
ill- being— that is, how much of a given good Masha must have in 
order to qualify as doing well— and the factors that count for well- 
being appear to vary across our three cases. I  call these threshold 
and constitutive dependence, respectively. How should philosophy 
accommodate them?

1.2 .  Ag A I nst CI rCu m sCr I P t Ion

The Circumscriptionist, recall, will deny that Masha’s well- being is in 
fact in question in each of the three contexts. Instead, perhaps com-
fort and basic physical ability are in question for the Good Samaritan, 
and the quality of life of new parents is in question for the social 
worker. Only in the second context, namely the conversation with a 
close friend, are we properly, or perhaps nearly properly, talking about 
Masha’s well- being. Circumscription is the modus operandi in phil-
osophy. For example, a well- being hedonist treats well- being as the 
overall ratio of all positive over all negative mental states of a person’s 
life or at a time. For other contexts, philosophers have drawn distinc-
tions between many different notions all related to, but distinct from, 
well- being: welfare, quality of life, experiential quality, happiness, to 
mention a few. So, the objection goes, it is not the case that the con-
cept of well- being exhibits the variability in question. Rather, there are 
many different concepts, each bearing some connection to well- being 
without being it.

The first problem with Circumscription is the lack of empirical fit 
with widespread and not obviously controversial linguistic practices. In 
everyday life, ‘How are you doing? or ‘How is it going?’ are questions 
asked in a variety of contexts. And a variety of answers, holding fixed 
the state of the subject’s life, are understood as appropriate replies. 
When asked if we are doing well, we do not necessarily start analys-
ing whether our life as a whole instantiates values we endorse (if that 
is one’s favourite theory of well- being). Instead we quickly figure out 
what the question means and adjust accordingly. I already granted that 
there are contexts when ‘How are you?’ is a greeting or a chat- up line. 
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But so long as it is a question about well- being in more than one context, 
the Circumscriptionist must face the lack of fit between this view and 
regular usage.

This problem is magnified when we turn our attention to the sci-
entific, rather than the everyday, context. Here, we do not even need 
to assume that ‘How are you doing?’ is a question about well- being. 
Researchers all across the social and medical sciences use the term ‘well- 
being’ freely and abundantly in exactly the way the Circumscriptionist 
takes to be illegitimate. It is a term used to refer to a minimal quality 
of life in development economics; to a health- related quality of life in 
medicine; to a child’s access to decent schooling, healthcare, and par-
ental love in disciplines that study children; to mental health in psych-
iatry and clinical psychology; and so on and so forth. Economist Angus 
Deaton said in his 2016 Nobel prize lecture:

The work cited by the Nobel committee spans many years, cov-
ers areas of economics that are not always grouped together, and 
involves many different collaborators. Yet, like the committee, 
I believe that the work has an underlying unity. It concerns well- 
being, what was once called welfare, and uses market and survey 
data to measure the behavior of individuals and groups and to 
make inferences about well- being. (Deaton, 2016, p. 1221)

Such examples are plentiful. The historical and social reasons for this 
are undoubtedly complex, but the fact remains that scientists are not shy 
about saying they are studying well- being.

A perfect fit with usage (should that even be possible) is, of course, 
not the sole criterion on which to judge a philosophical theory. Still, 
some such fit is desirable even for those who do not endorse the aim of 
conceptual analysis.2 If the discrepancy between actual usage and the 
theory is substantial, then some explanation is required. This explan-
ation should take the form of an error theory specifying reasons why, 
in practical contexts, both everyday and scientific, so many competent 

2. See Haybron (2008, Chapter  3) for an articulation of a methodology in moral psych-
ology that is constrained but not determined by linguistic usage.
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speakers use ‘well- being’ and its cognates the wrong way. Perhaps a 
Circumscriptionist can provide such a theory. But there is something 
dogmatic about stipulating that so many uses of ‘well- being’ in science 
and everyday life are wrong.

This restriction also seems unnecessarily for normative reasons. It 
is fine to claim that the all- things- considered sense of well- being is pri-
mary and the most important, but the Circumscriptionist I set up makes 
a further claim that there is not any other kind of well- being evaluation. 
Some notion of well- being is arguably what is at work when we are called 
to make decisions that pit one value against another, say, time with chil-
dren versus a higher salary.3 But these decisions do not always consider 
all values at once. Sometimes we intend some- things- considered evalua-
tions. For these cases there are theoretical costs to denying that well- 
being is the subject of Masha’s three exchanges. Drawing distinctions 
between well- being and other things is a valuable skill that philosophers 
have perfected. But the more distinctions there are between well- being 
on the one hand and flourishing, welfare, quality of life, happiness, com-
fort, and so forth on the other, the narrower the scope of well- being 
becomes. So other options are worth considering.

1.3.  t H e dI F F er en t I A l r e A lIsAt Ion V I e w

In addition to Circumscription, a second dogma of philosophy of 
well- being is that the state of well- being is realised always by the same 
state provided it is characterised in a sufficiently abstract way. This 
way may be flourishing, or a good balance of pleasures over pains, or 
the fulfilment of a rational life plan, depending on which theory our 
Circumscriptionist endorses.

The Differential Realisation view, on the contrary, retains the seman-
tic stability of ‘well- being’ but accommodates instances of threshold 
and constitutive dependence by instead allowing that well- being can be 
realised by different states of the world in different circumstances. This 

3. Crisp (2013) makes this point against proposals to eliminate the concept of well- being 
altogether.
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allowance is not just the uncontroversial liberality— different rational 
plans are appropriate for different people— but a stronger claim, for 
example, that well- being is sometimes fulfilment of a rational life plan 
and sometimes happiness. This variety is fully compatible with the exist-
ence of a single concept of well- being, a concept whose semantic content 
does not depend on circumstances.

Consider a parallel. Epistemologists have recently been working out 
the relation between knowledge and practical interests. As John Greco 
puts it:  ‘if the function of knowledge is to serve practical reasoning, it 
should be tied to the interests and purposes that are relevant to the prac-
tical reasoner at issue’ (Greco, 2008, p. 433). But how exactly should it be 
so tied? Currently on offer are several options, but I consider the two main 
ones: attributor contextualism and subject- sensitive invariantism. The lat-
ter view, proposed recently by John Hawthorne (2004) and Jason Stanley 
(2005), with variations by Berit Brogaard (2008), has many affinities with 
what I call the Differential Realisation view of well- being. On this view, 
what varies is not the content but rather the truth conditions that realise 
the invariant semantic relation of ‘know’. Part of these truth conditions 
can be nonepistemic facts about how much rides on the truth of a know-
ledge assertion, the standards and interests of the conversationalists, and 
even the speaker’s personality.

Applied to well- being, the Hawthorne/ Stanley/ Brogaard view 
would state that the Good Samaritan, the friend, and the social worker 
are all making the same claim when they say that Masha is doing well 
or not well. However, the state of Masha’s life that makes the sentence 
‘Masha is doing well’ true shifts with circumstances: in the case of the 
Good Samaritan it is different than in the case of the social worker, for 
example. Included in these circumstances are nonprudential facts, so to 
speak, such as the relationship between the subject and the evaluator, 
whom the subject is being compared to, what the purposes of the evalu-
ator are, and so on.

Richard Kraut appears to endorse semantic stability of well- being 
claims:

the word ‘good’ does not vary its meaning as it is applied to these 
many diverse subjects [plants, animals, humans, etc.]. We say, 
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“That kind of barley is good for horses but not for human beings.” 
But we do not mean that it is good- in- a- horsey- sense for horses 
and bad- in- a- human- sense for humans. (Kraut, 2007, p. 3)

For Kraut, the talk of goodness of a good G for a living thing S refers 
to ‘the conformability or suitability of G to S.  It indicates that G is 
well suited to S and that G serves S well’ (Kraut, 2007, p.  94). But 
I  would not call Kraut a Differential Realisation theorist. The sub-
stantive theory of human well- being he endorses is a view he calls 
developmentalism. According to it well- being is flourishing, that is, 
the ‘maturation and exercise of certain cognitive, social, affective, and 
physical skills’ (Kraut, 2007, p. 141). (We encounter this proposal in 
Chapter 3 on child well- being and then again in Chapter 5 on meas-
urability.) Naturally, the actual state that realises flourishing depends 
on what kind of living being one is (e.g., whether one is a toddler, or 
an adult human, or a horse) and on the environment this being is in. 
But this is a rather limited degree of differential realisation. So in my 
picture Kraut’s view is Circumscriptionist. Differential Realisation, 
on the other hand, takes a further and more controversial step to allow 
that walking safely on ice, or having all a new mother needs, realises 
Masha’s well- being in some situations.

Differential Realisation could endorse a full- blown pluralism about 
the existing Big Three theories or find more modest versions to accom-
modate threshold and constitutive dependence. For instance, a hedonist 
might say that a certain quantity of positive mental states will realise 
well- being in one set of circumstances but not in another. Or, depend-
ing on whether we are talking about the context of medical treatment 
or a music performance, different kinds of positive mental states will 
qualify as well- being. Similarly, a desire- based theorist could specify 
that satisfaction of different kinds of desires, or their satisfaction to a 
different degree, could realise well- being in different contexts. In each of 
these cases the theorist would maintain that well- being assertions carry 
the same stable meaning across different situations but have context- 
sensitive truth- makers.

What is this context- invariant meaning of ‘good for’ that the 
Circumscriptionist and the Differential Realisation theorist both 
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assume? Kraut’s (2007) suitability analysis is only one; I discuss others 
in Section 1.7. But before that, let us consider the third option.

1.4.  Con t e X t uA lIsm A Bou t w ell- BeI ng

Whether an expression’s content is sensitive to context is a question about 
whether this content is, at least in part, indexed to a context, which is why 
some content- sensitive expressions are called indexicals.4 Classic indexi-
cals, such as ‘I’, ‘here’, and ‘now’ are thought to have more content than is 
just expressed in the corresponding words. ‘I’ refers to me, Anna, when 
spoken by me; ‘here’ refers to my hometown while I am there, and so on. 
John Perry (1998) calls this extra content the ‘unarticulated constituent’ 
of a context sensitive proposition.

There is a debate in philosophy of language about whether this 
unarticulated constituent really is part of the semantic content of a prop-
osition or merely conversational pragmatics (Cappelen & Lepore, 2007). 
Those who insist on understanding it as part of the semantics are known as 
contextualists, because they insist that the content of propositions changes 
depending on the context in which they are uttered. Indeed they insist that 
the proposition is not even there in the absence of the context. Radical 
contextualists claim that this is true of much of our language, not only 
classic indexicals. In this vein, recently contextualism has been extended 
to terms and expressions about knowledge. On this view the content of 
propositions that attribute knowledge varies with context. The context 
is defined not just by what evidence there is about the truth and justifi-
cation of a belief but also by practical circumstances, for example, how 
much rides on the proposition being false. When not much rides on it, 
the standards are lower than otherwise and hence it takes less for a know-
ledge sentence to come out true. This is how the same sentence about the 
same subject with the same amount of evidence (say, ‘Anna knows she has 
hands’) can come out true in one context (say, an everyday conversation) 

4. For related but distinct applications of contextualism to ethics see Unger (1995), 
Norcross (2005), Northcott (2015), Brogaard (2008). Tiberius (2007) and Tiberius and 
Plakias (2010) partially anticipate some elements of the view proposed here.
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and false in another (say, a philosophy seminar). It happens because in fact 
different propositions are being asserted.5

Applied to well- being, contextualism would treat ‘well- being’ 
and related expressions as terms whose semantic content depends on 
the practical situation. Thus ‘Masha is doing well’ (or ‘Masha is not 
doing well’) express different propositions in the mouths of the Good 
Samaritan, the friend, and the social worker. What is this difference? 
Partly, it is the difference in the threshold. Just as the standards of jus-
tification vary between a philosophy seminar and an everyday conver-
sation, so the threshold of well- being can also vary. Simply seeming to 
be all right to a stranger is all ‘Masha is doing well’ means to the Good 
Samaritan, but it means something more to Masha’s friend or the social 
worker. Similarly, the threshold can shift depending on whom Masha 
is being compared to (mothers- to- be from Darfur or from Monaco). 
But the threshold is not the only thing that varies. It is not that the 
social worker has a lower standard of well- being than the best friend. 
On the contrary, she might have a higher one. Rather, the social worker 
is focusing on different things than the friend. Her project is to ensure 
that parents have all the basics and have someone to talk to regularly. 
It is irrelevant to her that they also realise their talents and deeply held 
dreams. According to contextualists her notion of well- being is qualita-
tively different. This is constitutive dependence.

Contextualism can vary in scope:  a radical version could deny that 
there is any common content between different well- being assertions, 
while a less radical one could allow for some common core. But before we 
get into further detail, let us consider evidence for context dependence.

1.5.  doe s ‘ w ell- BeI ng’ PA ss t H e t e sts 
oF Con t e X t sensIt I V It Y?

Some uncontroversial cases of context dependence are comparative 
adjectives such as ‘tall’, ‘intelligent’, and ‘poor’. They are gradable in 
that ‘tall’ for a wrestler is not the same as ‘tall’ for a volleyball player. 

5. See Rysiew (2007) for an overview of epistemic contextualism.
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‘Well- being’ clearly admits of the sort of gradability a contextual-
ist might appeal to. We talk of, say, a victim of a car accident who is 
recovering as ‘doing well for someone in his situation’, or of a person 
left homeless and destitute by hurricane Katrina as ‘doing terribly for 
an American citizen’. Jason Stanley (2004) points to a lack of grad-
ability of expressions about knowledge as evidence against epistemic 
contextualism. He proposes a two- stage test of gradability. An expres-
sion should allow for (a)  modifiers such as ‘very’ or ‘really’ as in ‘He 
is very or really tall’ and (b)  comparative constructions as in ‘taller 
than’. He argues that expressions involving ‘know’ lack both of these 
features and therefore that the term ‘know’ is not gradable (Stanley, 
2004). Expressions involving ‘well- being’, on the other hand, clearly do 
pass Stanley’s test: ‘doing very well’ or ‘doing better than someone’ are 
acceptable even for those who do not believe in a single metric of well- 
being. So in this respect well- being contextualism is easier to defend 
than epistemic contextualism.

How else could we tell if the talk of well- being is context- sensitive? 
There are at least two tests widely discussed in the literature, due to 
Cappelen and Lepore (2005). The first test is Indirect Disquotational 
Reporting (IDR):  context- sensitive expressions are more difficult 
to report indirectly disquotationally. ‘I am here’ does not easily get 
reported as ‘Anna said I am here’. If IDR is easy, then the expression is 
most likely not context sensitive.

Take the expression ‘Masha is doing well’. At first it seems easy to 
report it indirectly without the quotation marks:  ‘The Good Samaritan 
said Masha is doing well’. But now imagine two close friends of Masha 
talking about how Masha is doing in that significant tone of voice. The first 
one is worried about Masha due to her impending depression. The second 
one replies, ‘Well, I know that a guy who helped her on the street thought 
she is doing fine’, effectively reporting the Good Samaritan’s judgement on 
Masha. There is something clearly wrong with the second friend’s impli-
cation that the Good Samaritan’s judgement is at all relevant to the issue 
the two friends are discussing. She is not reporting his judgement appro-
priately, for in the context discussed by Masha’s friends a different sense of 
well- being is at play. The Good Samaritan clearly meant something else. 
If, on the other hand, another stranger on the street who also saw Masha 
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slip and fall reports the Good Samaritan’s judgement about Masha, the 
context is preserved and the indirect reporting without quotation marks 
works. So it seems that, at least sometimes, the talk of well- being does 
behave as IDR requires.

The second test of context- sensitivity is collectivity. Say two peo-
ple A  and B uttered a single sentence S.  If we can collectively report 
these utterances as ‘A and B both said that S’, then S is probably not 
context- sensitive.

In our case this requires combining the reports about Masha of, say, 
the social worker and the Good Samaritan: ‘The social worker and the 
Good Samaritan both said that Masha is doing well’. Does this work? 
Again, not really. If we remember that they uttered it in very different 
contexts employing entirely different standards, then the report does 
not look right.

In each case, IDR and collectivity, the claim that the talk of well- being 
passes the tests of context- sensitivity depends crucially on the denial that 
the all- things- considered sense of well- being is the only legitimate sense 
out there. If we insist that only the conversation with the friend counts as a 
conversation about well- being, then the judgements by the social worker 
and the Good Samaritan will be dismissed. So long as they are allowed— 
as I  urged earlier in the discussion of Circumscription— contextualism 
about well- being can go through.

1.6.  w Hose Con t e X t?

The next crucial detail is the locus of context. Whose context gets to deter-
mine the truth value of a proposition? The main candidates are the sub-
ject, the speaker, and the evaluator. Epistemic contextualists, for example, 
largely agree that it is the interests, practical purposes, and expectations of 
the speaker that make the context what it is. Relativists prefer to focus on 
the context of the claim’s evaluator and invariantists on that of the subject 
(hence the name ‘subject- sensitive invariantists’) (Rysiew, 2007).

My sense is that to explain instances of threshold and constitu-
tive variance, well- being contextualism should be formulated by ref-
erence to the speaker’s, not the subject’s, context. This is because no 
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significant changes take place in Masha’s life as she comes across the 
Good Samaritan, the friend, and the social worker. It is because their 
contexts are so different that ‘Masha is doing well’ comes out to have 
different truth values. By the same token, it is the context of the develop-
ment economist evaluating a poor community (rather than of his or her 
subjects) that makes it the case that minimal quality of life, and not some 
medical notion, is appropriate. Of course, in the case of self- evaluation  
the speaker is the subject.

However, there is more than one way of fleshing out a speaker’s con-
text. I follow John Hawthorne’s (2004) distinction between salience and 
practical environment. Roughly, if context is understood in terms of the 
salience of certain possibilities of error to the speaker, then the truth of 
a knowledge claim will ride on the speaker’s psychological state. If the 
possibility of a certain error is not salient to this person, then they will 
be entitled to treat the relevant proposition as knowledge. On the other 
hand, if the context is understood in terms of the objective practical 
environment of the speaker, then the possibility of error (i.e., the pos-
sibility that not- p) bears on knowledge of p regardless of whether this 
person happens to know of this possibility or be in a psychological state 
in which this possibility is salient.6

This is a helpful distinction for the case of well- being. A contextual-
ist takes the semantic value of a well- being claim to depend on context, 
which in turn can be understood either as what is salient to the speaker 
or else as the objective features of the situation in which the speaker 
finds themselves, and that may or may not be salient to the speaker. 
By objective features, I mean those features that make it the case that 
a certain notion or standard of well- being applies, whether or not they 
fall within anyone’s field of awareness. These features may well (and 
should) include the agent’s values, commitments, and attitudes, but 
they are not exhausted by them. If Masha values intellectual life, then 
that can partly constitute her well- being just in virtue of her attitude. 
But she can also be wrong about whether or not a given standard of 
well- being applies in a given case. So although objectivity here does not 
ignore the agent’s point of view, it does mean that the agent’s actual 

6. The relevant sections of Hawthorne (2004) are 4.2 to 4.3.
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judgement about what standard of well- being is locally appropriate is 
not the final authority.7

A purely psychological understanding of context, as just the features 
that the speaker finds salient (either as constitutive of well- being or as 
being the right threshold), leads to ugly consequences. Suppose Masha’s 
friend adopts a dark minimalist view of well- being as mere survival. 
Then she might well take Masha’s impending depression to be irrelevant 
to her well- being, as paying attention to emotions is mere effeteness. She 
might judge Masha to be doing perfectly well despite her malaise. This is 
an unwelcome consequence. I would prefer a contextualism that rejects 
the purely psychological interpretation of context. Whether or not a cer-
tain notion and threshold of well- being applies in a given situation may 
or may not be known and/ or accepted by Masha’s potential benefactors, 
and it is a big question what makes a sense of well- being appropriate in 
a given case.8 But for now I only want to formulate a plausible version of 
well- being contextualism.

To summarise, such a view treats well- being expressions as having 
context- sensitive semantic content, at least to some extent, where con-
text is fixed by the features of the practical environment of the speaker at 
the time in which the judgement of well- being is made. Which features 
of the environment? Generalising from examples we have encountered 
so far, constitutive variation depends on the nature of the relationship 
between the speaker and the subject (the Good Samaritan is a stranger, 
hence his minimalism about Masha’s well- being, whereas the friend has 

7. Earlier I mentioned the well- known but controversial results in psychology that appear to 
show a dependence of judgements of life satisfaction on the context of evaluation (Strack 
et al., 1990). In these experiments, the presence of a person in a wheelchair had the effect 
of increasing self- reports of life satisfaction. (See Chapter 1, footnote 12 on replicability 
of these results). This is plausible evidence that people adjust their standards of well- being 
depending on context, a welcome datum for a contextualist (though not only for them). 
I take these results to be relevant but not decisive. Contextualism about well- being does 
not need to accept uncritically the actual usage of well- being terms, which is why I reject 
a purely psychological interpretation of context. And even sticking to actual usage as the 
main evidence, we often criticise people’s assessments of their own well- being. This pos-
sibility must be preserved by any plausible version of contextualism.

8. Of course, the same qualifications can be applied to the Differential Realisation view. 
Which truth- makers realise well- being in different contexts does not need to be down to 
anyone’s whim.
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different obligations). The threshold variation depends on the relative 
badness of the subject’s situation (Masha has fallen on the ice, hence the 
Good Samaritan’s concern).

Now we are in a position to evaluate the relative advantages of 
Differential Realisation and Contextualism.

1.7.  Is Con t e X t uA lIsm Pr eF er A Bl e 
to dI F F er en t I A l r e A lIsAt Ion?

Before examining the relative advantages of the two main options, it is 
worth voicing a possibility that the sort of variability ‘well- being’ exhibits 
is due to the very meaning of the term, not due to the changes in extra- 
linguistic context. ‘Well- being’ might be polysemous; that is, it might 
have several distinct but related meanings. If it was, that would be a fourth 
option to consider. ‘Healthy’, ‘mole’, ‘get’ are likely polysemous to the 
extent that ‘healthy attitude’, ‘garden mole’, and ‘I get you’ mean some-
thing distinct and yet similar to, respectively, ‘healthy society’, ‘mole in 
an organisation’, and ‘I get excited’. If ‘well- being’ is polysemous, then it 
is no wonder we find threshold and constitutive variation and a variety of 
constructs called ‘well- being’ across different sciences. Testing for poly-
semy would take me too far afield. My bet is that even if well- being is poly-
semous, it is not only that. Polysemous terms often translate into different 
terms in different languages, which appears to be the case for ‘well- being’. 
In Russian, for instance, it can translate as ‘blagopoluchie’ or, closer to 
‘welfare’, ‘blagosostoyanie’. But within ‘blagopoluchie’, there is still also 
space for context- induced variation in meaning. Thus, ‘blagopoluchie’ 
when speaking of a family may not mean the same as when speaking of an 
employee, or a patient, or a community. It is thus fair to continue explor-
ing Contextualism and Differential Realisation.

Both views take seriously the diversity of notions and constructs of 
well- being in everyday life and the sciences, and thus both score major 
points against the Circumscription view. Beyond that, what reasons are 
there to prefer one over the other? Two advantages of Contextualism over 
Differential Realisation make it prima facie preferable. The first is that 
Contextualism avoids the counterintuitive consequence that well- being 
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can come and go with changes in context. On Differential Realisation 
Masha can actually improve her well- being by moving from one context 
to another. The second problem with this view is its need to postulate an 
invariant semantic content of well- being assertions. I discuss these two 
problems in turn.

First, Contextualism does not imply that well- being, or, more pre-
cisely, the family of properties picked out by this term, depends on con-
text. As many epistemic contextualists have been careful to point out, 
what varies with context is not whether one knows but only whether 
one counts as knowing (DeRose [2000] and many others). This is why 
it is consistent with epistemic contextualism to claim that whether or 
not one knows (in all the meanings of ‘knows’) does not depend on con-
text. Indeed, most epistemic contextualists take this option, for they 
do not want their view to imply that knowledge may come and go in a 
single conversation or with a change in perspective (DeRose, 2000). 
Similarly for well- being contextualism: the particular well- being phe-
nomenon picked out by a context does not itself depend on context. 
Thus it is not the case that Masha was doing fine when talking to the 
Good Samaritan, then suddenly started doing badly in the company 
of her friend, and then again started doing much better when the 
social worker showed up. That would be the case if we had adopted the 
Hawthorne/ Stanley/ Brogaard view, according to which knowledge (or, 
in our case, well- being) actually comes and goes as the practical situ-
ation changes. The counterintuitive nature of such coming and going 
is a prima facie reason against Differential Realisation and in favour of 
Contextualism. Differential Realisation implies that Masha can actu-
ally improve her well- being just by changing the context of evaluation. 
The secret of a good life would then be to always place oneself in the 
least demanding context!

Of course, this is just one data point. Speaking of the knowledge 
case, Stanley (2007) points out that one counterintuitive feature alone 
cannot be the deciding objection since contextualism is not devoid of its 
own weird consequences. But we have already seen gradability of well- 
being terms, with respect to which well- being contextualism is better off 
than epistemic contextualism. So Differential Realisation about well- 
being does face a disadvantage.
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The second challenge is whether this view can specify the invari-
ant semantic content of well- being assertions. If ‘Masha is doing well’ 
expresses the same proposition in any context in which it is uttered, 
what does well- being mean?

Stephen Campbell (2013) distinguishes between four possibilities:

 (a) Well- being assertions make a claim about what is suitable 
for a being or what serves it well (Kraut, 2007).

 (b) Well- being assertions make a claim about what one 
should wish for people insofar as one cares for them 
(Darwall, 2002).

 (c) There is also locative analysis: well- being is about being 
good and being located in the life of the being in question.

 (d) And finally, there is Campbell’s own positional 
analysis: well- being of a person is the desirability of this 
person’s position.

Elsewhere Campbell (2015) argues that these concepts are also conflict-
ing, not just plural. This is, of course, grist for the contextualist’s mill. 
But even if we do settle on a single such concept, context dependence 
will still reappear.

Darwall (2002, Chapter 4) for instance, takes as primitive the notion 
of care or sympathetic concern— an attitude one develops toward a per-
son one values for their own sake. Care or sympathetic concern amounts 
to a different attitude or emotion depending on the situation, and justifi-
ably so. To be concerned for one’s own child is one attitude, for a home-
less person on the street on a winter night another, for civilians in the 
war zones yet another, and so on. Depending on one’s relationship to 
the object of care, on the severity of this person’s situation, and perhaps 
other factors, care is a concern about whether or not the person is reach-
ing his or her full potential, whether or not this person will freeze on a 
cold night, whether or not the person will survive the war, and so on. 
These differences are both psychological and normative. It is appropri-
ate not to be concerned that a person in a war zone comes into contact 
and appreciates the aesthetic value of Beethoven’s late string quartets, 
whereas it might be appropriate to be concerned that one’s child or 
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partner does. Adjusting care is not abandoning it. Rather ‘care’ itself is 
not univocal. And with context sensitivity of care comes context sensi-
tivity of well- being claims, since on Darwall’s view care and well- being 
are so tightly connected.9

It is thus natural to think of Darwall’s (2002) proposal as one way 
of specifying the common conceptual core of all well- being asser-
tions: to do well is to have what the rational carer would want for you 
(option [b]  above). But note that even if we accept Darwall’s story, it 
does not tell us the full semantic content of well- being claims but only 
the structural core of this content.10 This core is filled out differently 
depending on circumstances. Thus when the Good Samaritan, in his 
role as a rational carer, inquires about Masha’s well- being, his ques-
tion has a very specific and locally appropriate content— ‘to do well’ 
in this context means ‘to have what a caring rational stranger on the 
street would want for a heavily pregnant woman walking on ice’. If 
so, claims about well- being have a complex structure: along with the 
common structural core (which Darwall’s account may help to iden-
tify), they also carry a more specific semantic content— that which the 
rational carer in that particular situation would want for the person in 
that particular context. The second and third ‘that’ are clearly context- 
sensitive, which means ‘well- being’ will end up being context sensi-
tive too. Darwall’s proposal is thus easily co- opted by Contextualism 
for its own purposes. But its original version cannot fully specify the 
context- invariant semantic content of well- being assertions that the 
Differential Realisation theorist needs.

Proposal (c)— well- being as a claim about suitability— faces an analo-
gous obstacle. What is suitable for Masha or what serves her well is best 

9. I thank Dan Haybron for this idea. One might object that what are sensitive to context 
are the duties that the carer has toward their subject, not what caring is. To be sure, 
duties do depend on context, but it is also plausible to think that the content of the atti-
tude of caring also varies with context.

10. Kaplan’s (1989) notion of character meaning as opposed to content can be used to 
characterise Darwall’s or any other such proposal. The classic indexical ‘here’ has one 
character meaning but many different contents. Similarly, a proposal for the conceptual 
content of ‘well- being’, such as Darwall’s, may be able to specify its character meaning 
but not its content.
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thought of as specifying the core meaning of the many assertions about 
Masha’s well- being, but it does not exhaust the content of these assertions. 
The content has to make mention of suitability given the context.

We see here a pattern:  proposals on the nature of the concept are 
more plausible for identifying the common core meaning of these asser-
tions but not their full semantic content. Plausibly, this content varies 
with context just as the contextualist claims. It is thus hard to pinpoint 
the invariant content of well- being assertions that the proponent of 
Differential Realisation requires.

Note that the contextualist can feel free to adopt any one or more of 
the four proposals for their own purposes, though I do not have a strong 
view on which one. The contextualist just does not think that these pro-
posals exhaust the content of well- being assertions.

This is not a full score card of the relative strengths of Differential 
Realisation and Contextualism, but I submit it is a sufficient first pass to 
treat Contextualism about well- being as a frontrunner.

1.8.  w ell- BeI ng Con t e X t uA lIsm’s  
dos A n d don’ ts

To summarise, Contextualism is a view that well- being expressions 
have varying content depending on the context in which well- being is 
assessed. This context is fixed by the features of the practical environ-
ment of the speaker at the time when the judgement is made. These fea-
tures can include facts about the subject’s values and commitments, the 
relevant contrast classes (e.g., to whom the subject is being compared), 
what the relationship between the subject and the speaker is, what 
resources are available to the speaker qua potential benefactor, and per-
haps many others.

Is Contextualism controversial? I think not for four reasons. First, 
contextualists need not be eliminativists about well- being. They need not 
deny that there is a common core meaning to all well- being assertions.

Contextualism does not, by itself, speak against the possibility 
of a general substantive theory of well- being. Scepticism about such a 
theory animates the next chapter— perhaps one all- purpose theory of 
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prudential good is a philosopher’s dream. But such worries are orthog-
onal to the issue at hand here. Contextualists need not deny the value 
of the traditional philosophical all- things- considered approach to well- 
being. As well as telling us what well- being amounts to in contexts 
calling for such a comprehensive evaluation (e.g., Masha’s conversa-
tion with her close friend), the traditional approach may also be able to 
specify the conditions under which different notions of well- being are 
appropriate. All that Contextualism requires is the abandonment of the 
assumption that ‘well- being’ and its cognates have a stable and narrow 
semantic content.

Second, Contextualism need not amount to a promiscuous ‘let 
all the flowers bloom’ or ‘anything goes’ view. It is not committed 
to every conceivable concept of well- being being applicable in some 
context. It may be that there is a context suitable to each concept of 
well- being or that some concepts apply in more than one context, or 
that some concepts apply in no context at all. Contextualism merely 
seeks a mapping from contexts to concepts of well- being. By the same 
token Contextualism does not imply an arbitrary proliferation of well- 
being concepts. It does not commit us to the existence of ‘left foot in 
November well- being’, ‘waiting in line at the post office well- being’, 
and other absurdly fine- grained and trivial versions. Assessments of 
well- being typically enable us to systematise our knowledge about 
the state of a person and to deliberate about what we ought to do for 
that person. So individuation of contexts must not be wanton. If an 
assessment of ‘left foot in November well- being’ really did play an 
important role, then it would qualify as a legitimate context- specific 
notion well- being; if not, then it does not.

Third, Contextualism does not imply anarchy and miscommuni-
cation. We already use many different notions of well- being and man-
age to communicate just fine without talking past each other. A friend 
asks me ‘How is your grandfather doing?’ talking about an 80- year- old 
with advanced Parkinson’s. I answer her question by describing his level 
of physical comfort and his emotional state, keeping in mind what is 
and is not reasonable to expect in this situation. We then start talking 
about how I am doing and I tell her about my young children, my family 
across continents, my stresses and anxieties. Our communication is not  
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impeded by the subtle shift in context. Something like this happens in 
science and policymaking— well- being standards shift often without 
explicit acknowledgement. Of course, it would be best if such shifts 
were explicit and publicly justified, and Contextualism would naturally 
enable such a conversation. Once the contextualist semantics of well- 
being expressions are accepted, we can go ahead and build an explan-
ation of which thresholds and notions of well- being are appropriate in 
which contexts.

Fourth, Contextualism does not disallow comparisons of well- being 
of people in very different situations. Masha can be compared with other 
people and with other time slices of herself. We just need to be clear 
about the context of this comparison to ensure that we are using the 
same notion of well- being all the way through. We cannot just compare 
the Good Samaritan’s judgement of Masha’s well- being to that of the 
social worker’s. Comparisons necessitate a single context. Sometimes 
this notion will be the philosopher’s favourite all- things- considered 
notion, and sometimes it will not.

Adopting contextualism about well- being is the first step toward 
evaluating the appropriateness of constructs of well- being and for judg-
ing the practical relevance of particular scientific findings about it. That 
said, the exact scope of Contextualism is up for grabs— that is, how rad-
ically the content varies and how many different notions of well- being 
there are. It seems plausible that Contextualism explains some variation 
and hence is a partial explanation for construct pluralism. But it is not a 
full explanation. Some variation in scientific constructs is contextual— 
health- related quality of life is probably just a different notion from 
national well- being. But some differences likely indicate deeper differ-
ences. To those I now turn.

In Family Happiness Tolstoy is interested in what I have called here 
one of the many contextual notions of well- being, which in his case is, 
well … family happiness— a good life in a union with another person. 
To understand how, as Masha discovers, well- being can take such dif-
ferent forms throughout life we need a substantive theory of well- being, 
which will be the focus of the next chapter.
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C h a p t e r  2

Is There a Single Theory 
of Well- Being?

The previous chapter put forward contextualism about well- being— 
roughly, the view that there are several notions legitimately referred 
to as ‘well- being’ that apply in different circumstances. Contextualism 
goes some way toward explaining why, in life as well as in science, 
so many different notions are employed. But it does not tell us what 
the notions refer to and what justifies them. It tells us that the Good 
Samaritan, the social worker, and the best friend all mean something 
different when they speak of Masha’s well- being, but it does not tell us 
what Masha’s well- being in each of those contexts properly amounts 
to. Is the Good Samaritan right to focus only on Masha’s ability to get 
home all right? Is the social worker right to disregard Masha’s anxiety 
and dissatisfaction? Is the friend right to expect that Masha should 
lead a life that best realises her dreams? These are all substantive ques-
tions about the nature of well- being, and they cannot be settled just by 
observing language.

To tackle these questions we need to know what well- being (or well- 
beings) actually is. Traditionally this knowledge is enshrined in theories 
that were a mainstay of ancient philosophy and remain so today. Nothing 
in Contextualism denies the existence of a theory of well- being. There 
may be many concepts, but which state of the world each concept refers 
to may still be decided by appeal to a single correct theory, any of the Big 
Three— hedonism, subjectivism, or eudaimonism— or some improved 
hybrid view.
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In this chapter I discuss the possibility of such a theory in the con-
text of the needs of the science of well- being. Do we have such a theory? 
Can it do the work that we need it to do? What should we expect from 
theories of well- being more generally?

Appendix A  is a review of the state of the art in the analytic phil-
osophy of well- being. Readers unfamiliar with this material should 
consult it first. Here I go straight into those of its features that bear on 
the questions of this chapter. My argument is as follows: Observe how 
philosophers deal with problems their theories face. Such problems are 
typically intuitive counterexamples— imaginary but plausible scenarios 
in which there is well- being but the theory is not satisfied or in which the 
theory is satisfied but there is no well- being. They force a theory’s advo-
cate either to bite the bullet or to make the theory more intricate, the 
latter being the much more common move. But greater intricacy, though 
it makes for a more defensible theory by philosophers’ standards, typ-
ically compromises the connection between theory and measures of 
well- being. When philosophical accounts are used by scientists, they 
are used as models rather than as theories. A model, in this sense, is a 
conceptual tool for building a measurement procedure. Unlike a the-
ory, which fully specifies how it should be used, a model requires add-
itional outside knowledge. Once we see that the science of well- being 
treats philosophical proposals as models, it is natural to think that there 
are many such models and that there is no single overarching model to 
regulate their use.

I call this view variantism about well- being. Invariantism— the view 
that there is a single theory of well- being that underpins the variety of 
constructs of well- being in life and science— has been the modus oper-
andi in philosophy. Is it a good one? Its advocates will no doubt appeal 
to the importance of starting with an assumption that knowledge about 
well- being can be unified, and I grant that the case can go either way. But 
I still wish to put variantism on the intellectual map and to give reasons to 
take this view seriously, if only because formulating it yields a more real-
istic view about what we can expect from a theory of well- being and what 
theories we are better off pursuing. Just as we have been contextualists all 
this time, we may well have been variantists too.
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2 .1.  How PH I losoPH er s r e ACt 
to Cou n t er e X A m Pl e s

Theories of well- being in today’s philosophy, the Big Three, are theories 
about what is noninstrumentally good for a person or a being. They are 
not primarily theories about how to lead a good life, how to be happy, 
or how to find meaning in life. In fact they are not ‘how to’ theories 
at all. Rather they seek to characterise well- being at the most general 
level, leaving it for others to say how to pursue it in a given situation. 
Typically well- being is distinguished from happiness on the one hand 
(a psychological state) and choiceworthiness on the other (the prop-
erty of being supported by the weight of reasons). In the contemporary 
Anglophone tradition, theories of well- being are usually put forward by 
philosophers broadly interested in the nature and character of values 
and hence have typically arisen as part of ethics, meta- ethics, and moral 
and political philosophy.

Given the number and intricacies of these theories, classifying them 
into groups is a research project in its own right. Derek Parfit’s (1984) 
classic partitioning distinguishes between mental state, desire fulfil-
ment, and objective list theories— hence my choice to speak of the Big 
Three. I am not particularly wedded to this classification, nor do I have 
my own theory of well- being to contribute. Rather, I am interested in 
what happens when a given theory of well- being faces objections of the 
classical sort:

• Hedonism is wrong because things other than mental states 
matter.

• Desire fulfilment theories are wrong because people can desire 
what is bad for them.

• Objective list theories are wrong because a person may not 
benefit from a given good.

This is not a comprehensive list, but it will do. Much effort in philosophy 
goes into pondering the implications of these claims and into formulat-
ing replies to fix the alleged problems. I now turn to these fixes with an 
eye on exposing their heavy costs for the theories’ usability.
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How do philosophers respond to counterexamples? They commonly 
adopt one of the following strategies: bite the bullet, go hybrid, go intri-
cate, or some combination of these. Biting the bullet involves admitting 
that an inconvenient scenario is indeed allowed by the theory but main-
taining that the theory is still preferable to others— perhaps because it 
is a better overall package or because the inconvenience of the scenario 
is an illusion. By contrast, going intricate requires amending the the-
ory with a new element or a new constraint. It sometimes amounts to 
going hybrid: if the new element is really part of another theory of well- 
being, then the resulting account is a hybrid account. Let us look at some 
examples.

A good example of bullet- biting is provided by Roger Crisp’s 
(2008) defence of hedonism. For Crisp, no decent version of hedon-
ism can deny that the denizen of a Nozickian experience machine is 
doing as well as the person with identical experiences who lives their 
life for real. But the intuition that the latter life is preferable to the 
former on prudential grounds is, for Crisp, an illusion that has an 
evolutionary explanation. To value achievement, authenticity, and 
whatever else the experience machine cannot give, on their own and 
independently of experiences they cause, is ‘a kind of collective bad 
faith’ that results from living in small groups whose livelihood cru-
cially depends on its members’ achievements in hunting or gathering 
(Crisp, 2008, p. 639).

An example of bullet- biting on the part of a desire fulfilment theorist 
is to say that the fulfilment of any— even trivial, meaningless, or evil— 
desires contributes to well- being or on the part of an objective list theorist 
to say that the failure to enjoy or desire an objectively valuable good does 
not diminish the contribution of this good to one’s well- being.1 Bullet- 
biting creates the demand to explain away the problematic intuitions or 
to showcase compensating advantages of the theory whose advocate bites 
the bullet. Philosophers typically appeal to the advantages of the pack-
age as a whole even if some element in it is counterintuitive. But in itself 
bullet- biting does not undermine a theory’s ability to be used in science. 

1. Keller (2004) bites the bullet on behalf of desire fulfillment, Arneson (1999) on behalf 
of objective list.
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Thus thanks to Crisp’s (2008) explaining away of the experience- machine 
intuition, scientists with hedonist measures of well- being receive a license 
to ignore whether their subjects are in an experience- machine or other-
wise radically deceived.

Things are different usability- wise when philosophers choose to go 
hybrid instead of, or in addition to, biting bullets. Perhaps the clas-
sic example is John Stuart Mill’s version of hedonism, which incorpo-
rates the distinction between higher and lower pleasures. The higher 
pleasures cannot be traded off against any amount of lower pleasures 
because the higher pleasures are more noble and better suited to 
rational humans. This move sometimes leads commentators to clas-
sify Mill’s theory of well- being as closer to Aristotle than Bentham in 
that it relies on a robust conception of human dignity, or at least as a 
hybrid combining elements of classical hedonism and eudaimonism 
(Brink, 2013).

There are many other hybrids around. Parfit (1984, p.  502) sug-
gested amending objective list theories with the requirement that the list 
also be endorsed by the agent. Feldman (2004, pp. 109– 114) proposed 
a reality constraint on hedonism such that only certain pleasures con-
tribute to well- being. Haybron’s (2008, Chapter 9) theory of well- being 
as self- fulfilment, defines this state as encompassing both emotional ful-
filment (which for him is happiness) and a life in which one’s values are 
realised. In each of these cases the hope is to unify in one account several 
intuitively valuable characteristics: happiness, the endorsement of one’s 
projects, the objective goodness of those projects. Typically the unified 
elements become individually necessary and jointly sufficient for well- 
being. They are not to be traded off against each other or treated as indi-
vidually sufficient.

Sometimes philosophers respond to counterexamples by going 
intricate rather than hybrid. Going intricate adds a modification to a 
theory without making it hybrid. When a desire- based theorist insists, 
as most typically do, that the desires whose fulfilment counts for well- 
being must be informed and rational, they add an extra condition to the 
original simple view that satisfaction of any desire is well- being con-
stitutive. This is a more intricate version of the desire theory but not 
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a hybrid version. The information and rationality requirements have a 
motivation independent of other theories of well- being. We want our 
desires to reflect reality because then these desires suit us better than 
otherwise— at least this is how desire theorists mean this amendment 
to work (Sobel, 2009).

Another example of the ‘go intricate’ move is Roger Crisp’s (2006) 
modification of hedonism to accommodate the value of higher pleas-
ures. Mill took seriously the objection that classical hedonism was a 
Philosophy of Swine— it allows lower pleasures, if sufficiently long and 
intense, to outrank the nobler higher pleasures in value. This is why 
Mill, on some interpretations, went hybrid and grounded the value of 
higher pleasures in human nature. To avoid going hybrid in the same 
way, Crisp identifies enjoyment not with the actual token experiences 
but with the common feature of all enjoyable experiences. Experiences 
have intensity and duration, but enjoyment does not play by the same 
rules. The value of enjoyment is in its phenomenological quality, which 
may well ignore the intensity and duration of the experiences. I  may 
enjoy a conversation with a friend for its glorious intimacy, understand-
ing, and laughter, and this judgement is mine and mine alone. It may 
well deviate from the score this experience receives on the simple inten-
sity/ duration scale. It deviates just because I enjoy it more, not because 
it is more noble or appropriate to humans or more desired. Hedonism 
is thus preserved.

Examples of both ‘go intricate’ and ‘go hybrid’ moves abound in phil-
osophy.2 They are not the only options available. One can also restrict 
the scope of the theory such that it would only apply in certain domains 
and not universally. But it is hard to think of any philosopher who takes 
this option. It is just not the done thing because the goal in the words of 
one of the contributors is ‘to capture the whole truth about well- being’ 
(Sarch, 2012, p. 441).

But such ambition is costly. For when theories become more intricate 
or hybrid, invariably they sacrifice their connection to measurement.

2. Jason Raibley’s (2010) agential flourishing view and Dale Dorsey’s (2012) belief subject-
ivism are arguably intricate versions of subjectivism.
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2 .2 .  t H e Costs oF t H e stA n dA r d 
m et Hodolog Y

In the case of intricate hedonism, in which the value of enjoyment is 
independent of intensity and duration, Crisp himself freely admits this 
consequence:

It may have been a dream of some hedonists— Bentham 
perhaps— that one could invent some kind of objective scale for 
measuring the enjoyableness and hence the value of certain expe-
riences, independently of the view of the subjects. But that— as 
Mill and Plato saw— is merely a dream. (Crisp, 2006, p. 633)

The scientists however keep on dreaming. Currently the best method 
for measuring affective states is previously mentioned experience sam-
pling, famously adapted by Daniel Kahneman and his colleagues to 
happiness. He proposes a notion of ‘objective happiness’ measured by 
the temporal integral of ‘instant utility’. Instant utility is how a par-
ticular moment feels to an individual on the good/ bad dimension. It 
is derived from reports of emotions in the current moment and aggre-
gated into a ratio of positive to negative emotions. Such instant ratings 
can then be integrated into ‘total utility’, approximately the product of 
average instant utility and duration. Then these ratings are combined 
to form the subject’s ‘hedonic profile’. If the horizontal axis represents 
duration and the vertical axis represents the level of instant utility, 
then the area under the curve refers to what Kahneman (1999) once 
called ‘objective happiness’. It is objective in the sense that the sub-
jects themselves do not judge their overall happiness but only their 
happiness at a given moment. This sense of ‘objective’ is not to be 
confused with objective theories of well- being, where objectivity has 
to do with goods that are good for an individual irrespective of their 
desires or attitudes.

Such aggregation only works if the following assumptions hold:

• Instant ratings must contain all the relevant information 
required.
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• The scale has a ‘stable and distinctive’ zero- point, roughly 
equivalent to a ‘neither good nor bad’ attitude.

• The measurement of deviations from zero are ordinal rather 
than cardinal.

• A single value can summarise the good/ bad evaluation.
• Such conscious or unconscious evaluation is constantly going 

on in the brain.

If these conditions hold, and Kahneman argues that they generally do, 
then the total utility refers to ‘objective happiness’.3

Whether it should indeed be thought of as objective and as happi-
ness is not the question here. Rather, I want to observe that Kahneman’s 
method does not measure Crisp’s enjoyment. Instead it measures, as 
well as we could hope at the moment, the standard Benthamite balance 
of positive to negative experiences, a characterisation Kahneman him-
self gladly accepts. Now that Crisp has redefined hedonism in terms 
of enjoyment rather than individual experiences and thus has made it 
immune to the sort of aggregation that allowed the Philosophy of Swine 
objection, it can no longer be measured by the best current procedure 
for measuring affective states. Kahneman’s first assumption, and pos-
sibly others too, is violated. Hedonism remains an inspiration for this 
scientific project, but the scientists no longer follow the letter of the 
strongest version by the lights of philosophers.

Other instances of the ‘go intricate’ and ‘go hybrid’ moves regularly 
follow a similar pattern:  an original philosophical proposal inspires a 
scientific measurement procedure, but later more defensible versions 
of this proposal do not get implemented in measurement. Mill’s hybrid 
theory requires separate scales for high and low pleasures, whose inte-
gration is either impossible or very tricky. No one I  am aware of has 
attempted it. Fully informed desires are, naturally, impossible to meas-
ure even indirectly. They are dramatic idealisations, supposedly in the 
same way that frictionless planes are. Creative social scientists go to 

3. The theory behind ‘objective happiness’ is worked out in (Kahneman, 1999; Kahneman 
et al., 1997). Kahneman and Krueger (2006) and Kahneman et al. (2004b) propose U- 
index which is a macro- indicator of ‘objective happiness’ in a population.
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great lengths to identify and measure preferences that best reflect indi-
viduals’ considered judgement, or just plain values that people hold.4 But 
none of these valiant efforts come anywhere close to the high standards 
of well- being typically formulated in the intricate or hybrid theories of 
subjectivist philosophers.

Even when the terms are the same, the concepts are anything but. 
Wayne Sumner’s (1996) theory of well- being is authentic satisfaction 
with life. But whether this is measured by the Satisfaction with Life Scale 
depends crucially on just how strictly we interpret authenticity. And 
given the disciplinary norms of philosophy— namely, generality and 
exceptionlessness— the temptation is away from measurability.

Hybrid theories, before they are even considered as candidates for 
measurement, need to specify the precise level of each component good 
required for well- being and whether any of these goods will trade- off 
against each other.5 Philosophers who debate the merits of objective 
list versus other views on intuitive grounds have yet to consider these 
issues, so central for measurement and yet so marginal given the discip-
linary incentives of philosophers. Sometimes in response to counter-
examples philosophers even advocate abandoning the assumption that 
any intrinsically valuable good enhances well- being always and every-
where irrespective of context, arguing instead that goods only have a 
disposition to do so, which may or may not be actualised (Fletcher, 
2009). Once this step is taken, a philosophical account is perhaps less 
open to counterexamples but also even further away from measure-
ment, for in addition to the components of well- being it now has to spe-
cify whether these components do or do not enhance well- being in any 
given context.

My complaint then is that as theories become ever more intricate 
and general, their relevance to the question of value aptness of science 

4. For examples see Benjamin et al. (2014), Beshears et al. (2008), Lindeman and Verkasalo 
(2005).

5. See Sarch (2012) for ingenious proposals as to the formal structure of multicomponent 
theories such as the objective list views. The options are to treat each component as indi-
vidually necessary, or else as additive, or else as required at a certain threshold, and so 
on. In each case the measurement will look dramatically different, but no objective list 
theorist in philosophy has even broached this issue.
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diminishes. While the original philosophical proposals about well- 
being regularly inspire scientific projects, the subsequent versions with 
modifications do not, because their operationalisability is becoming 
harder and harder to achieve. This is not necessarily a problem— after 
all, true well- being may well be unmeasurable. But epistemic access and 
population- level comparisons is the conceit of the normal science of 
well- being. So any philosophical proposal that refuses to play the meas-
urement game need not be taken seriously for these purposes. Yet the 
science of well- being rightly cares about conceptual validity rather than 
just operationalisability of its constructs, and one way or another phil-
osophy must play a role in development and justification of these con-
structs. How can it?

2 .3.   t H e V en dI ng m ACH I n e 

Let us attend again to the analogy I  invoked in the Introduction. In 
her many works on the nature of scientific theory Nancy Cartwright 
and colleagues distinguish between a Vending Machine and a Toolbox 
view.6 On the Vending Machine view, a theory contains within itself the 
resources for the treatment of any concrete situation. We take such a 
situation— say, a fridge sitting atop a sloped ramp to the moving van— 
we feed in the inputs about the fridge, the ramp, the ground beneath, 
into the formalisms of Newtonian mechanics, and the theory ‘spits out’ 
a representation. This typically enables scientists to predict and perhaps 
also to explain the movement of the fridge. And it is supposed to be a 
universal vending machine too: the theory can do so for any situation, 
not just for the fridge but also for a banknote flying in a windy square full 
of people. Cartwright urges that this ideal ignores the realities of mod-
eling, idealisations, and approximations in science. Once these realities 
are taken into account, we see that theoretical knowledge is far from suf-
ficient for representing the world, and we should not be so optimistic as 
to think that physical theories apply universally.

6. Cartwright (1999, p. 185); Cartwright et al. (1995).
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Instead, Cartwright and her coauthors propose that scientific the-
ory is a toolbox— not in the instrumentalist sense according to which 
theories are mere tools for predicting, manipulating, and systematis-
ing observations but in a realist sense that theories contain some but 
not all of the tools necessary for building models that represent real 
situations. These tools are incomplete and do not always work. In her 
other work Cartwright argues that theories often make claims about 
capacities— stable forces that mix with other stable forces to produce 
observed phenomena. Capacity claims are abstract, and in order to 
be applied they need to be concretised using many locally appropri-
ate approximations and idealisations that are not themselves theory 
motivated (Cartwright, 1989, 1999). This is the sense in which theories 
are toolboxes rather than vending machines. And this is the case not 
merely in practice or because we cannot do better. Cartwright believes 
that, for all we can tell, such a patchwork, or in her word ‘dappledness’, 
reflects the way the world really is.

For my purposes we do not even need to go that far. Cartwright’s 
pluralist metaphysics are not necessary consequences of her views on 
methodology. But the ‘spitting out’ aspect of her vending machine ana-
logy is instructive. The theory supposedly spits out representations of 
empirical phenomena. It does so using bridge principles that link theor-
etical concepts with measurable quantities. Adapted to well- being, the 
Vending Machine view encompasses the following commitments:

 1. There is a single general theory of well- being.
 2. This theory justifies the adoption of particular constructs and 

measures by implying them under certain assumptions about 
the context of research.

For example, say the correct theory is some version of idealised 
subjectivism— well- being is that state that a properly informed agent 
desires or believes to be good for their lesser informed self. Consider 
QUALEFFO, a questionnaire developed by the European Foundation 
for Osteoporosis to measure well- being of people with vertebral fractures 
and bone disease (Lips et al., 1997, 1999). It gauges their pain, physical, 
mental, and social function, and perception of health with 48 questions. 
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I have no view on how good of a measure QUALEFFO is, but suppose it 
does the job. According to Vending Machine, idealised subjectivism, plus 
assumptions about what sort of factors tend to cause (or correlate with) 
the valuable things specified by this theory in the population of people 
with vertebral fractures, implies that well- being of this population should 
be conceived approximately as the QUALEFFO indicates. To secure this 
implication, the Vending Machine theorist trusts that there should be a 
single theory of well- being and that this theory has a direct and straight-
forward connection to the phenomenon measured by QUALEFFO.

I hope the story in the previous paragraph strikes the reader as 
far- fetched. Let us start with (2)— the claim that we can justify con-
structs by deriving them from one master theory. Whichever theory 
we pick of the ones currently on offer, this derivability looks utterly 
mythical. No one has the assumptions necessary to secure it. The 
bridge principles enabling the move from ideal desires to any item 
in the QUALEFFO are missing. Of course, we could make up these 
links: it is generally helpful to have healthy bones if one wants to pur-
sue goals that one’s ideal self would want one to pursue. Such a link 
can be made up for any of the existing theories of well- being, and 
they all sound perfectly plausible. But these links are not true bridge 
principles, for they are insufficient to justify QUALEFFO. Many 
things are helpful for pursuing ideal goals, but only some of them are 
included in this measure. Nothing remotely similar to this sort of der-
ivation happens in real life and science, nor can we expect scientists to 
go through this process.

True, practical impossibility may not be a compelling consideration 
for philosophers who, for the most part, are happy to operate on the faith 
that the theories of well- being they so carefully craft could in principle 
be connected to constructs in the social and medical sciences. But I for 
one demand reasons to sustain this faith, especially when it so strains 
imagination. Indeed I see reasons working the other way. Current philo-
sophical methodology worships different gods than those that would 
enable a connection between theories and measures. The philosophical 
gods are parsimony, universality, generality, immunity to counterexam-
ples. When theories actually connect to measures in the sciences, these 
gods deserve no credit.
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2 .4.  t H eor I e s oF w ell- BeI ng A s tool BoX e s

The Toolbox theory, an alternative to the Vending Machine theory, does 
not maintain that standard philosophical theory is useless. On the con-
trary, it is essential, for it is a collection of models from which any act of 
measurement should start. Each model is a representation of well- being 
from a certain perspective, a conceptual tool to be deployed in a way it does 
not itself fully specify. Each of the Big Three regularly serves as inspiration 
for practicing scientists interested in well- being. Aristotelian views of well- 
being— that people have certain needs grounded in their nature— have 
inspired flourishing approaches in psychology and psychiatry as well as 
the capabilities approach in development economics. Classical hedonism 
serves as an explicit motivation for Kahneman’s research program, among 
others. The subjectivist idea that realising one’s priorities is important is 
often invoked in defense of life satisfaction approaches and of preference- 
based measures in economics. These are all examples of scientists feeding 
off philosophical ideas at various theoretical stages of their research.

The nature of this relationship is instructive. Scientists obviously do 
not treat the philosophical theories as providing the final and complete 
justification for their constructs. Their goals are opportunistic— they are 
just shopping for ideas, for inspiration. That there is a philosophical the-
ory to go with their constructs and measures is a convenient fact, which, 
perhaps, provides an additional reason to take the constructs seriously. 
However, it is not a necessity, and there are other sources of inspiration 
and, crucially, as we shall see, other sources of justification.

Moreover, as far as scientists are concerned, picking up an idea from 
Aristotle or Bentham or Nussbaum does not commit them to the whole 
package. Psychiatrists and psychologists who study flourishing along 
dimensions of autonomy, mastery, purpose, connectedness, and other 
virtues dutifully acknowledge their debt to Aristotelian theories. But 
they also insist that the extent of flourishing be assessed by subjects 
themselves in questionnaires, thus injecting a hefty dose of subjectiv-
ism into their approach.7 Life satisfaction advocates, similarly, mean felt 

7. See Ryff (1989), Huppert (2009), Huppert and So (2013), Ryan and Deci (2001), Deci 
and Ryan (2008), and among others.
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satisfaction where philosophers in the desire fulfillment tradition often 
insist on actual satisfaction of desires. And we have already seen that the 
best measures of hedonic state diverge greatly from the best philosoph-
ical formulations of hedonism.

The use of the capabilities framework in development economics 
is another case in point for the toolbox view. (See Appendix B for an 
explanation and references.) On its own, Amartya Sen’s original idea 
that the notion of capability is preferable to utility is just an abstract 
framework that does not commit to much. Capabilities are distinct free-
doms to pursue valuable achievements. Which achievements, whether 
they can be traded off against each other, and at what levels— all of these 
are substantive issues that need to be filled out before the proposal has 
any scientific relevance. Different projects fill it out in different ways. 
Compare, for instance, Nussbaum’s (2000) robust Aristotelian version 
of the capabilities approach with its list of 10 valuable freedoms with 
the United Nations’ much thinner Human Development Index that 
focuses only on life expectancy, income, and education (Anand & Sen, 
1994). The capabilities approach is a valuable tool to represent a variety 
of outcomes— development, justice, freedom, sometimes well- being— 
not a vending machine.

The Vending Machine theorist bets that one theory of well- being 
underlies all measurement decisions. The fact that scientists themselves 
do not go through a derivation of these measures from some theory plus 
powerful assumptions does not show that such a theory does not exist 
nor that it is inert. The Toolbox theorist, on the other hand, sees the bur-
den of proof on the Vending Machine advocate: unless you can show me 
these powerful assumptions, I will not believe in your vending machine. 
My sympathies are with the Toolbox theorist, though, I admit, an even- 
handed argument could go either way.

What is clear is that scientific practice conforms better to the 
Toolbox than to the Vending Machine picture. Unsurprisingly, scien-
tists do not wait for a grand theory of well- being plus powerful assump-
tions before developing and justifying their constructs and measures. 
No research could get off the ground if scientists adhered to Vending 
Machine. However, the Toolbox view comes with its own costs. When a 
theory of well- being supplies only a few concepts and some inspiration, 
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the existence of these tools does not uniquely compel any particular 
measure. And since the decision to use one tool rather than another 
appears to be a choice based on researchers’ theoretical tastes, there is 
no justification of this choice either.

So we face the following dilemma:  On the Vending Machine view 
theories justify constructs, but the view is impractical. The Toolbox view 
is practical, but on it theories do not appear to justify constructs. That 
would be bad news for a project on value- aptness of the science of well- 
being. Resolving this dilemma will require populating the toolbox with 
something more robust than just sources of inspiration. But before we 
get there, we should confront the possibility of a plurality of theories of 
well- being.

2 .5.  VA r I A n t Ism V er sus I n VA r I A n t Ism

Worries and scepticism about theorising are not new in philosophy. 
Having listed several ‘fixed points’ about what well- being is (that it must 
involve success in one’s rational aims, that its experiential quality mat-
ters, etc.), Thomas Scanlon goes on to express doubts about the possibil-
ity of any more articulated theory of well- being:

It does not seem likely, for example, that we will find a general the-
ory telling us how much weight to assign to the different elements 
of well- being I have listed: how much to enjoyment, how much to 
success in one’s aims, and so on. I doubt that these questions have 
answers at this level of abstraction. Plausible answers would depend 
on the particular goals that a person has and on the circumstances 
in which he or she was placed. (Scanlon, 1998, p. 118)

Scanlon is also sceptical about the usefulness of such a general the-
ory, because this one notion cannot play the three roles it has been 
assigned:  to help individual deliberation, to regulate third- person 
beneficence, and to be a consideration in political theory. It is likely 
that we shall have to develop separate notions for each of these pur-
poses, he writes.
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James Griffin similarly questions the very existence of a single 
notion of well- being (or of happiness and quality of life, for that matter):

there is no single notion of “quality of life” to cover all the instances 
of values that do indeed contribute to how prudentially good a life 
is. Each of us can, of course, commandeer the term “quality of life” 
and use it to cover whatever part of the whole domain of good- 
life- making features we should find most attractive. Perhaps this 
has indeed already happened in the course of the history of phil-
osophy. Perhaps, therefore, some of us are not disagreeing with 
one another over the nature of a “happy” life but speaking of quite 
different things. (Griffin, 2007, p. 147)

Simon Keller connects this diversity to the failures of the traditional 
intuition- based method of theorising about well- being:

Around the notion of welfare lie several interrelated but dis-
tinct ways in which we can assess a person or her life. We can ask 
whether she is happy, whether she is satisfied, whether she is suc-
cessful, whether she is flourishing, whether she enjoys a high level 
of well- being, whether she is doing well, whether she is doing well 
on her own terms, whether she is well off, whether she is living a 
good life, or whether she is getting the things that are good for her. 
These are all opaque concepts, but it is clear that they do not all 
amount to the same thing. It does not take much effort, however, 
to take our intuitions about any one of these notions, present them 
as intuitions about welfare, and reject a theory of welfare because 
it fails to meet them. But no single theory could capture all of these 
ways of assessing an individual or her life. So for any theory of wel-
fare, there is a way to make it look silly. (Keller, 2009, p. 664)

Finally, among the social scientists, Des Gasper urges us to follow

Amartya Sen’s principle that interpretations of inherently 
ambiguous ideas should illuminate, not attempt to eliminate, the 
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ambiguity. We should not claim that there is only one true ver-
sion. We should ask, for any [well- being] or [quality of life] evalu-
ation:  who is doing what to/ for/ with whom, when, where, and 
why? (Gasper, 2010, p. 353)

He then proposes three dimensions on which studies of well- being 
can fruitfully vary:  whether it is based on public or private values, 
whether it is measured on a population or individual level, and 
finally whether it focuses on life conditions or on subjective states. 
He insists that faced with the diversity of conceptualisations of well- 
being we should

understand them as having different roles and different occasions 
of relevance. We need to reflect on and then focus in scope accord-
ing to our judgements on: purposes, roles and standpoint, as well 
as on values, theoretical perspective, and the adequacy and feasi-
bility of the required procedures and instruments. (Gasper, 2010, 
p. 359)8

So I am not the only one flirting with fragmentation. But is there a 
coherent proposal in all this? Some of the sentiments just quoted can 
be taken care of by Contextualism of Chapter 1. But the complaints go 
further than that. There might be no single concept and no single the-
ory to tell us when each concept is applicable and what states realise it. 
Though these commentators may not accept my gloss, I think the view 
they are calling into question is Well- being Invariantism (WBI). WBI 
encompasses two claims:

WBI1:  The concept of well- being concerns the most general 
evaluation of the value of a state to a person and not anything else.

WBI2:  The full substantive theory of well- being will specify the 
unique set of conditions that apply in all and only cases of well- being.

8. See also McGillavray and Clark (2006) on the variety of concepts of well- being in devel-
opment studies.
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The first claim is what I  have called the Circumscription thesis in 
Chapter  1. Denying Circumscription is one way to make sense of the 
ambiguity of well- being terms and expressions. The second claim— call 
it Uniqueness— trusts that a single theory specifies the extension of the 
concept wherever it applies. (Naturally, this theory does so at a very gen-
eral level without implying that only a certain specific kind of life can 
be good for a person.) By itself Uniqueness is not averse to the ambi-
guity of well- being terms, so it is conceivable to deny Circumscription 
while at the same time claiming that a single theory specifies the exten-
sion (or extensions) of this family of concepts. Together, however, 
Circumscription and Uniqueness do imply that a single substantive the-
ory of well- being should yield the conditions under which a person is 
doing well in general. Adding to this picture the Vending Machine view 
implies that this theory should also tell us the conditions under which a 
measure appropriately tracks well- being.

Contrast WBI with a view that rejects both the Circumscription and 
the Uniqueness assumptions. Well- being Variantism9 (WBV) makes 
two commitments:

WBV1: The term ‘well- being’ (and its cognates) can invoke either 
general or contextual concepts of well- being depending on context.

WBV2:  No single substantive theory specifies the realisers of 
every concept of well- being.

Let us call the first thesis Concept Diversity— the contextualist pro-
posal in Chapter 1 was supposed to make sense of that. Now I concen-
trate on the second thesis— Theory Diversity. I phrased it as the denial 
of the existence of a single theory of well- being powerful enough to 
cover all the contextual notions of well- being. But I did not say how 
many theories of well- being that leaves us with or which theories those 
will be. Some philosophers, including those quoted earlier, already toy 

9. I owe the term ‘variantism’ to Doris et al. (2008) who use it in the context of free will. 
Another similar sounding but in fact distinct idea is Guy Fletcher’s (2009) ‘variabi-
lism’— a claim that no good contributes to well- being always and everywhere. This view 
is entirely compatible with and indeed friendly to well- being invariantism.
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with the idea that temporal well- being is best understood in subject-
ivist terms, while lifetime well- being requires a narrative shape to life 
that may go beyond how the person feels (Kagan, 1992; Velleman, 
1991). I  mean to go even further. More theories than those two are 
needed for all the diverse purposes of the science of well- being. How 
many exactly I  cannot say. One possibility is that we shall need one 
theory per each context; another is that a single theory can take care 
of several contexts. This issue is partly empirical, partly pragmatic, 
partly normative:  the number of theories that the science needs will 
depend on how many contexts a community identifies as requiring 
a standard of well- being and on how powerful/ simple/ useable we 
want these standards to be. I certainly will not be putting forward any 
answers from the armchair. This inexactness notwithstanding, Theory 
Diversity can still be elaborated.

It can be formulated as a stronger philosophical version and 
a weaker methodological one. The stronger version takes Theory 
Diversity and hence WBV to be a claim about the nature of well- being, 
squarely in the province of meta- ethics. It is an attack on the very idea 
of a unified theory of well- being. There is not one concept and there 
is not one thing the many concepts refer to. On the gentler version, 
we put aside the deep questions of meta- ethics and treat WBV as only 
a methodological thesis about how best to approach the sciences. It 
may be that there is a single correct theory of well- being, but for the 
purposes of construct justification we need not assume one. Instead 
we make use of several theories, and the arguments that justify the use 
of one theory in one context and another theory in another do not bot-
tom out in a unified master theory. Rather, they are local arguments. 
Methodological WBV does not infer Theory Diversity from the fact 
that science uses more than one theory— that would be taking science 
uncritically. Rather it is a view that the apparent lack of a powerful 
master theory does not prevent judicious and normatively appropriate 
choice of construct.

In principle, the weaker version of WBV could even be compat-
ible with some kind of invariantism about well- being. For example, we 
might think that any master theory, though it may be uniquely correct, 
is not well- suited for addressing the concerns arising in the sciences. 
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This theory may fail to be useful because, for instance, it is too abstract 
and too thin to yield the context- specific notions necessary for science 
and policy. Or perhaps the necessary bridge principles are missing. 
Whatever general theory of well- being is correct, justifying local con-
structs is a context- specific affair in which the general theory plays only 
an indirect role.

Which version of WBV do I advocate? The answer is the methodo-
logical one, at the very least, because I  do not see the prospects for a 
master theory of adequate resolution. It sounds attractive but it is just 
not here. The invariantist’s best argument is that such a theory is neces-
sary if conflicts between different theories in the toolbox— for example, 
happiness versus achievement— are to be rationally resolvable. Value 
Aptness would be compromised if there was no fact of the matter about 
which construct of well- being is right, so I agree with this requirement. 
But I am pessimistic that the master theory is the best way to resolve 
such conflicts in scientific practice. In Chapter 4 we see that when values 
conflict, securing objectivity of science takes a political resolution, not 
an appeal to master theory. So I would neither bet my money on such a 
theory nor worry if it does not arrive.

2 .6.  I n FAVou r oF t H eorY dI V er sIt Y

A methodological argument in support of Theory Diversity could go as 
follows:

Premise 1: The philosophical toolbox of the sciences of well- 
being includes many, not only one, of the current theories of 
well- being.

Premise 2: Depending on context, different contents of the toolbox 
play a role in different constructs of well- being.

Premise 3: Constructs of well- being, at least sometimes, specify the 
constituents, rather than mere causes or correlates, of well- being.

Premise 4: Constructs of well- being in the sciences, at least 
sometimes, do a good job picking out well- being in a given 
context.

 



A  P H I l o s o P H Y  F o r  t H e  s C I e n C e  o F  w e l l - B e I n g

46

46

Conclusion: So different states, as specified by different theories, 
constitute well- being in different contexts.

I take the case for Premises 1 and 2 to be made already. We have seen 
how different are constructs across sciences— some are purely affect- 
based, others purely judgement- based; some invite general evaluations, 
others only evaluations of particular domains; some include objective 
indicators, some do not; and which indicators are included depends on 
whether we are studying children or developing countries or caretakers 
of the chronically ill. We have also seen that philosophical theories of 
well- being are used opportunistically as sources of inspiration and as 
repositories of ideas about what well- being might be, ideas to be used in 
part and in part rejected or modified as researchers see fit. Theories do 
not function as vending machines.

The next step is to justify Premise 3. This premise is crucial because 
it forestalls a natural objection on the part of the invariantist:  Yes, 
indeed, constructs of well- being are diverse, but this has no bearing 
on philosophy because they pick out aspects, or causes, or correlates of 
well- being, not its constituents. There are a great many factors that bring 
about, prevent, or indicate well- being. In some contexts some of these 
factors are more powerful than in others, and some sciences are better 
suited to study some of these factors than others. This is where diversity 
of constructs comes from, argues the invariantist. It is a consequence 
of (a)  the complexity of the causal web surrounding the phenomenon 
of well- being and (b) differences in the interests and methodologies of 
scientists.10 Gerontologists focus on physical frailty not because rela-
tive health is constitutive of well- being of the elderly but rather because 
health problems have the greatest impact on the well- being of the eld-
erly and they are what gerontologists should study. Economists focus 
on income because this is the one factor in the causal web of well- being 
they are well positioned to study, not because it realises well- being in 
some context— and so on and so forth. For each troublesome construct 
the invariantist will claim that it is a component, a cause, or a correlate, 
rather than a constituent, of well- being.

10. Rodogno (2014) mentions this line of argument.
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Over the years I  warmed up to this argument. It is a plausible 
story that can lead one to conclude that variantism and invariantism 
are both empirically adequate and the choice between them is a mat-
ter of taste. Still the variantist can respond. The first step is to agree 
with the invariantist on two accounts. Yes, well- being, like anything 
else, can be measured via indicators rather than directly. Sometimes 
constructs, and especially measures, are made up from strong corre-
lates or causes of well- being rather than its constituents. The exam-
ples of health- based measures are plausible candidates for this (Groll, 
2015). And, yes, different scientific projects have different purposes, 
constraints, and methodologies, which could explain some of the vari-
ation in constructs and measures. But these two facts are probably not 
enough to make sense of the entire range of diversity we are observing 
in well- being research.

Besides, the reply the invariantist is articulating easily lapses into 
Circumscription. The Circumscriptionist believes that ‘well- being’ 
and related terms refer all and only to the general all- things- considered 
evaluation of the goodness of a state for the agent. Whenever we under-
take a more contextual evaluation anchored in a particular practical 
purpose from a particular point of view, we are talking about some-
thing other than well- being, for example, economic or health- related 
quality of life. So for the Circumscriptionist well- being research is at 
most about aspects of well- being. I grant this is a possibility. However, 
the supposed advantage of this position seems only to make room 
for invariantism. Its cost is to reinterpret research on well- being as 
being something other than what researchers think they are doing. 
Gerontologists may think they are researching the well- being of the 
elderly, but in fact they are only researching their quality of life, which 
is perhaps a component or a cause of well- being but not well- being 
proper. Why not? Because well- being is that general value for the sake 
of which we pursue quality of life, the invariantist insists. This sounds 
like foot stamping.

The other line of defense is to ask the invariantist for an outline of 
the theory that correctly specifies the referent of the narrow concept 
of well- being and yet does it substantively enough for the purposes of 
being a good vending machine. What in particular are we to do with two 
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millennia worth of disagreements between the Big Three? The invari-
antist can claim that there is a resolution after all, or else that the disa-
greements do not matter. The first option is basically a promise that a 
unification of the Big Three will succeed. The second option requires 
isolating some core commitments of the Big Three and then claiming 
that these commitments are sufficient for all the very practical purposes 
of the science of well- being.11 I can see attractions of each option, but 
they are not overwhelming attractions.

Finally we have Premise 4, which claims that sometimes con-
structs of well- being used in the sciences do succeed in capturing 
well- being properly. The variantist needs this premise, for without it 
the argument just attempts to draw a conclusion about the nature of 
value from the existing scientific practices— a fine instance of the nat-
uralistic fallacy. What justifies Premise 4? No general argument can be 
made in its support. In part it is a bet that some of the many examples 
I discuss in this book are more or less successful at representing well- 
being. Empirically minded philosophers and philosophers of science 
frequently make such bets to ensure that their theoretical proposals 
do not veer too far from the practices that require an explanation in 
the first place. So Premise 4 is really a constitutive rule for a certain 
kind of project in philosophy. If the science of well- being was com-
pletely off track, then I  would be writing a very different book. But 
Premise 4 is not purely a bet. In Part II I  forestall an argument that 
well- being is inherently unmeasurable and discuss conditions for suc-
cessful measurement.

So we have a version of variantism about well- being, at the very 
least a methodological one. In my view it is no less plausible than invari-
antism, though I admit the case is not exactly a slam dunk. Variantism 
may sound radical to a meta- ethicist, but for philosophers of science it 
should not be that big of a deal. They have realistic expectations about 
the power of theories as compared to more localised sources of know-
ledge such as models and mechanisms, and in my view so should phi-
losophers of well- being. There is nothing exotic or radical about this 

11. See Keller (2009), Tiberius (2007), and Bishop (2015) for attempts at unification and 
Taylor (2015) for prospects of a theory- neutral science of well- being.
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perspective. There are several pluralist views in current philosophy of 
science. Concepts of species, innateness, genes, and others, it has been 
suggested, do not admit of a stable meaning, nor is a single substantive 
theory of these, both informative and true, possible.12 Sometimes these 
philosophers conclude that the concepts are still useful; sometimes 
they advocate their elimination. Mark Wilson (2006) recently went as 
far as arguing that this ambiguity and fragmentation is indeed the nor-
mal behaviour of scientific concepts. If we take seriously the practical 
minutiae of their use and application, we see that even familiar notions 
such as colour, weight, and hardness only show stable content and 
orderly behaviour in patches, not universally, and only when they are 
anchored by reliable measurement and inference procedures (Wilson, 
2006). An invariantist might respond with an incredulous stare and ask 
how, in the absence of a master theory, can the variantist know which 
tool to pull out from the toolbox? The variantist shrugs:  in the same 
way as many concepts in science function. We start with a goal to study 
the well- being of a certain kind of creature, we know something about 
that kind, we reach into the toolbox to check if a theory of well- being 
for that kind exists already and if not we build it from the available tools 
adjusting it as we go along. Instead of debating the relative advantages 
of their views, our variantist and invariantist would do well to focus on 
this process. What exactly is in the toolbox such that it enables authori-
tative choice of well- being constructs?

2 .7.  en r ICH I ng t H e toolBoX :  
m I d- l e V el t H eor I e s

The Big Three surely deserve a place in the toolbox. Many versions of 
these theories connect fairly straightforwardly to measures of happiness, 
life satisfaction, and flourishing. But, as we have seen with QUALEFFO, 
this is not always the case. Consider two more measures of well- being 
that do not easily reveal their philosophical ancestry.

12. See Ereshevsky (1998), Griffiths (2002), Griffiths and Stotz (2006), among others.
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The first one is the Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI), inspired by 
the Canadian Index of Well- Being. It calculates the costs of economic 
growth and subtracts them from the standard gross domestic prod-
uct. When social scientists speak of ‘theoretical foundations’ of GPI, 
they cite models and theories about the impact of economic growth 
on ecology, resource depletion, social costs, and so on. GPI reflects 
these costs and is thus is thought to gauge well- being better than GDP 
alone. It is sensitive to human needs and to the needs of communities 
extended across time, which must include contact with nature and a 
sustainable use of resources (Lawn, 2003). Implicit in these arguments 
are value judgements about what matters for decent community liv-
ing. Satisfying human needs matters, and these needs include material 
comforts, belonging, connection with nature. Money matters presum-
ably because it helps people satisfy their basic needs, but at a certain 
point more money is no longer necessary and might indeed take away 
from other needs.

The second example comes from gerontology. Many aging people 
care for spouses with chronic illnesses. This is frequently a time of great 
hardship in the life of the caregiver, who is at increased risk of depres-
sion and complications with their own health. Gerontologists define 
the well- being of caregivers to encompass subjective well- being and 
also freedom from what is called Caregiver Strain (Visser- Meily et al., 
2005). Caregivers are strained if their sleep is disturbed by the care 
recipient, if they are lonely and pushed around, if their old life is gone 
and replaced with arguments, worry, fatigue, and so on. Underlying 
this measure is a judgement that, even if a caregiver is satisfied (as a lov-
ing and dutiful spouse may well be), the stress and pain of caring is still 
great and must be captured.

Why is it appropriate to conceptualise the well- being of caregivers in 
one way and the well- being of community in another? In each example 
above there appears to be a justification appealing to the nature of the 
kind in question (community, or a caregiver) and some normative prin-
ciples not obviously grounded in the Big Three. The toolbox appears to 
be fuller than I implied earlier.

This is because in addition to high theories we also need mid- 
level theories. They are mid- level in that they stand between the high 
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theories and the scientific constructs. (See Figure I.1.) Mid- level 
theories of well- being are theories of well- being in a particular con-
text— the well- being of children, of the elderly, of the chronically ill 
and disabled, of people in stressful jobs, of institutionalised children, 
of an industrialised country, and so on. In Chapter 1 argued that along 
with the all- things- considered sense of well- being, there are also con-
textual senses, in which evaluation is relativised to circumstances. 
Mid- level theories are precisely substantive theories of well- being in 
contextual senses. To the extent that the Good Samaritan, the friend, 
and the social worker judge Masha’s well- being, they do so by relying 
on an implicit characterisation of the creature that Masha is. For them 
she is a member of three kinds (a stranger on the street, a friend, and 
a client), and three accounts regulate their judgement— accounts of 
well- being for members of specific kinds in the circumstances their 
encounter takes place.

More generally I propose to think of mid- level theories as sensitive 
to three considerations. The first is the nature of the kind— who are 
the creatures whose well- being is in question? While high theories are 
about well- being of beings (typically human) in general, mid- level theo-
ries concern well- being of kinds defined more specifically:  toddlers, 
adopted toddlers, adopted toddlers with Down’s Syndrome, a country, 
caretakers of an ill spouse, and so on. The kind should be as specific as 
the circumstances require. Just as there is no one way of carving nature 
into kinds, there is no purpose- independent recipe for deciding which 
mid- level theories to pursue. Once a kind is specified and we know some 
facts about it, these facts serve as constraints on the mid- level theory for 
that kind. For example, knowing whether members of our kind are able 
to evaluate their situation, we may or may not decide to gauge their well- 
being with subjective indicators.

Second, the context is made up by the nature of the inquirer. Who 
am I to the being whose well- being I wish to know? In this respect con-
text is sensitive to relationships and obligations that obtain between 
the subject and the benefactor or the knower: typically the closer the 
relationship between them, the richer and more demanding the appro-
priate notion of well- being is. What does it take for Masha who slipped 
and fell on an icy pavement to do well? If a stranger Good Samaritan is 
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asking, then not a lot— just being able to get to her destination reason-
ably comfortably. The coparent of Masha’s future child will demand 
more. When an aid charity measures aggregate quality of life with just 
a few indicators, instead of a more demanding measure, they are doing 
so in part because of their limited obligations to the people they study. 
But not only that.

Third, the circumstances of the inquiry matter. What is well- being 
such that I can do anything about it? For example, the practical feasibil-
ity for a benefactor of a given course of action in a given situation also 
affects the appropriateness of the standard of well- being this benefactor 
should set. Other things being equal, the less the benefactor can do for 
the subject of their beneficence, the lower is the right standard of well- 
being. What sort of outcome is and is not realistic to expect, given the 
existing resources and constraints, will fix the appropriate contrast class 
and thus the correct threshold of well- being.

National well- being and the well- being of a caregiver— my two 
previous examples— are two distinct nongeneral concepts; each 
requires a mid- level theory of their own. The theory of well- being 
of caregivers must be particularly sensitive to the dangers of loneli-
ness, loss of connection with their mate, health complications, and, of 
course, what will be done with this knowledge. So far as I know, such a 
theory exists only implicitly in the measures currently used in clinical 
and social work settings. A theory of the well- being of a nation, or at 
least the beginnings of such a theory, does exist (Haybron & Tiberius, 
2015). Its authors urge that this sort of well- being is primarily a matter 
of reflecting the fundamental priorities of the citizens and their suc-
cess in realising these priorities. GPI is a good measure to the extent 
that it does so.

Mid- level theories are context- specific in their scope and narrow 
in their applicability; they are tolerant of exceptions and aimed first 
at guiding measurement or, outside science, an informal estimation. 
Having laid my own variantist bet on the table, it should nevertheless 
be clear that the notion of a mid- level theory is also easily palatable 
to an orthodox invariantist about well- being. No need to sign up for 
the entirety of my story. A  high theory, both sides should agree, can 
play a role by constraining the space of possibilities in which to pursue 
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mid- level theories without nevertheless determining them. Mid- level 
theories can be recast in terms of the Big Three (or the Big One should 
it arrive), but such recasting, interesting as it may be to philosophers, is 
not what justifies them. Instead further constraints will come from the 
nature of kinds and the context of theorising.

This is just what I show with an example in Chapter 3. A small gripe 
concludes this one. The world has plenty of high and not enough of 
explicit mid- level theories. To the extent that any exist, they are low on 
the ladder of philosophical prestige, as compared to fixing counterex-
amples to high theory. ‘Sorry, I thought you were a philosopher’ tells me 
a listener after a talk on this material. This is an unfortunate reaction. 
Building mid- level theories is an exercise in complex systematisation of 
values, facts, and other constraints— a perfect use of philosopher’s time 
and an honourable use too. With its success stands or falls the value- 
aptness of science.
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C h a p t e r  3

How to Build a Theory
The Case of Child Well- Being

– I  was just going to ask what he understands by the phrase 
[child] well- being?

– Frankly this is a ridiculous intervention. If you don’t under-
stand what we are trying to achieve about the well- being of chil-
dren in this country you should have a serious look at yourself.

Debate in Scottish Parliament

According to Stewart Maxwell, the member of Scottish Parliament who 
bristles at his colleague’s question, child well- being is so obvious that it 
is insulting to even ask to spell it out. Anyone looking at contemporary 
philosophy and the social sciences would be forgiven for concluding that 
academics too find such definitions unnecessary.

In political philosophy there is a mature literature on children’s 
rights and the resulting obligations to them of parents and communi-
ties. One class of these rights, known as welfare rights, are supposed to 
protect children’s basic needs such as shelter, nutrition, loving care, and 
so on. There is also a growing engagement with the nature and the value 
of childhood.1 A  notion of child well- being is immanent in all these 
discussions. However, merely specifying children’s basic needs, or the 

1. On rights and obligations see Feinberg (1980), Archard (2011), Liao (2006), Wieland 
(2011), among many others. On welfare rights see Brighouse (2003) and Brennan 
(2002). On the nature of childhood see Shapiro (1999), Brennan (2014), Gheaus (2014, 
2015), Macleod (2010), Brighouse and Swift (2014).
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goods of childhood, does not amount to a systematic theory of what is 
good for children and why.

In the social, psychological, and clinical sciences, child well- being is 
one of the most measured and researched outcomes with its own profes-
sional journals and societies.2 Much is known about the determinants and 
risk factors of children’s mental health, educational achievement, delin-
quency, prospective functioning as an adult. Nongovernmental organi-
sations and dedicated charities regularly issue reports comparing child 
well- being across countries and time.3 Typically researchers put together 
a set of these indicators and label this set ‘child well- being’.4 But what is 
missing is an explicit theory of that which the label refers to. Indeed social 
scientists often shy away from theorising for reasons that vary in quality.5 
One reason is a common aversion to philosophising and a mistaken per-
ception that it perverts the goals of empirical research. A more compel-
ling reason is the danger of state interference with parental rights in the 
name of child well- being. Indeed, Stewart Maxwell from our epigraph is 
the sponsor of a new law granting responsibility for overseeing well- being 
of a given child in Scotland to a person other than this child’s parent— the 
so called Named Person scheme. His interlocutor’s innocent- sounding 
request to define child well- being is in fact an objection designed to bring 
out the concept’s vagueness so dangerous for policy and law. But even this 
reasonable concern is no reason against building a theory of child well- 
being. Indeed now that well- being is the currency of policy debates, the 
danger is precisely the absence of such a theory.

Finally, the high theories in philosophy rarely mention children spe-
cifically and almost never explain how the Big Three can be adapted to 
children. As such there is much relevant work in the right conceptual 
neighbourhood but nevertheless no proper theory of child well- being. 
Outlining such a theory is the first goal of this chapter.

2. Child Indicators Research is the journal of the International Society for Child Indicators.
3. The first and foremost is UNICEF’s State of the World’s Children yearly report 

(UNICEF, 1979– ).
4. This is a fair description of Land et  al. (2001), a typical study in the social indicators 

tradition.
5. See Seaberg (1990), McAuley and Rose (2011), Morrow and Mayali (2009), Axford 

(2009).
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The second goal of this chapter is methodological— to show the 
process of building a mid- level theory of well- being in the sense artic-
ulated in Chapter 2. There are three kinds of raw material to work 
with. In keeping with the Toolbox view, we can start from the Big 
Three. Adapting these theories to the case of children and choosing 
the winner would be a top- down approach. Second, we can generalise 
from the existing measures of child well- being used in social indica-
tors research. That would be a bottom- up approach. Third, we can feed 
off accounts of normal child functioning in developmental psychology 
and philosophy of childhood.

None of the three is enough on its own and each ends up being 
useful. The resulting theory identifies child well- being as having two 
individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions. The first one 
is forward- looking:  children do well to the extent that they develop 
capacities crucial for their successful future. The second condition 
is present- focused:  children need to engage with the world in child- 
appropriate ways— attached, curious, exploring. A  mid- level theory, 
recall, must be practical and usable in addition to being plausible. Since 
the uses of child well- being are multiple—  research, education, welfare, 
parenting— I cannot anticipate them all and to this extent the theory 
is incomplete. Still it is worth articulating a structure which can be 
adjusted to circumstances.

3.1.  Bu I ldI ng F rom t H e Bot tom u P

Social scientists who employ the notion of child well- being do so from 
several different perspectives:  the social indicators tradition exem-
plified by the UNIECEF reports, the child welfare approach used in 
policy- related work, and developmental and educational psychology.6 
The absence of explicit theory in these endeavours notwithstanding, 

6. UNICEF (2012), Bradshaw et  al. (2007), Rigby et  al. (2003), Federal Interagency 
Forum on Child and Family Statistics (2012). See Raghavan and Alexandrova (2015) 
for further references, the history of these measurement efforts, and differences between 
the approaches.
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researchers do make assumptions about child well- being. These 
assumptions reveal valuable information for the mid- level theorist— 
they reveal the core beliefs about child well- being among the experts. If 
there is a normal science of child well- being, these are its pillars. I pro-
pose to use this indirect information to formulate constraints against 
which to judge any candidate theory. Of these constraints there are 
plausibly five.

The first one is that child well- being is measurable. One encounters a 
great deal of scepticism about the existence of a perfect or even the best 
measure of child well- being, but nevertheless child well- being is thought 
to be sufficiently nonmysterious so as to be epistemically accessible and 
allow the sort of comparisons that, as we shall see in Chapter 5, are char-
acteristic of measurement.

The second is that child well- being is multidimensional. Most meas-
ures consist of several indicators and range from minimal (the child’s 
health, material situation, safety) to richer (learning, relationships, 
etc.).7 To avoid reifying these measures we should not conclude that 
child well- being has not one but many constituents. After all, it could 
be that well- being consists in nothing but a positive mental state, which 
is best measured by a multitude of indicators. Nevertheless, it is incum-
bent on any theory to provide a credible explanation of the multidimen-
sionality of measures.

The third feature is the importance of objective indicators. This is in 
contrast to studies of adults where subjective indicators mostly rule the 
day. Some measures of child well- being are slowly beginning to incorp-
orate one or more of subjective indicators (Ben- Arieh, 2006). However, 
they do so with crucial differences from the adult measures:  (a)  only 
older children are asked to share their views (b) only on some aspects 
of their lives (children are asked ‘does it hurt when parents fight?’ but 
not ‘are you satisfied with life?’ or ‘do you like brushing teeth/ getting 
vaccinated?’) and (c) only in conjunction with objective indicators. This 
does not mean that how children feel is unimportant, but clearly there is 

7. The advent of a richer model of ‘best interest’, one that goes beyond the physical and 
embraces the psychological needs of the child, can be dated to the classic publication on 
social work by Goldstein et al., in 1973.
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an assumption that their subjective assessments of their lives, at least the 
assessments that research can access, are less available and authoritative 
than those of adults. Again not much follows from this fact alone about 
the nature of child well- being, but any theory should be able to explain 
this feature of measures.

The fourth characteristic is the developmental nature of measures. 
Childhood is a time of rapid change in mental and physical capacities, 
so measures are sensitive to the fact that different indicators are appro-
priate for different ages and stages (Ben- Arieh, 2010). Again, we should 
not infer that different states constitute child well- being depending on 
their age. The same well- being constitutive property can be realised by 
different states as the child ages. But nevertheless a mid- level theory of 
child well- being should explicitly incorporate development.

The final and related feature to extract from current scientific 
practice is a certain dual focus of child well- being— dual in that both 
future and present count. The focus on the future is reflected in the 
justification given to objective indicators: they are important because 
they predict crucial outcomes in adulthood, both positive and nega-
tive. As we survey in Raghavan and Alexandrova (2015), stable and 
secure attachment to an adult during the early years protects future 
mental health, enables exploration, as well as self- regulation, commu-
nication, and ability to form relationships.8 Objective circumstances 
such as access to health, safety, and schooling all predict valuable 
adult outcomes, while poverty, violence, and disruption of attachment 
invariably predicts bad ones— mortality, morbidity, suicide, risky sex-
ual behaviours, criminality, and so on. The empirical evidence is over-
whelming and robust.9

This forward- looking aspect of good childhood is sometimes 
called ‘well- becoming’: childhood is the time to develop, to grow and 

8. Warren et al. (1997), Grossman and Grossman (2005), Shonkoff and Phillips (2000).
9. The sources are too numerous to list but among them are Hillis et  al. (2001), Dube 

et al. (2001), Anda et al. (2002), Dube et al. (2002), Dube et al. (2003), Chapman et al. 
(2004), Williamson et  al. (2002), Dong et  al. (2003), Dong et  al. (2004), Farrington 
(1995), Brooks- Gunn et al. (1997), Shonkoff and Phillps (2000), Leventhal and Brooks- 
Gunn (2003), Wachs (1999), Bradley and Corwyn (2000, 2002), Starfield (1982, 1992), 
Rosenbaum (1992), Brooks- Gunn and Duncan (1997), Galobardes et al. (2006).
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to invest in the future, that is, to become. But equally the consen-
sus insists that there is more to childhood than well- becoming. The 
here and now matters too. A child with a miserable childhood is not 
well qua child even if they catch up in adulthood. This is the rationale 
behind the drive to include indicators of present well- being whether or 
not they predict future outcomes. Enjoyment and play may be of this 
type. Although they also predict future outcomes, this is not the only 
reason to include them in measures.10

So here we see an implicit theoretical judgement that child well- being 
is dual: a childhood is good for us in part because it prepares us for adult-
hood, but it also has to be good enough independently of adult outcomes. 
Shortly we shall see that there are parallels to this duality in the literature 
on philosophy of childhood, and we will formulate it more precisely.

To take stock, we have found five core assumptions about child well- 
being in the sciences:  measurability, multidimensionality, partial object-
ivity, stage relativity, and duality. These will function as constraints on a 
theory of child well- being. The resulting theory must either meet these 
desiderata or provide a good explanation for why these are important 
features of child well- being measures. In proposing these constraints 
I  do not mean to suggest that the measurement literature is infallible 
and that any theory of child well- being must model itself on the presup-
positions of measurement. The current measurement instruments may 
be radically wrong, but they nevertheless appear to represent a certain 
consensus among the experts. We should be open to revising this con-
sensus, but it is irrational to ignore it for purposes of initial theory con-
struction. There is not a lot of other knowledge to fall back on.

3.2 .  Bu I ldI ng F rom t H e toP dow n

These five constraints will prove useful for adjudicating between the Big 
Three. I turn to that shortly but first, I inspect another crucial source of 
information also from philosophy, but another branch of it: it turns out 

10. Both the term ‘well- becoming’ and the insistence that it is not enough are in Ben- Arieh 
(2010) and Qvortrup (1999).
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that our fifth constraint— duality— arises also in the literature on the 
nature and goods of childhood.

3.2.1.  Making Sense of Duality

What is a child? The negative conception of childhood— childhood 
as incomplete or deficient adulthood— was present in Aristotle’s and 
Hobbes’s thought and was articulated recently by Tamar Shapiro. 
Shapiro (1999) develops a Kantian approach, according to which child-
hood is a ‘predicament’ out of which one emerges when one becomes 
a rational being whose views are worthy of consideration in the polit-
ical realm. Many recoil from such a stark description, but it is hard to 
deny apparently basic facts:  children are exceptionally vulnerable as 
compared to adults and they have a distinctive capacity to grow.11 The 
forward- looking element or ‘well- becoming’ I mentioned earlier is likely 
feeding off this very idea: childhood is a stage on the road to somewhere 
further. It is hard to deny that this is part of the story.

This negative conception has recently met its more positive match. 
Samantha Brennan (2014, p. 21) agrees that emerging out of childhood 
is valuable for the child, but disagrees that childhood does not have 
goods independent of this emergence. She then proposes a list of goods 
that are intrinsic to childhood. They include trust and unstructured 
play— ideas echoed by several others.12 Anca Gheaus (2015), taking 
cue from recent work in developmental psychology, adds to Brennan’s 
list further goods that appear to be available mostly and especially to 
children: due to mental plasticity children have cognitive capacities for 
more intense and more open- minded exploration of their environment 
and more vivid sensations than adults. She concludes: ‘Childhood may 
be a predicament in some senses, but in others it is a privilege: the priv-
ilege of superior abilities to learn and experiment’ (Gheaus, 2015, p. 20). 
Social scientists who deny that well- becoming is all there is to child 
well- being plausibly do so on similar grounds.

11. See also Brighouse and Swift (2014), Brennan (2014), Gheaus (2015).
12. See also Matthews (2010), Brighouse and Swift (2014), Gheaus (2014), Macleod 

(2010).
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Together the negative and the positive conception of childhood 
yield a more precise formulation of the duality constraint. The essence 
of duality is simple:  although future outcomes can count toward the 
goodness of one’s childhood, child well- being does not reduce to adult 
well- being. The constraint is best appreciated as a pair of claims. The 
first one, inspired by the negative conception is, Well- Becoming; the 
second one, inspired by the positive conception, is Nonreduction.

Well- Becoming: A childhood is good for the child only if it pre-
pares them adequately for the next stage in life (however their 
abilities and circumstances allow).

Nonreduction: Having a childhood that produces high adult well- 
being is not sufficient for high child well- being.

According to Nonreduction a childhood could be valuable for the child 
(because it gives the child the special goods of play, love, etc.), even if, 
once its low value for adulthood is taken into account, it is bad overall for 
the individual that this child becomes. On Well- Becoming a childhood 
cannot be good for a child if it only contains the special goods of child-
hood without also growing up.

The tricky task is to specify the right relationship between the two 
claims. Accepting both means that child well- being will need to meet 
two distinct necessary conditions. This invites counterexamples, espe-
cially to the necessity of Well- Becoming. What about children who, 
for all we know, will not grow up to have any future at all, say, termin-
ally ill children? Is it good for a dying teenager to learn to manage her 
finances?13 Can’t she have a good childhood just being a child?

One possibility is to stand ground: it is good for her to continue to 
develop in the remaining time no matter what. The other possibility is 
to relax the necessity of Well- Becoming for the special case of children 
who do not have a future to grow up into. This can be done by allowing 
trade- offs between Well- Becoming and Nonreduction. Children with 
no reason or ability to engage in activities that prepare for adulthood 

13. I thank Caspar Hare and Richard Holton for this vivid example.
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can still have well- being by sacrificing some forward- looking goods to 
present- looking goods.

Which of these options to adopt is not a question I intend to settle 
once and for all here. Gheaus (2015, p. 20), I submit, is right to argue that 
both types of goods— of childhood and of adulthood— are valuable for 
a person, and it could be rational to settle for several different combina-
tions of the two. As a mid- level theorist I also have an additional worry. 
Allowing trade- offs in a scientific construct makes measurement all that 
much harder. Thus it would hurt my aspirations to formulate a theory 
that is genuinely usable. Still, philosophical considerations might speak 
in favour of trade- offs. Perhaps different kinds of children will need dif-
ferent versions of theories, which allow for different trade- offs. For now 
I  formulate duality as a pair of necessary conditions, Well- Becoming 
and Nonreduction, bearing in mind that their joint necessity might 
need to be revised.

Now we are ready to apply the five constraints to the Big Three. As 
we test the main theories of well- being against the five constraints, we 
should keep in mind the distinction between high and mid- level theo-
ries. When a given high theory cannot provide resources for building a 
good mid- level theory given my desiderata, this does not speak against 
this high theory qua high theory. It merely shows that it does not pro-
vide the necessary raw material for this case. I  argue that hedonism 
and desire- based theories are the wrong approaches to child well- being 
(which does not mean they would be wrong in other contexts). A version 
of objective list theory, on the other hand, is the way to go.

3.2.2.  Hedonism about Child Well- Being?

What would a hedonist theory of child well- being look like? Hedonism, 
to remind, takes well- being to consist in the net enjoyment over the 
course of a lifetime. Childhood is one part of a lifetime, so a theory of 
child well- being is a temporal rather than a lifetime theory. Hence a 
hedonist theory of child well- being would be based on the net enjoy-
ment over the course of childhood.

This formulation would satisfy Nonreduction. If a good childhood is 
an enjoyable childhood, as the hedonist says, this satisfies the constraint 
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that a good childhood is good in part in virtue of its present quality, not 
just in virtue of its promise for an enjoyable adulthood. In keeping with 
Well- Becoming (the requirement that a childhood should prepare for 
adulthood), we could also add as a necessary condition ‘a good promise 
for an optimal balance in the future’. So the duality constraint can be 
met by the hedonist.

What about the other four constraints? Mid- level hedonism can 
certainly satisfy measurability. As we have seen in Chapter  2, meas-
urement of positive and negative mental states is in as good of a shape 
as ever. The extension of these methods to children, even infants, is 
hard but not impossible.14 So let us grant the hedonist at least potential 
measurability.

Stage- relativity is also doable: enjoyable experiences that constitute 
good infancy may differ from those that constitute good toddlerhood, 
let  alone good teenage years. Hedonism does not give a theoretical 
explanation of stage- relativity, but it can incorporate the developmen-
tal nature of child well- being by appealing to multiple realisability of 
enjoyable experiences— what is enjoyable to a toddler is not enjoyable 
to a tween, and so on.

Multidimensionality and partial objectivity, however, are far 
harder for a hedonist to accommodate. Why are measures of child well- 
being invariably multidimensional and invariably largely objective? 
A hedonist’s response of this question will likely appeal to an empirical 
claim: children who fare well by objective indicators, that is, are safe, 
loved, cared for, stimulated in the right way, and so on, are the ones who 
enjoy their childhood the most. So multidimensionality and partial 
objectivity are merely features of measures, not features of the constitu-
ents of child well- being. But why should we take this claim on faith?

Institutionalised orphans provide a stark counterexample. 
Prospective parents who visit them and professionals who work with 
them often observe the equanimity, lack of crying, and blankness of 
their emotional state. Profound neglect and social deprivation no longer 

14. See Casas (2011) on older children and Gopnik (2009, Chapter 4) on inferring mental 
states of babies.
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bothers them because their bodies and emotional apparatus adjust to 
the fact that no one is coming to their rescue.15

The hedonist can reply that the childhoods of orphans are still less 
enjoyable than the childhoods of children who are not neglected. That 
may well be true, but it is equally true that children’s emotional appar-
atus is not mature enough for their emotional state to properly reflect 
what is happening to them.16 Because their emotional state is not fully 
informative on whether they are doing what children need to be doing 
(i.e., play, trust, learn, grow, etc.), we should not treat their mental state 
as the sole constituent of their well- being. This is why even when sub-
jective indicators are used in measurement of child well- being, chil-
dren are only ever asked very specific questions such as how much it 
hurts seeing their parents fight or not having friends at school.17 So as a 
mid- level theory hedonism does not properly reflect what is perhaps the 
strongest intuition of parents, caretakers, and researchers: childhood is 
a critical time— the only time to actually develop, not just think we are 
developing, skills that are completely crucial for pretty much anything 
we will do later in life. So I move on to the next option.18

3.2.3.  Subjectivism about Child Well- Being?

Subjectivism, to remind, is so called because it takes most seriously the 
agent’s own values, desires, and goals. The realisation of those, whether 
actual or only some special superior set, constitutes well- being on this 
view. Can there be a subjectivist mid- level theory for children?

The simplest version of subjectivism defines child well- being as 
fulfillment of desires of this child. This version is hopeless from the 
start. It assumes an intellectual capacity to form, to order and evalu-
ate goals, and to plan, tasks that require a high order of executive 

15. Nelson et al, (2007).
16. Schore (1994).
17. Children’s Society (2013).
18. Anthony Skelton (2014, in press) rejects experiential views of child well- being because 

in an experience machine a child would not be able to enjoy actual play and actual lov-
ing relationships. This line of argument is entirely consistent with the one I adopt here. 
I only prefer to arrive at the same result via considering the five constraints from science.
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functioning that a child’s developing prefrontal cortex simply cannot 
support.19

But the subjectivist has another trick up her sleeve. She could define 
child well- being in terms of desires of the adult that this child eventually 
would become. In particular, this adult’s desires about her childhood. On 
this formulation child well- being consists in having the sort of child-
hood that an adult, perhaps a fully informed and a rational adult, would 
desire to have had. Given your own personality and priorities, what sort 
of childhood would you rationally want for yourself? That is the child-
hood that is good for you, the theory goes. Let us call this version back-
ward subjectivism to mark the fact that it looks backward from adulthood 
to childhood.20 How does it fare on the five constraints?

I suggest we grant duality to our backward subjectivist: the desires 
in question are about the childhood (thus taking care of Nonreduction), 
but presumably they could be informed by the adult’s knowledge of 
what sort of childhood would have the best effect on their adulthood 
(thus taking care of Well- Becoming). But on the four other constraints, 
backward subjectivism fares very poorly indeed.

The epistemic accessibility and hence measurability of these good 
childhood constitutive desires is as poor as the epistemic accessibility 
of fully informed desires in general. Defenses of idealised versions of 
subjectivism bite this bullet. But a mid- level theory cannot afford to do 
so. Measuring priorities of adults about their adult lives is a live project, 
but to measure authoritative preferences about childhood as backward 
subjectivism requires is a taller order. Presumably the closest we come 
to it is when we ask experts on children— pediatricians, developmen-
tal psychologists, social workers, parents, and caretakers— what sorts of 
childhood it is rational to desire. My guess is that they would answer this 
question by just reciting the justifications of today’s best measures and 
the findings of developmental research: children need to be safe, loved, 
cared for, fed, taught, stimulated, supported, allowed to explore, and so 
on. So it might seem that backward subjectivism passes muster.

19. See especially Welsh et al. (1991). Skelton (in press) similarly dispatches the subjectiv-
ist views because children’s desires are not authoritative.

20. A suggestion by Matt Adler led me to formulate this option.
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But it does not— not as a mid- level theory. A mid- level theory must 
not take empirical claims on faith. We simply do not know that all those 
good things experts pick out are sufficiently connected by causation or 
correlation with what fully informed adults desire about their child-
hood. There is no guarantee that a fully informed adult would not claim 
that actually for my sort of personality I would rather not have grown up 
in a family, thank you very much. This is the very same problem that crit-
ics of the full information theories of the good have originally raised.21 
A high theory can reject this criticism by appeal to superior theoretical 
virtues— subjectivism is the only theory that truly takes the agent’s indi-
viduality seriously, hence we can pay some costs if the benefits are great 
enough. But a mid- level theory needs to have firmer empirical founda-
tions. It has to be actually the case, for all we know, that rational adults 
would desire the sort of childhood that the best measures pick out. I do 
not know that and do not know how to find out.

This is also how backward subjectivism fails the constraints of 
multidimensionality and partial objectivity. It is perfectly conceiv-
able that a fully informed adult would want their childhood to provide 
many, not one, goods, some objective and some not. But will this adult 
desire those goods that, given the best state of current knowledge, are 
good for children? Maybe, maybe not. As a mid- level theory backward 
subjectivism looks suspiciously high. In relying on empirical claims 
whose truth is unknown, it is unable by itself to evaluate the exist-
ing measures of child well- being. This is because this theory needs to 
use independent information, rather than information contained in 
itself, to tell us what to measure. Backward subjectivism can be made 
consistent with current measurement practices, but that is not good 
enough for a mid- level theory.

3.2.4.  An Objective List Theory of Child Well- Being?

There are many objective list theories to choose from, but I cut straight 
to what seems to me the most promising version. According to Richard 
Kraut’s developmentalism, well- being consists in flourishing appropriate 

21. For example, Rosati (1995).
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to the organism’s nature and stage of development. ‘[A]  flourishing 
human being is one who possesses, develops, and enjoys the exercise 
of cognitive, affective, sensory, and social powers (no less than physical 
powers)’ (Kraut, 2007, p. 137). It is an objective theory with clear eudai-
monist roots: well- being is the activity of a being to whom this activity 
is suited in virtue of their nature.

Developmentalism is a good starting point precisely because, unlike 
other Aristotelian approaches, it does not set a high bar on rationality. 
It is already conceived with beings other than adults in mind and does 
not require special moves to accommodate children. It is meant to apply 
to adults, children, animals, and plants, indeed any being that can flour-
ish. Developmentalism passes our stage- relativity constraint without 
even trying— that goodness depends on stage in life is in its very defin-
ition. Since development is forward- looking, Well- Becoming also nicely 
accords with developmentalism.

What about the other constraints? Let us start with multidimen-
sionality and partial objectivity. At first sight developmentalism looks 
to be in good shape. There are several powers a child should actualise as 
part of flourishing, and powers are by definition objective properties of 
a being. But that is far from where we need to end up. We need to spe-
cify what powers a child needs to actualise in order to flourish. Kraut 
enumerates cognitive, social, affective, and physical skills but purpose-
fully does not say anything more specific and notes there is no mechan-
ical procedure for making the list more precise. Importantly for Kraut, 
flourishing- constitutive capacities are not necessarily the natural or the 
evolved capacities. Some of these are bad to develop. For example, he 
claims that experiencing pain is bad for us (except instrumentally) even 
though it actualises the power of our organism to respond to harm. The 
same is true about our powers to inflict great harm on others. Instead, 
Kraut suggests, we start with some obvious examples (enjoying dinner 
with friends is good for us because it actualises our powers of eating and 
socialising) and watch them fall into a pattern:

The argument is not that we have certain powers and inclina-
tions when we are young, and therefore their development must 
be good for us. Rather, we notice as we systematize our thoughts 
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about what is good, that they fall into a pattern, and the notion of 
an inherent power waiting to be developed plays an organizing 
role in that process of systematization. (Kraut, 2007, p. 165)

The problem is that this method of generalising from obvious exam-
ples cannot take us as far as a mid- level theory requires. Which pow-
ers exactly are good for children? Other than appeals to common 
sense, Kraut’s theory has no resources to answer these important 
questions.22

Another objection to Kraut’s theory is that some things that are plaus-
ibly good for children are not primarily developmental goods. Skelton (in 
press) argues that such is love. It is good for a child to be loved not, or at least 
not only, because it develops this child’s capacity for attaching and relating 
to people. Insisting that all goods of childhood are powers that this child 
develops seems artificial. This is an important objection since it shows 
how developmentalism struggles with Nonreduction. Nonreduction is a 
refusal to ground good childhood in the next stage of development. But 
development of powers seems inherently future- oriented.

I suspect there could be replies on behalf of developmentalism as a 
high theory, but I do not pursue them here. Instead I propose to reformu-
late the basic developmentalist proposal— that flourishing in childhood 
is in part growth— into a mid- level theory that meets the five constraints, 
without insisting that all prudential goods are powers to be developed 
and with a more robust criterion as to which powers count. This oppor-
tunistic approach is the essence of the toolbox methodology I described 
in Chapter 2. The theory described next readily acknowledges its devel-
opmentalist roots but also does not hesitate to twist and turn the original 
high theory given other sources of knowledge and constraints.

3.3.  A t H eorY oF CH I ld w ell- BeI ng

According to a theory Ramesh Raghavan and I  have already sketched 
(Raghavan & Alexandrova, 2015), children do well to the extent that they

22. Sobel (2011) mounts this critique in another context.
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 1. Develop those stage- appropriate capacities that would, for 
all we know, equip them for successful future, given their 
environment.

 2. And engage with the world in child- appropriate ways, for 
instance, with curiosity and exploration, spontaneity, and 
emotional security.

But we have not defended it to my satisfaction. So here I pause on each 
of the conditions in turn, especially the central terms in bold, taking 
care to show how this theory meets the five constraints I  articulated 
earlier.

3.3.1.  Condition 1: The Future

Condition 1 is forward- looking in keeping with Well- Becoming. It 
specifies by reference to future outcomes the capacities a child needs 
to realise in order to have a good childhood. This, in my view, is the 
best way forward on the ‘which powers?’ objection to Kraut’s devel-
opmentalism. There is, we have seen, a wealth of knowledge about 
determinants and risk factors of child and adult well- being at psycho-
logical, physiological, social, and environmental levels. Some of these 
determinants and risk factors sound like instrumental goods— safety 
and freedom from poverty. Those are plausibly properties of the child’s 
environment, not the child themselves. Hence we may decide not to 
write them into the theory itself.23 Others— being able to reason, 
make decisions, use one’s body— are properly that child’s capacities. 
They are noninstrumentally important for this child, because child-
hood is in part development oriented toward future outcomes.24 They 
are properly part of the theory.

23. In general, however, mid- level theories are not beholden to keeping instrumental goods 
out of the core constituents of well- being. High theories normally dwell only with non-
instrumental goods, but I see no reason why mid- level theories should, given their rela-
tive proximity to scientific practice.

24. Just because these powers are identified by reference to future outcomes does not make 
their development and acquisition instrumental. Development in childhood is not, or 
not only, of instrumental value.
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‘Stage- appropriateness’ in Condition 1 makes room for the obvi-
ous fact that different children, depending on their age and ability, 
are honing different capacities. A  child with a disability, even a ser-
ious one, can do that too. It is an empirical question which stage- 
appropriate capacities would be best in a given environment. At the 
population level, scientific findings on child development enable us 
to settle on a list of core capacities. In most environments of inter-
est today, children need to learn to use their body appropriately, to 
communicate, to trust, to form and hold relationships, to learn about 
their environment, and, crucially to make decisions.25 Normal devel-
opment is highly stage- related; biological regulation and the ability 
to form secure attachment needs to be achieved in infancy; explor-
ation, development of autonomy, and individuation are characteris-
tics of toddlers; preschoolers learn to display initiative, self- reliance, 
and increasing amounts of self- control; children in primary school are 
mastering social norms and friendships; and finally, tweens and early 
teens are mastering higher order cognitive processes, emancipation, 
and self- identity (Sroufe & Rutter, 1984).

But Condition 1 need not be understood at the population level. It is 
formulated neutrally to allow for the importance of realising the child’s 
individuality:  it serves a child for their future to develop their unique 
endowments.

The next term in bold is ‘successful future’. It refers to well- being 
either in adulthood or in whatever is the next stage in the child’s devel-
opment. Naturally it also reveals that the theory of child well- being 
depends on a notion of adult well- being or well- being in the next stage 
of life. This is unsurprising and should not be held against this theory. 
Children are kinds of human beings after all. Depending on the level 
of analysis— in particular on whether we are talking about an individ-
ual child or a large group of children— we might need a more or less 
detailed specification of the constituents of future well- being. We need 
not hold a theory of child well- being hostage to a full articulation of all 

25. In discussing children’s rights Brighouse and Swift (2014) specify four categories of 
forward- looking children’s interests (physical, cognitive, emotional, and moral devel-
opments), a proposal congenial to mine.
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other related theories, but it would be wrong to expect total independ-
ence between them.

Another crucial feature of Condition 1 is the relativisation of 
capacities to environment. This condition captures the uncontrover-
sial fact that different cultural, historical, and social ecologies invite 
and enable different capacity realisation. Need a child know how to 
read in English and to play football? Presumably only if their envir-
onment makes that conducive to successful adulthood. Ethnographic 
evidence is rich with cases when formal schooling does not translate 
into adult well- being.26 But this condition need not imply rampant 
relativism. Is it good for a little boy to learn to be an aggressive bully if 
that will give him a better chance in the future given his harsh envir-
onment? We can answer ‘no’ by specifying a robust normative concep-
tion of successful future. Aggression may not serve this boy well even 
if it enables him to become an unassailable overlord when he grows up. 
In this sense this theory may inherit the Aristotelian roots of Kraut’s 
developmentalism in which flourishing is a deeply normative notion 
with both moral and prudential constraints. All theories, not just 
those for children, face the difficult question of whether or not moral 
goodness bears on well- being. So we should not expect a mid- level the-
ory to come down on this issue once and for all— only if it arises in 
specific practical contexts.

Note finally the counterfactual and epistemic formulation of 
Condition 1:  ‘would, for all we know’. This serves to capture the uncer-
tainty of what the future holds for children: even if they never live to have 
a successful future, it is good for them to develop the capacities that would 
serve them well were they to grow up. A person who unexpectedly dies at 
21 could still have fared well as a child on Condition 1.

What to make of the cases when the child has no future to grow up 
into, discussed in Section 3.2.1? On the current formulation in which 
both conditions are necessary, such a child can have no well- being 
since she fails Condition 1.  That sounds extreme. Can’t some chil-
dren with no future fare better than other children with no future? 

26. For a review of anthropological literature on ecological determinants of child well- 
being see Stevenson and Worthman (2014).
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The case of children who cannot develop any capacities at all may 
lead us to consider introducing trade- offs between Conditions 1 
and 2, just as we considered trade- offs between Well- Becoming and 
Nonreduction. In extreme instances of a child with no future we 
might abandon Condition 1 altogether— just being a child might 
sometimes be enough. I  note, however, that these are very specific 
cases indeed, since even heavily disabled and terminally ill children 
can develop some future- oriented capacities that seem to enhance 
their well- being.

3.3.2.  Condition 2: The Now

The point of Condition 2 is to accommodate Nonreduction, making sure 
that the child also has nonderivative goods of childhood. There is more 
to childhood than Well- Becoming: overscheduling, helicopter parenting, 
and pushing children into developing adult- relevant skills at the expense 
of their childhood have all been named as tragedies of modern children 
even if (a big if) they lead to successful adulthood.

My notion of ‘child- appropriate ways of relating to the world’ is 
designed to capture those goods of childhood that make childhood good 
for the child whatever future brings. Importantly, child- appropriate  
ways must encompass both psychological states such as wonder, awe, 
carefree contentment— a specific child- like happiness— but also behav-
iours and relations: curiosity, spontaneity, exploration, and the sort of 
emotional security that comes from healthy attachment. This is how this 
account preserves a hedonist insight that well- being must come with a 
positive psychological state. But I hesitate to make ‘pleasure’ or ‘enjoy-
ment’ a separate condition of child well- being as hedonists or hybrid 
theorists typically do.27 ‘Pleasure’ is just not a category used by develop-
mental psychologists who study children.

Recently these scholars have greatly furthered our knowledge of 
what it is like to be a child in a way that goes beyond the deficit con-
ception of childhood: to be a child is to be a constant learner, far more 
intense, open- minded, and comprehensive than an adult, to explore the  

27. For example, Skelton (in press).
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world through play by building physical, biological, and psychological 
causal maps, to make up imaginary friends, to respond with wonder 
and utter excitement all the while feeling something like ‘being in 
love in Paris for the first time after you’ve had three double espressos’ 
(Gopnik, 2015).28 Admittedly, that latter phenomenology applies to 
giddy infants more than to dour teenagers. Nevertheless, Condition 2 
can be adapted to different stages of childhood: emotional security for 
teenagers amounts to an ability to break away from a parent to explore 
their own identity, while for an infant it may be nothing more than 
going to the other side of the room to pick up a toy before climbing 
back on the parent’s lap. They are still both instances of child- like ways 
of relating to the world.

I happily help myself to this knowledge. However, I  do not 
attempt to exhaustively specify child- appropriate ways. They cannot 
be subsumed under a purely biological definition of youth. There are 
child- like behaviours that are not worth protecting. Institutionalised 
children that rock themselves to sleep and practice other self- 
stimulating behaviours that are adaptations to their environments of 
deprivation are behaving in perfectly child- like ways. But these ways 
are tragic, and a child who engages in them is not doing well, though 
perhaps they are doing as well as possible. A war- time child who is not 
exploring and who is clinging to a parent for fear of loss is also prac-
ticing child- like ways that are tragic even if they are useful. A former 
child soldier who draws violent pictures of his former life might be 
healing, but he is not flourishing. 29

So the notion of ‘child- appropriate ways’ will remain what Bernard 
Williams and others since have called a ‘thick concept’, in which the nor-
mative and the descriptive elements are intertwined. Child- appropriate 
ways are those ways practiced by the young that are worth protecting 
because they make for a good childhood. Specifying a full list of them 
might be impossible, but in keeping with our Nonreduction constraint 
this notion is unavoidable.

28. I rely here on Alison Gopnik’s (2009) survey of research that includes work of her own, 
her colleagues’ and other developmental psychologists’.

29. These adaptive and maladaptive behaviours might however qualify as well- being con-
stitutive under condition 1 depending on environment.
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Still we can say something more specific. Several of the existing 
proposals already mentioned speak to the valuable child- like ways of 
being. Brennan’s (2014) list of ‘intrinsic goods of childhood’ includes 
unstructured, imaginative play, relationships with other children and 
with adults, opportunities to meaningfully contribute to household 
and community, time spent outdoors and in the natural world, phys-
ical affection, physical activity and sport, bodily pleasure, music and 
art, emotional well- being, physical well- being, and health. Brighouse 
and Swift’s (2014) list includes, among other things, sexual innocence. 
Gheaus (2015) adds open exploration and exhilaration unburdened 
with previous knowledge.

The exact content of Condition 2 can be left incompletely speci-
fied at this stage of inquiry. Though I have aimed at a mid- level theory 
of child well- being, it is no doubt too high, that is, not applied enough, 
for some projects in the sciences of child well- being. Depending on the 
scale of the study (how many children are in question), the scope of the 
study (how many aspects of their lives are in question), and other fac-
tors no doubt, we will need further, more specific conceptualisations of 
child well- being. For lack of a better word we might need a low- level in 
addition to a mid- level theory.

For example a low- level theory of child well- being could oper-
ationalise Condition 2 in more ways than one. I anticipate two sources 
of variation:  cultural/ historical and purpose- based. Historians and 
anthropologists of childhood find meaningful differences in the con-
ceptions of childhood throughout history and cultures.30 Allowing 
some historical and cultural variations in Condition 2 need not, and 
certainly should not, lead to full blown relativism. Similarly depending 
on whether this mid- level theory is used in large- scale studies or in an 
individual encounter with a therapist or a social worker, the list can be 
longer or shorter.

It is straightforward to see that our theory satisfies duality, stage rela-
tivity, partial objectivity, and multidimensionality. What about measur-
ability? Better measurement of outcomes, especially for children who are 
vulnerable, was my coauthor’s primary motivation for developing this  

30. Heywood (2010), Lancy (2014).
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theory, and we discuss some measurement implications in Section 7 of 
Raghavan and Alexandrova (2015). Roughly our verdict on the existing 
measures of child well- being is that they often focus on ill- being rather 
than well- being, put too much faith in isolated indicators, and do not 
represent the goods of childhood of our Condition 2 nearly enough. Our 
own theory has no special obstacles to measurement by comparison to 
other theories discussed here. Indeed, many important aspects of well- 
becoming— health, physical growth, education— are well- represented 
in the existing measures. But a proper operationalisation must await 
another occasion.

3.4.  ot H er m I d-l e V el t H eor I e s

A theory of child well- being is an urgent need that would not have been 
so urgent if philosophers were more open to science and scientists to 
philosophy. I stand by the theory Raghavan and I settled on for chil-
dren, especially given the dearth of alternatives.31 But more than that 
I am keen to advertise the need for more mid-  and low- level theories— 
well- being with chronic illness or disability; well- being in displace-
ment, flight, and migration; well- being in unstable employment; 
community well- being; well- being in the changing climate; urban 
well- being; and as many other categories as life requires. Building 
these theories takes a real change of habit for a philosopher. Note how 
factors that look instrumental to well- being from the point of view 
of certain high theories (exploring one’s environment with curiosity 
or learning skills valuable for the future) nevertheless make it into a 

31. There is only one explicitly articulated alternative to our theory that I  know of— 
Anthony Skelton’s (2014, in press). Skelton argues that child well- being consists in 
happiness plus several worthwhile goods particularly important for children. They are 
love, friendship, intellectual activity, and play. He raises compelling objections to both 
hedonism and Kraut’s theory, concluding that our best bet is with a hybrid theory. In 
terms of what goods are noninstrumentally valuable for a child we probably do not dis-
agree. Each of these goods should find their way into our Conditions 1 and 2 without 
trouble. My goal in formulating this account, however, has been to say more systemat-
ically what unifies all these goods— that they are goods of childhood specifically and 
that some of them are developmental.
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mid- level theory. This specificity is important for a usable theory of 
well- being. Never mind that it goes against the normal practice in phil-
osophy to formulate a theory only in terms of the noninstrumental 
goods. To quote a remark by my colleague and psychiatrist Felicia 
Huppert:  ‘It often does not matter where you draw the line between 
flourishing and its pre- conditions’.

The mixing of the instrumental and the noninstrumental goods in 
a single theory also means mixing facts and values, for it is in part the 
empirical facts about the kind in question that tell us what is good for 
this kind. This raises two questions. The first one is how to resolve inev-
itable conflicts— for example, does helicopter parenting or religious 
upbringing hurt children? The theory spelled out here will not answer 
these questions conclusively, for much depends on exactly how the two 
conditions are operationalised. The second question is whether such an 
entanglement of empirical science and moral philosophy compromises 
the objectivity of measurement and science in general. These are my 
tasks in Part II.

ACk now l edge m en ts

This chapter is inspired by collaboration with Ramesh Raghavan; some 
ideas are joint.
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PA r t   I I

 TO OL S  F OR   S C I E N C E

If you go back 30 or 40  years, people said you couldn’t meas-
ure depression. But eventually the measurement of depression 
became uncontroversial. I  think the same will happen with 
happiness.

Richard Layard, The Guardian

The only science of smiling describes muscle movement— the rest 
is bullshit.

4thpartypolitics, The Guardian (lightly edited)

This book’s focus is what I have called the ‘question of value- aptness’— 
how the science of well- being can aptly represent well- being. We are 
halfway toward answering this question.

So far I have argued that the meaning of well- being expressions is 
sometimes unstable, that there is no master theory of well- being for 
philosophers to hand over to scientists, and that instead of high theo-
ries we should pursue mid- level theories. These claims on their own 
provide part of the answer to my main question— to be value- apt a sci-
entific project should be clear about what well- being means in its con-
text and it should be based on a theory of well- being properly suited to 
the nature and the circumstances of the beings whose well- being is in 
question.
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But getting clear on the relevant concept and theory of well- being 
is not enough. Scientists also should be able to measure the property 
picked out by the right concept and described by the right theory. And 
they should do so while respecting a traditional albeit elusive ideal of 
objectivity. To show how this is possible, or sometimes impossible, is 
the task of Part II. My argument places me somewhere in between the 
two extremes in the epigraph, that is the optimism of Layard and the 
pessimism of the anonymous commentator on the Guardian website. 
I  start by vindicating a possibility of objectivity even for a science as 
value- laden as ours and then vindicate a possibility of measurement, 
even valid measurement of well- being. However, the price of these vin-
dications is a critique of a status quo, this time in science rather than 
philosophy, which pretends that objectivity and valid measurement can 
be achieved by deferring controversial value judgements to the ‘people 
themselves’. This outsourcing secures neither objectivity nor validity of 
measures. To align science with values we need to do better. We need to 
put forward measures of well- being that are articulable and defensible 
to all involved.
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C h a p t e r  4

 Can the Science of  Well- Being  
Be Objective?

Consider a claim ‘C causes E in conditions N’ that is well confirmed 
by the standard methods of the scientific discipline in which this claim 
figures. What if the definition of C, or E, or N presupposed a moral 
standard such that this standard determined how C, or E, or N are con-
ceptualised and measured? Should anyone trust this claim? Should they 
grant it objectivity? Should it be part of science at all?

So far I have argued that the science of well- being needs a certain 
kind of philosophy of well- being— sensitive to contextual variation in 
the notions of well- being and equipped with a number of mid- level the-
ories of the states that realise these notions. This critique of orthodox 
philosophising aside, I am certainly not the only one to urge a joined- 
up practice of the philosophy and the science of well- being. Haybron 
(2008) advocates a new discipline— prudential psychology— his name 
for a union of philosophy, psychology, anthropology, and political sci-
ence of human flourishing. Tiberius (2004, 2013)  and Kristjánsson 
(2013) have also long advocated a better lining up between positive 
psychology and a duly rich theory of virtue and wisdom.

The problem, however, is that the typical conception of scientific 
objectivity is in tension with the efforts to link the science of well- being 
with its normative roots. Objectivity of science understood as value free-
dom in the content of scientific knowledge has been dominant in the 
twentieth- century philosophy of science. This conception is slowly losing 
its grip. But even as the layers of value freedom are being peeled off, there 
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is still no positive story about how an inquiry such as the science of well- 
being could be both value- laden and objective.

Such a story is needed for many more projects than just the sci-
ence of well- being. Empirical claims about health, child development, 
freedom, economic growth, resilience, frailty, and so on have the very 
same structure. They relate ordinary purely empirical variables such as 
geographic location with a variable that is defined in partly normative 
terms such as health status, as in ‘Living in East St. Louis is a major 
health risk’. Or they may relate two variables that both appear to have a 
normative component, as in ‘Unemployment negatively impacts well- 
being’. Health and unemployment as concepts are partly normative just 
as well- being is, in the sense that their definition and measurement, 
according to some anyhow, depend on moral claims such as ‘Healthy 
life requires freedom from fear of being murdered’, or ‘Involuntary 
unemployment does not exist’, or ‘Happiness is necessary for well- 
being’. So in this chapter I broaden my focus from well- being only. I call 
the causal or correlational claims with such normative presuppositions 
mixed claims because they mix the moral and the empirical in a way 
that ordinary scientific claims do not. Mixed claims typically occur 
in the social and medical sciences such as economics and clinical and 
developmental psychology but can also be found in the biological and 
environmental sciences. Although philosophers have noted instances 
of such mixedness, there is still no clarity as to whether mixed claims 
should stay or go and whether they pose special problems for the object-
ivity of these sciences.

This chapter pursues four ideas:

 1. Mixed claims are distinct from other well- rehearsed ways in 
which science can be value- laden (Sections 4.1 and 4.2).

 2. Some claims in the social and medical sciences should remain 
mixed, against the advice to reformulate them into value- free 
claims or to move them outside science (Section 4.3).

 3. The existing accounts of objectivity that make room for values 
do not fit mixed claims (Sections 4.4 and 4.5).

 4. Nevertheless mixed claims can be objective in a sense that 
I articulate and defend (Sections 4.6 and 4.7).
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I couch these theses as concerning mixed claims in general, but my 
examples are mostly about the science of well- being— not just because 
this is a book about this science but also because other normative con-
cepts regularly bottom out in well- being. Measures of health, growth, 
development, and so on are justified in part on the basis of their ability 
to capture well- being. So an account of how the science of well- being 
can be objective will take us a long way toward understanding mixed 
claims in general.

4.1.  w H At A r e m I X ed Cl A I m s?

‘Happiness is not always conducive to well- being’ (Grueber 
et al., 2011).

‘Long commutes are associated with lower well- being’ (Diener 
et al., 2008).

‘Early learning difficulties have a disproportionate impact on life 
well- being’ (Beddington et al., 2008).

Social scientists who make such claims rely on a conception of well- 
being. This conception is reflected in their choices of a construct. (A 
construct, to remind, is an attribute, often unobservable, that serves as 
a dependent or independent variable in an empirical hypothesis.) As we 
have seen in psychology there are currently roughly three constructs of 
well- being. The first is a revival of a classical hedonist proposal to treat 
well- being as happiness or a favourable balance of positive over negative 
emotions. The second tradition takes well- being to consist in life satis-
faction, an individual judgement about how one’s life is doing overall. 
Finally, a third approach speaks of well- being as of flourishing or good 
functioning, an ensemble of strengths such as competence, relatedness, 
sense of achievement, and meaning. Each tradition has its own ques-
tionnaires or other means of eliciting self- reports of either emotions, or 
life satisfaction, or performance in various domains of life. When psy-
chologists settle on a particular construct of well- being, that is when a 
heavy- duty substantive value judgement is made.
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Other disciplines that study well- being— sociology, medical and 
clinical sciences, parts of economics— display a similar dynamic. Some 
hypotheses are on the face of it value free, but they rarely exhaust the full 
intent of researchers. Economists learn about happiness in order to have 
a more faithful account of economic growth; sociologists are interested 
in dignity and well- being at work; developmental psychologists focus 
on the processes and risk factors that greatly affect children’s future 
functioning.

For all such claims I propose a definition:

A hypothesis is mixed if and only if

 1. It is an empirical claim about a putative causal or statistical 
relation.

 2. At least one of the variables in this claim is defined in a way that 
presupposes a moral, prudential, or political value judgement 
about the nature of this variable.

The first part of this definition specifies mixed claims as causal or cor-
relational claims typical in the social and medical science. (They are 
normally probabilistic claims relating more or less general kinds.) Such 
claims play a crucial role in explanations and policy planning. However, 
they do not exhaust the science of well- being or any other science for 
that matter. Nor are causal claims somehow more fundamental or more 
important than theoretical claims, tacit nonpropositional knowledge, 
images, instruments, and so on. So we can equally well have mixed 
theories, mixed measures, and more generally mixed sciences. I concen-
trate on causal claims for convenience only, without meaning to exclude 
other vehicles of knowledge.

The more crucial feature of mixed claims is in the second part of the 
definition, that is, their reliance on a normative judgement. Such a reli-
ance occurs in two ways. First, scientists might adopt a given measure 
because they believe it reflects well- being better than other measures— 
an explicit normative judgement. Second, scientists might follow a set 
procedure for measurement or data collection— for example, they might 
collect data on reported satisfaction with life— but this procedure is 
part of a broad methodological decision adopted by the founders of the 
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research program of which they are a member. In this case, adoption of 
a measure betrays an implicit normative commitment to the validity of 
this research program. Either way the outcomes of the process are mixed 
claims, whether explicitly or implicitly.

What sort of values make for mixed claims? Philosophers dis-
tinguish between cognitive values, such as simplicity, explanatory 
power, coherence, generality, and so on, on the one hand and noncog-
nitive values, such as moral, prudential, political, or aesthetic values, 
on the other.1 It is the second kind that figures in mixed claims. For 
science of well- being (and also plausibly health and child develop-
ment sciences), the most relevant values are prudential, that is, about 
well- being. In other cases, such as claims about involuntary employ-
ment, dignity at work, or political legitimacy, the values presupposed 
are ethical and political.

Without identifying them as mixed claims, philosophers have 
noted normative content in concepts of efficiency, rape, spousal 
abuse, unemployment, divorce, inflation, aggression, health and 
specific diseases, and, of course, well- being.2 My notion of a mixed 
claim captures these examples. What has not been done is to settle 
whether mixed claims should be part of science and if so what rules 
they should obey.

This focus should be distinguished from the broader project of 
understanding the nature and significance of ‘thick concepts’. Ever 
since Bernard Williams (1985) coined this expression philosophers 
have referred to ‘well- being’, ‘courage’, ‘kindness’, ‘care’, and so on as 
thick, differentiating them from ‘good’ and ‘right’, which are supposedly 
‘thin’. Although the precise definition of thickness is elusive, it is meant 
to signal a certain union between descriptive and evaluative content in a 
concept. For example, ‘well- being’ is thick to the extent that it is a good 

1. Longino (1990), where noncognitive values are called ‘contextual’, and Lacey (2005), 
among others.

2. On efficiency see (Hausman & McPherson, 2006; Nagel, 1961), on rape (Dupré, 2007), 
on spousal abuse (Root, 2007), on unemployment (Hausman & McPherson, 2006), on 
divorce (Anderson, 2004), on inflation (Reiss, 2010), on aggression (Longino, 2013), 
on health and specific diseases (Hacking, 1995; Hawthorne, 2013; Kingma, 2014; 
Stegenga, 2015), on well- being (Tiberius, 2004).
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thing to have, but also to fare well is to have a certain amount of health, 
not to be depressed, lonely, and so on.3

Thick concepts have long exercised meta- ethicists and philoso-
phers of language. They have argued over whether thick concepts 
undermine the possibility of a moral theory, expose the limits of the 
fact/ value distinction, and create problems for cognitivism, while oth-
ers reply that in fact these concepts are compatible with many different 
stances in meta- ethics.4

My intention is to discuss mixed claims in science while inherit-
ing as few of these foundational controversies as possible. Some phi-
losophers take moral claims to express facts and others do not. Either 
remains an option for mixed claims. Those who take mixed claims lit-
erally will presumably treat thick concepts as referring to real entities 
with causal powers: for example, poverty, a phenomenon picked out by 
a thick concept, really does, on this view, have the power to cause heart 
disease. Those with more cautious meta- ethical views are free to adopt 
an antirealist reading of mixed claims instead: perhaps it is just a con-
venient manner of speaking to say that poverty causes heart disease. 
Either group should be interested in what I have to offer— ground rules 
for evaluating mixed claims in a scientific context.

4.2 .  m I X ed Cl A I m s A r e dI F Fer en t

To formulate such rules I  start by differentiating the value ladenness 
of mixed claims from other kinds of value ladenness. A  taxonomy of 
the ways in which noncognitive values can enter science is interesting 
in itself, but its more immediate purpose is to show the uniqueness of 
mixed claims.5

3. See Kirchin (2013). Note also that my mixedness is a property of claims rather than con-
cepts, but if we were to extend the property of thickness to propositions and not just 
concepts, then mixed claims would plausibly come out as thick. ‘Someone who is well 
does not cry herself to sleep’ would be an example of a thick proposition. I reserve the 
term ‘mixed’ for hypotheses and ‘thick’ for concepts.

4. See, respectively, Williams (1985), Putnam (2002), Blackburn (2013), and Roberts 
(2013).

5. This taxonomy is a product of conversations with Stephen John.
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4.2.1.  Values as Reasons to Pursue Science

To value knowledge, both theoretical and applied, is to value under-
standing and perhaps also the possibility of control over the environ-
ment. Without this normative stance the pursuit of science as a social 
enterprise makes little sense. But this sense of value ladenness clearly 
does not imply that individual scientific claims presuppose a specific 
standard about, in our case, well- being. It is at least conceivable to value 
knowledge without pursuing mixed claims.

4.2.2.  Values as Agenda- Setters

Normative commitments about what phenomena are interesting, import-
ant, and worth studying are factors in setting the agenda for the sciences. 
For social sciences, Max Weber (1949) has famously accepted the role of 
cultural, moral, and other commitments for selection of one ideal type 
over another. Nowadays a similar argument is made by several others 
and not just about the social sciences. Hugh Lacey (1999, 2005) identi-
fies autonomy as one of the senses of value freedom and defines it as the 
absence of external influence of moral, cultural, and economic nature 
on the priorities and direction of basic research. He maintains that such 
an autonomy is an impossible ideal, just because any scientific inquiry 
must start with a strategy that specifies what there is in the world to be 
known and how to proceed. Any such strategy starts from a cultural and 
historical standpoint and will prioritise some phenomena and methods 
over others by appeal to moral or cognitive values. A failure of autonomy, 
Lacey claims, need not necessarily compromise the authority of science. 
Philip Kitcher’s (2011) ideal of a well- ordered science also calls for moral 
and political values, so long as they are endorsed by a community, to 
determine the agenda of scientific research.

Exactly how values should determine the agenda of science is a 
debate unto itself. For our purposes, we only need to distinguish this 
agenda- setting function of values from its role in mixed claims. There 
can be moral and political reasons to initiate a scientific study of human 
and animal well- being, but these reasons alone do not force mixing. 
Value- free definitions of well- being are perfectly conceivable, as we shall 
see shortly.
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4.2.3.  Values as Ethical Constraints on Research Protocols

A third and probably the least controversial role for values is the spe-
cification of ethical constraints on research. These constraints direct 
how to treat human and animal subjects during experiments, surveys, 
and clinical trials. Again nothing here speaks for or against the use of 
normative categories to define the target phenomena as in the case of 
well- being research. A scientific protocol can be ethical or unethical 
irrespective of whether the claims it produces presuppose noncogni-
tive values.

4.2.4.  Values as Arbiters between Underdetermined 
Theories

When empirical evidence alone is insufficient to adjudicate between 
two or more theories, values have been noticed, indeed called, to close 
the gap. Feminist philosophers in particular have invoked this argument 
to point out the legitimate role in theory choice of moral and political 
values (Longino, 1990; Kourany, 2003; and many others).

Our case is different. Take a mixed claim that long commutes are 
on average bad for well- being. This claim could, of course, be under-
determined by evidence. Is it really the commute? Maybe commuters 
are grim characters to start with? Confirming the badness of com-
muting for well- being requires a variety of intricate evidence: nega-
tive emotions, stress hormone levels, irritability, self- reports, and 
behaviour. Values, even noncognitive ones, could undoubtedly enter 
to adjudicate between equally confirmed mixed hypotheses. But cru-
cially for us, this process is distinct from the mixed case:  in mixed 
claims, say about well- being, the standard of well- being itself is not 
what closes the gap.

4.2.5.  Values as Determinants of Standards 
of Confirmation

Another role for values explored originally in the 1950s by Richard 
Rudner and revived recently by Heather Douglas (2009) is in setting 
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the level of evidence required for acceptance of empirical hypotheses. 
When there is uncertainty about a hypothesis that can inform import-
ant policy decisions (e.g., that drug X has certain side effects), moral 
considerations can be used to settle the level of evidence required 
for this hypothesis. Depending on the gravity of the consequences, a 
different level of evidence can be required. When the suspected side 
effect of the drug in question is as serious as a heart attack, even a small 
amount of evidence can be sufficient to accept the hypothesis that it 
causes heart attacks.

There is still a debate about whether or not such an importation of 
values into science is legitimate (John, 2015). But regardless of the out-
come, the fate of mixed claims remains unaffected. Mixed claims can 
take inductive risks just as much as nonmixed claims. They would still 
remain value- laden even if moral considerations were purged from deci-
sions about the required level of evidence.

4.2.6.  Values as Sources of Wishful Thinking 
and Fraud

The history of science is in many ways a story of values entering into 
production of knowledge often in a way that serves the interests of the 
powerful. In our mixed cases, as we shall see in Section 4.4.1, these val-
ues too can determine what claims are accepted. But there is a prima 
facie distinction between clear wrongs such as fudging data, falsifying 
results, or rejecting a theory because it is Jewish on the one hand and 
basing science on thick concepts as in our case. It may still turn out that 
mixed claims are illegitimate, but that should be for a different reason 
than the illegitimacy of wishful thinking and fraud.

This completes our taxonomy for present purposes. There are other 
roles for values in science that may be confused with mixed claims. 
Values may also inform how we communicate scientific findings to the 
public or what metaphors we choose to describe them. But the bottom 
line is that mixed claims are in a class of their own— they need to be 
discussed separately.

In the Introduction I have already characterised the science of well- 
being as rejecting neutrality. To remind, according to neutrality scientific 
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claims neither presuppose nor support social value judgements.6 Mixed 
claims clearly violate neutrality. In the science of well- being in particu-
lar, mixed hypotheses presuppose a given standard of well- being and in 
doing so favour some conception of this value over another.7

Now we can ask the big question:  Are mixed claims legitimate in 
science?

4.3.  m I X ed Cl A I m s sHou ld stAY

The most explicit case against mixed claims can be found in Ernst 
Nagel’s (1961) classic The Structure of Science in a section titled ‘On the 
Value- Oriented Bias of Social Inquiry’. In it Nagel discusses the possi-
bility that social science cannot, even in principle, be value- free. He cites 
Leo Strauss’s examples of quintessential thick concepts— art, religion, 
cruelty— agreeing that the evaluative content is there and that it may be 
practically difficult to extricate it from the positive content. However, 
it is still possible if we distinguish between two senses of value judge-
ment at play: one ‘appraising’ and the other ‘estimating’ (Nagel, 1961, 
pp. 492– 493). We appraise when we endorse an ideal and judge some-
thing as meeting it or failing to meet it. We estimate when we judge to 
what extent a given phenomenon exhibits the features characteristic of 
a given ideal. Nagel’s example is of anaemia, but let us apply his distinc-
tion to well- being. Scientists appraise when they take a stance on what 
well- being is and then use it to judge whether a person or a community is  

6. Lacey (2005, pp. 25– 26). Lacey (2013) eventually redefines neutrality as inclusiveness 
and evenhandedness, an ideal that mixed claims can satisfy, as we shall see shortly.

7. Jacob Stegenga formulates an instructive counterexample. Take a hypothesis 
‘Meditating about unicorns helps people fall asleep’. It involves a fictional concept, so 
call it a shmixed claim. Shmixed claims are empirical claims that involve both real and 
fictional concepts. Now, if we reason about shmixed claims as I do about mixed claims, 
then we would have to say that shmixed claims presuppose the reality of fictional enti-
ties. But that does not follow. The hypothesis can be a regular empirical finding while 
presupposing that unicorns do not in fact exist. In reply I reiterate that mixed claims do 
not presuppose reality of values; they are intentionally neutral on the question of meta- 
ethics. They do, however, presuppose an answer to a first- order normative question (say, 
whether well- being is happiness); this presupposition makes them mixed.
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doing well. On the contrary, they estimate, when, using an account of 
well- being, they judge how much a person or a community exhibit the 
features this account deems well- being constitutive. In the first case, 
there is a genuine value judgement, while in the second a mere use of a 
normative criterion to make an empirical claim.

Nagel’s goal in that chapter is a narrow one— only to establish that 
there is nothing inherently different about social sciences in the way 
they use values. For that, Nagel points out that physicists and biolo-
gists would also face the same issues when working with notions of ‘effi-
ciency’ and ‘anaemia’. I readily agree.

But his desire to prise apart appraisal from estimation has more ambi-
tious roots. The point of drawing the distinction is to eliminate appraisal 
from science, leaving only estimation. The ideal science for him is an eth-
ically neutral one (Nagel, 1961, p. 495). What I have called mixed claims 
are plausibly appraising claims on Nagel’s picture. So his proposal, which 
is still endorsed by philosophers of science today, would be to reformulate 
them as estimation claims and eliminate the appraisal element.8 How?

A natural way to implement Nagel’s proposal is to convert mixed 
claims from regular causal or correlational claims into conditional 
claims. Take one of our early examples:  psychologist Jane Gruber’s 
claim that happiness is not always conducive to well- being (Gruber et al., 
2011). Gruber documents the negative effects of positive emotions on 
problem- solving, social bonds, mental health, and so on. The title of her 
article— ‘A Dark Side of Happiness? How, When, and Why Happiness Is 
Not Always Good’— reads very much as an appraisal claim. But we can 
reformulate it as an estimation claim is as follows:

If well- being is understood as good functioning across many 
domains and over the course of our lives, then happiness can 
impede well- being.

8. Heather Douglas (2011, p. 35) reflects on Nagel’s proposal: ‘The entanglements between 
the normative and the descriptive cast doubt on the possibility for any truly value- free 
statement of fact, but that need not mean we can have no objective statements. Central 
to such objectivity is the maintenance of at least a conceptual distinction between the 
descriptive and the normative’. Depending on how this maintenance is understood, her 
view may or may not allow mixed claims.
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Since there is no commitment to the truth of the antecedent, this claim 
is value- free in the sense of Nagel’s estimation claims. Nagel’s position 
can then be summarised as follows:

For any mixed claim involving a cause or a correlation C, a thick 
concept T and an operationalisation O of T

 1. Scientists can investigate estimation claims: ‘If T is operation-
alised as O, then C’.

 2. Scientists cannot investigate appraisal claims that have not 
been so conditionalised.

I think Nagel’s proposal should be rejected. While it eliminates values 
at one stage, it only pushes the decision about them to another arguably 
less appropriate stage.

Suppose we went with Nagel and reformulated mixed claims into 
estimation claims: there would still remain a question as to which nor-
mative standard scientists should use in their estimation claims. Which 
operationalisation should Gruber use in the antecedent? I can think of 
three answers a Nagelian could give.

The first one is to recommend that scientists stick to the proverb-
ial folk theory of well- being. More generally mixed claims could be ren-
dered value- free if they defined their thick constructs using the value 
judgements of the community they studied. ‘Happiness can impede that 
which people call well- being’, could be Gruber’s claim. Or when both 
the putative cause and the putative effect are thick we get the follow-
ing: ‘What people call secure attachment is a major cause of what peo-
ple call child well- being’. The problem with this proposal is that the folk 
disagree even within one community and any proposal for how such a 
disagreement can be resolved is itself normative.

The second Nagelian proposal is to counsel that scientists study 
the empirical relations between well- being and a given factor on all 
the existing views of well- being. If the folk intuitions are fairly repre-
sented by hedonic, life satisfaction, and flourishing approaches live in 
psychology, then the science of well- being should build up a store of 
conditional claims:
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If well- being is positive hedonic profile, then it is caused by …

If well- being is life satisfaction, then it is caused by …

If well- being is a sense of flourishing, then it is caused by …

But it is hard to see why we should stop at these three. The history of 
philosophy, especially if we look beyond the Western tradition, boasts of 
other theories of well- being: well- being as knowledge of God, well- being 
as a meditative state, and so on. Using them all is impossible, but a choice 
requires a normative judgement about their relative plausibility— a judge-
ment that the Nagelian hopes to keep out of science.

The third and most plausible Nagelian proposal is some sort of div-
ision of labour— philosophers take care of values while scientists take care 
of facts. The Nagelian would presumably argue that the right standard of 
well- being to use in the science of well- being is within the purview of moral 
philosophers (or perhaps the democratic decision- makers). Scientists can 
participate in this discussion but not qua scientists.

This proposal should also be rejected. First, in mixed cases normative 
decisions do not occur just at the beginning of the scientific process when 
the object of study is defined. Rather they keep reoccurring throughout, 
all the way down to the many practical decisions of scientific protocol. 
Those who define well- being in terms of authentic happiness need an 
account of authenticity and a whole string of other value- driven notions 
about how to measure it properly.9 Some economists, as we have seen 
already, refer to the notion of ‘clean’ preferences to differentiate authori-
tative from unauthoritative desires. Definitions of child well- being refer 
to healthy and unhealthy parental involvement. When divorce is viewed 
as a transformation rather than only as a loss, it is worth studying the evo-
lution of divorcees’ coping strategies long after the divorce and not just 
their shock and loneliness immediately after (Anderson, 2004), and so 
on. On the separation picture, the scientist keeps running back and forth 
to philosophy (or keeps changing their identify from scientist to philoso-
pher) whenever an evaluative question arises.

9. Sumner (1996), Tiberius (2013).
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It is not the impracticality of this proposal that offends. After all, 
ethicists (or other specialists on thick concepts) could, on Nagel’s pro-
posal, be ‘embedded’ in a scientific process, for example as members of 
the lab who step in to make a normative judgement. Rather the problem 
with the proposed division of labour is that it ignores or devalues sci-
entists’ knowledge about values, which they have acquired in virtue of 
their knowledge of facts. This knowledge enables them to make better 
normative choices qua scientists. It is because developmental psycholo-
gists know the effect of, say, institutionalisation of orphans that they 
believe secure attachment to be crucial to child well- being. Similarly, 
it is because divorce scholars know the consequences of divorce that 
they conceptualise it as an opportunity for personal growth and not 
merely a loss (Anderson, 2004). In all of these cases value judgements 
are a result of an epistemic process; they are informed in part by facts 
and in part by the earlier value judgements made to detect those facts. 
Because of this process of co- evolution, scientists are in a good pos-
ition to make some value judgements. Consulting philosophers and the 
public when making normative choices is important, but that does not 
mean scientists should refrain from using their own hard- earned nor-
mative knowledge.10

So the Nagelian division of labour ignores the methodological reali-
ties of mixed sciences and wastes the normative knowledge scientists 
acquire while in the business of producing mixed claims. This is a prima 
facie case that mixed claims are worth preserving.

4.4.  t H e dA nger s oF m I X ed Cl A I m s

What if mixed claims, defensible in theory, are dangerous in practice? 
They might bring with them dogmatism, bias, and wishful thinking. 
These are the very charges that have been levelled against proposals 

10. To treat values as responsive to facts commits no meta- ethical sins. As Anderson (2004, 
p.  5) points out, even if Hume’s prohibition of inferring facts from values is correct, 
values can still be supported by facts: ‘Even if we grant that no substantive value judge-
ment logically follows from any conjunction of factual statements, this merely puts 
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of feminist science and that advocates of feminist science have gone to 
lengths to deny.11

It is an empirical question to what extent mixed claims, as compared 
to nonmixed ones, foster scientific malpractice. I have not come across 
evidence on whether mixed claims are treated more or less dogmatically 
or whether its proponents are more or less likely to engage in wishful 
thinking. I readily allow for this possibility, but rather than speculating 
I concentrate straightaway on two well- documented dangers specific to 
well- being science.

The most serious charge is an importation into a science of sub-
stantive views about the nature of well- being that those whose well- 
being is being studied may have good reasons to reject. This danger 
is real. When eminent economists including Nobel Prize winners 
advocate a measure of national well- being that takes into account 
only the average ratio of positive to negative emotions of the populace 
(Kahneman et al., 2004b), the citizens can legitimately object if they 
take well- being to consist in more than that. Perhaps they believe that 
national well- being should also encompass the compassion, kindness, 
and mutual trust of their community, the sustainability of their life-
style, not to mention justice.

A related danger is when the scientists engaged in mixed science 
fail to notice the value judgements they are making. Economists have 
been known for treating preference satisfaction and willingness to pay 
as definitional of well- being and thus not needing a justification. ‘Cost- 
benefit analysis is what evaluation means!’ said a UK Treasury official to 
a Whitehall civil servant (who reported this to me). In those cases pre-
senting empirical findings about well- being, freedom, or health while 
failing to make explicit the normative assumptions on which these find-
ings depend amounts to misusing the authority of science. It sneaks con-
troversial values in through inattention.

value judgements on a logical par with scientific hypotheses. For it is equally true that 
there is no deductively valid inference from statements of evidence alone to theoret-
ical statements. Theories always logically go beyond the evidence adduced in support 
of them. The question of neutrality is not whether factual judgements logically entail 
value judgements, but whether they can stand in evidentiary relations to them’.

11. See Pinnick et al. (2003) for critique and Anderson (2006) for reply.
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Let us call these dangers ‘imposition’ and ‘inattention’, respectively. 
They are not the only dangers, but I  submit they are the most visible 
and distinctive of well- being science. They undermine trust in it and 
raise the danger of coercive paternalism.12 But instead of banning mixed 
claims from science, I propose to look for principles for their use that, 
though they may not guard against every danger, would at the very least 
guard against these two.

4.5.  t H e e X Ist I ng ACCou n ts oF oBj eCtI V I t Y

A natural place to look for such principles is in the accounts of sci-
entific objectivity friendly to values. As we shall see, they are of 
limited help.

Perhaps the best- known such account is Helen Longino’s, summa-
rised by herself thus:

Data (measurements, observations, experimental results) 
acquire evidential relevance for hypotheses only in the context 
of background assumptions. These acquire stability and legit-
imacy through surviving criticism. Justificatory practices must 
therefore include not only the testing of hypotheses against data, 
but the subjection of background assumptions (and reasoning 
and data) to criticism from a variety of perspectives. (Longino, 
2008, p. 80)

She argues that this sort of criticism can be secured by a community 
characterised by the following features: availability of venues for criti-
cism, uptake of criticism, public standards to which theories and pro-
cedures can be held, and an equality of intellectual authority.13 Like 
Longino, Hugh Lacey (2005) too emphasises pluralism of research strat-
egies as a way of counterbalancing the value ladenness of background 

12. For an argument to this effect see Haybron and Alexandrova (2013) where we define 
the notion of ‘inattentive paternalism’.

13. Longino (1990, pp. 76– 79, among other places).
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assumptions. When scientific research proceeds from multiple ideo-
logical and metaphysical stances and when each is forced to justify itself 
in a public forum, the outcome is an objective inquiry, so the story goes. 
Douglas (2004) aptly calls this ‘interactive objectivity’. I  think inter-
active objectivity is not enough.

Pluralism and open criticism need a more robust formulation spe-
cific to the case of mixed claims. Otherwise these criteria are too vague 
for guarding against imposition and inattention.

Pluralism about definitions of well- being already characterises the 
science of well- being. As I  have argued, no single definition of well- 
being dominates the current landscape. Such a variety of definitions 
could alert researchers to the problems of inattention and imposition. 
But by itself pluralism does not ensure that moral presuppositions are 
noticed and scrutinised in the right way. Measures of well- being are 
often selected for their ease of use, psychometric properties, institu-
tional and disciplinary inertia, or personal preference. There is no guar-
antee in pluralism alone that these choices are noticed and called out for 
imposition and inattention. It is also not enough to say, as Longino and 
Lacey do, that different research programs need to be open to effective 
criticism. Mixed claims need a very specific sort of criticism on norma-
tive grounds, not just any criticism.

Another common criterion of objectivity— ‘impartiality’— faces a dif-
ferent problem: on one formulation it excludes mixed claims outright; on 
another it allows for mixed claims but without helping with inattention 
and imposition.14 Impartiality specifies that cognitive values alone, and 
not moral and political ones, should justify our acceptance and rejection 
of theories (Lacey, 2005, pp. 23– 24). To violate impartiality, it is claimed, 
is to commit the error of wishful thinking. Speaking of social sciences in 
particular Douglas argues:

If values … serve as the reason in themselves for a theory choice, 
we have confused the normative and the descriptive in precisely 
the ways that Weber and Nagel warned us against. Our values 

14. Impartiality is endorsed by Weber (1949), Douglas (2009), Lacey (2005), among 
others.
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are not a good indication, in themselves, of the way the world is. 
(Douglas, 2011, pp. 23– 24)15

The problem is when impartiality is formulated as forbidding that val-
ues determine acceptance of hypotheses, mixed claims face a test they 
could not possibly pass. This is because in a mixed claim the initial value 
judgement does preclude certain findings and to this extent values do 
determine what we will find.

Consider a stark example:  a researcher is a staunch Aristotelian 
about well- being who believes that an immoral person could not pos-
sibly flourish, so she inserts a virtue constraint into her measure of well- 
being (ignore for a moment the practical difficulty of doing so). Using 
this measure, she finds that well- being is very low among sociopaths. 
Clearly this finding is determined in part by her initial value judgement 
and in this sense it fails the impartiality test. Similarly, psychologists 
who use life satisfaction questionnaires as their measure of well- being 
cannot discover a well- faring albeit constantly complaining kvetch, 
while those who use purely hedonic measures cannot discover a well- 
faring tortured artist no matter how satisfied she claims to be with her 
life. Definitions of well- being constrain the range of available findings, 
just as theories constrain the range of available observations. When this 
value judgement is part of the background theory, impartiality thus 
defined cannot be sustained. It makes mixed claims come out illegitim-
ate by definition. They cannot escape the company of wishful thinking 
and scientific fraud. This is unsatisfactory:  legitimacy of mixed claims 
should not be a matter of definition.

A better formulation of impartiality is as follows:

Impartiality2: A claim is impartial if and only if, once all the value 
decisions about the constructs, measures, methods, and required 

15. To be precise, Douglas’s conception of impartiality is different from Lacey’s. She does 
not rely on the distinction between cognitive and social values but instead on the dis-
tinction between direct and indirect roles of value. Once values have been invoked ‘dir-
ectly’ in our choice of what to study and methodology, no further direct role of values 
is permitted. When it comes to confirmation of hypotheses values are only to be used 
‘indirectly’ for managing uncertainty (Douglas, 2009, Chapter 5).
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levels of confirmation are made, noncognitive values to do not 
play any further role in determining whether the claim is accepted.

To be fair, this is probably the version closest to what advocates of impar-
tiality have in mind16, and it may well be an acceptable version. Or, if it is 
not, I will not pursue this question any further. This is because imparti-
ality2 does not help us with the problems of imposition and inattention. 
This rule guards against the importation of values holding fixed all the 
other values. It cannot therefore tell us how to deal with those ‘other’ 
values so characteristic of mixed claims.

So while pluralism, open debate, and impartiality2 are important, per-
haps even necessary, ideals, mixed science needs additional principles.

4.6.  oBj eCt I V It Y For m I X ed Cl A I m s

The additional principles we are looking for are partly principles of object-
ivity about values— prudential, ethical, political, whichever feature in 
mixed claims. To trust a science of well- being is in part to trust that it is 
based on an appropriate conception of well- being. But objectivity means 
(and has meant17) many things, so before I state the principles that realise 
it for mixed claims, I distinguish my focus from other objectivities.

Definitions of objectivity are not for the faint- hearted. Marianne 
Janack (2002) identifies no fewer than 20 senses of objectivity in con-
temporary philosophy of science alone. More manageably Douglas 
(2004) draws a three- way distinction: (a) objectivity as a way of ‘get-
ting at the objects’ as they really are, (b) objectivity as a way of mini-
mising bias, and (c) objectivity as a characteristic of the social process 

16. Lacey (2003) makes allowance for the use of values in methodological choices in the 
human sciences, and Douglas would classify the choice of a thick concept to study as an 
initial methodological decision in which the direct use of values is permitted (personal 
conversation). Anderson (2004, p. 19) too is careful in formulating impartiality:  ‘If a 
hypothesis is to be tested, the research design must leave open a fair possibility that evi-
dence will disconfirm it’(my italics), the implication being that choices of methodology 
are not always meant to be tested.

17. See Daston (1992) on historical shifts in conceptions of objectivity.
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of science.18 Each of the three senses mark a legitimate goal for the sci-
ence of well- being. Focusing on (a), we might ask whether well- being is 
a plausible scientific object— is it stable enough to persist over peoples 
and histories enabling meaningful comparisons and theory building? 
Is it robust enough to changes in our instruments and methods? I began 
answering these questions in Chapters 1 and 2 and take them up again 
in Chapter 5. Focusing on (b), we might worry, as we already have in 
the discussion on impartiality, about dogmatism and wishful thinking.

While both of these foci are eminently legitimate, they do not help 
with imposition and inattention. Securing the right normative assump-
tions for mixed claims is neither a metaphysical task of making sure well- 
being is out there, nor is it a task of eliminating values. Rather I am after 
the sort of objectivity that ensures that values have undergone an appro-
priate social control, giving a community reasons to trust this knowledge. 
Such a control may not warrant blanket trust in a research project on 
the whole, but it would at least warrant trust in the project’s value pre-
suppositions and at least by the community that exercised control over 
these values. This sense of objectivity is closest to Douglas’s (c)  and to 
the ‘procedural objectivity’ that became popular in the twentieth century. 
Procedural objectivity focuses on the process of inquiry, not its results, 
aiming to ensure that this process is transparent, legitimate, and resistant 
to hijacking by specific individuals or groups.19

Historically, procedural objectivity has been thought to require 
value freedom understood as impersonality; that is, procedures should 
not presuppose the point of view of any particular person, group, or 
ideology. But value freedom and procedural objectivity do not stand or 
fall together. There could be good procedures for dealing with values. 
This is the conceit of philosophers who defend accounts of procedural 
moral objectivity inspired by the pragmatism of John Dewey. On this 
account the objective values are those that survive criticism in the pub-
lic sphere and that are tested through ‘experiments in living’.20 Amanda 

18. Douglas (2004) also draws further distinctions within each of the three modes, but 
they do not all concern us.

19. Porter (1995), Fine (1998).
20. Putnam (2002), Anderson (2014), Brown (2013).
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Roth (2012, 2013) develops this proposal to show that an inquiry into 
values is procedurally objective to the extent that it is governed by prin-
ciples that are really quite similar to the principles of science in the trad-
ition of naturalised social epistemology. On this view value systems are 
treated just as scientific paradigms. They are confronted with empirical 
facts:  ‘You think teens should be taught only to abstain from sex? But 
what if that does not lower rates of teenage pregnancy?’ Inconvenient 
facts can be explained away for some time until they can no longer be 
because that creates deeper moral problems elsewhere, and in this strug-
gle the value system of a community changes.

This pragmatist story can be contrasted to constructivist concep-
tions of political objectivity that justify the principles of, say a lib-
eral democratic state by appeal to outcomes of a more or less ideal 
deliberation.21Scientists who put forward and test mixed claims do not 
have access to ideal deliberation. This fact of life favours the pragmatist 
story for our case.

4.7.  t H r e e ru l e s

But rather than entering the debate between pragmatists and ideal theo-
rists, I move straight to those actionable principles that when used by a 
scientific community will deal with imposition and inattention. These 
principles are compelling whichever precise story about procedural 
objectivity is adopted.

4.7.1.  Unearth the Value Presuppositions 
in Constructs and Measures

Inattention is a failure to acknowledge the values shaping a research 
agenda. Philosophers of science of all persuasions have urged that the 
first step to objectivity is making these presuppositions explicit.22 I agree 

21. Rawls (1993), Nussbaum (2001), Gaus (2011), among many others.
22. Weber (1949), Nagel (1961), Hausman and McPherson (2006), Douglas (2011), and 

others.
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that this is the first step. Depending on the case, explicitness is more or 
less straightforwardly implemented. Sometimes all it takes is a sentence 
in the ‘Methods’ section of a journal article:  ‘In this study we assume 
that well- being consists in a favourable ratio of positive to negative emo-
tions’. At other times, when scientific formalisms hide the value pre-
suppositions, it takes a great deal of work, often a philosopher’s eye, to 
uncover them.23

One reason is the sheer absence of an underlying theory in some 
cases. For example, measures of quality of life are often indexes con-
structed of several indicators. We have seen that in the social indi-
cators tradition child well- being is measured by an index of infant 
mortality, vaccination, school attendance, and other factors. No 
researcher pretends that these factors are child well- being. They are 
only meant to be indicators of it. What then is child well- being? My 
efforts in Chapter  3 are motivated by the fact that this question is 
often left unanswered. But if explicitness is needed to combat inatten-
tion, and if inattention is an obstacle to procedural objectivity, such 
a failure to philosophise about the nature of well- being is a failure of 
procedural objectivity. So whenever scientists measure or otherwise 
study the well- being of x, they should be able to say, at least in out-
line, what the well- being of x is; otherwise they are not attending to 
their value presuppositions. In the next section I  consider the pos-
sibility in which the precise definition does not matter because the 
empirical relation of interest holds on any of them. But even in this 
case scientists should be able to say what accounts of well- being the 
different measures presuppose.

As well as laying cards on the table, explicitness calls for an acknow-
ledgment of alternative presuppositions, or at least awareness that they 
exist and that the disagreement about them is in part a substantive dis-
agreement about values and not just a difference about which measures 
are more convenient. Though this aspect might take some scientists out 
of their comfort zone, explicitness is realistic to achieve. But merely hav-
ing values in the open does not guard against imposition. The next two 

23. Hausman and McPherson (2006, Chapter 2) is a classic illustration of how to unearth 
the moral assumptions in economic reasoning.
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rules show what to do when disagreements about values arise, for example 
when relevant parties differ in their conception of well- being.

4.7.2.  Check the Value Presuppositions 
for Controversy

Sometimes measures of well- being are ‘robust’ to fundamental philo-
sophical disagreements. At their best, measures of child well- being, for 
example, attempt to capture conditions that if realised in childhood 
enable children to grow up happier, healthier, and more positively con-
nected to others. Thus these measures stand up on all major theories 
of well- being that contemporary Western community entertains— 
experiential, subjective, and objective list. At least this is the hope. It 
is this robustness— an invariance to several different conceptions of 
well- being— that gives some mixed claims objectivity on the cheap, so 
to speak.24 Unemployment has been repeatedly observed to lower hap-
piness, life satisfaction, and mental and physical health significantly 
(McKee- Ryan et al., 2005). So a mixed claim ‘unemployment lowers 
well- being’ acquires mixed objectivity to the extent that it is true on sev-
eral different conceptions of well- being.

But philosophising will not always be avoided so easily. Sometimes 
it matters a great deal which precise conception of well- being is selected. 
An example we have encountered already is national well- being. 
Different measures of it are not robust. A 2010 article by Kahneman and 
Deaton has a self- explanatory title ‘High Income Improves Evaluation 
of Life But Not Emotional Well- Being’. Depending on whether scien-
tists use life satisfaction measures (which capture evaluation) or hap-
piness measures (which capture emotional well- being), they can reach 
substantively different verdicts on whether economic growth promotes 

24. Not that cheap actually, because it requires a judgement of how strong the correlation 
between the various measures should be for the differences between these measures 
not to matter. Psychologists say that anything above r = 0.4 can be interpreted as evi-
dence of either several or single underlying construct. Which interpretation is adopted 
depends on whether one is a ‘splitter’ or a ‘lumper’. Nevertheless, Taylor (2015) gives 
reasons to expect some robustness of the choice of measure to fundamental theory.
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well- being. Which measure is correct is a choice that in a democratic 
society should be made in a way that the next principle proposes.

4.7.3.  Consult the Relevant Parties

When the choice of a measure of well- being is a choice between conflict-
ing sets of values, consulting theory of well- being, high or mid- level, is 
unlikely to be the answer. I am sceptical that a plausible version of a the-
ory of child well- being can say unequivocally whether tiger- mothering, 
or another kind of fundamentalism, hurts children. Where philosophy 
gives out, politics should step in. The only way to practice trustworthy 
science is to make this choice in a deliberative public setting in which 
the relevant parties are included. A measure of well- being that survives 
public scrutiny has procedural objectivity. Consider an example we 
have already come across.

Between 2010 and 2012 the UK Office for National Statistics con-
ducted a country- wide inquiry called ‘What matters to you?’, soliciting 
views and recommendations from the public, the experts, and com-
munities all across the United Kingdom (Office of National Statistics 
[ONS], 2012). Potential measures of well- being were released to the 
public and then respondents were asked to answer a few questions:

 1. Do you think the proposed domains present a complete pic-
ture of well- being? If not, what would you do differently?

 2. Do you think the scope of each of the proposed domains is cor-
rect? If not, please give details.

 3. Is the balance between objective and subjective measures 
about right? Please give details.

The outcome of this exercise is a measure of UK’s well- being that con-
tains both subjective indicators— happiness, life satisfaction, sense of 
meaning— and also objective indicators, such as life expectancy, edu-
cational achievements, safety, and so on. A colourful wheel where each 
indicator is a spoke makes up for the fact that the measure basically 
includes everything but the kitchen sink. The ONS settled the seem-
ingly intractable debates between the experts by including as many 
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items into its final measure as practically possible and also by having 
the public vet this measure. No doubt the ONS measure has problems, 
but the honest effort to canvass the diverse views shows that the value 
presuppositions on this measure have arguably passed the sort of test 
I have in mind.

This example combines features of two relatively recent experiments 
in political science and science studies respectively: deliberative polling 
and systematic participation of the public in science. Deliberative poll-
ing occurs when a representative sample of the public comes together 
for a small group session with a moderator to discuss a question of pub-
lic policy (e.g., should a minimum wage be required?).The participants 
receive input from the scholars who are experts on the topic via prelim-
inary briefings. Moderators are trained to foster a respectful and inclu-
sive debate. At the end the attitudes of the participants are measured and 
compared against their earlier attitudes. The precise conditions of good 
deliberation, its effectiveness, and obstacles are all topics of intense 
research in political psychology, the preliminary results of which are 
encouraging: participants respond to evidence, update their views, and 
become more politically involved and literate.25

While political scientists find ways of building consensus about 
politics, science studies scholars explore ways for people affected by a 
piece of science or medicine to have a systematic and nontrivial say in its 
methods, assumptions, or applications while at the same time respect-
ing existing scientific expertise.26

Putting these two traditions together I propose ‘deliberative polls 
of value presuppositions of mixed claims’. Groups of deliberators could 
be presented with various options for conceptualising well- being (or 
freedom, health, etc.) and with the relative advantages of each option 
normatively and practically. The deliberators will attempt to reach 
agreement according to whatever consensus- building and voting rules 

25. James Fishkin, the head of the Center for Deliberative Democracy at Stanford 
University, describes the process in Fishkin (2009). See Myers and Mendelberg (2013) 
for an overview of empirical and normative research on political deliberation in small 
groups.

26. Chilvers (2008) and Douglas (2005) provide an overview of the history and the recent 
efforts.
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they decide to put in place. Even if not everyone favours the values that 
survive such an exercise, the resulting consensus has some legitimacy 
and deserves trust at least from those whose views are admissible in a 
democracy and have been heard.

Such deliberations should include samples of all concerned parties. 
The ONS consultation happened by soliciting responses to an online 
questionnaire widely advertised through the ONS website, letters, and 
public events. Generalising from this example, I suggest that for mixed 
claims about well- being the deliberative polling should include

 1. scholars of different approaches to well- being (plausibly phi-
losophers, historians, or anthropologists).

 2. researchers doing the measurement and data collection.
 3. policy users of this knowledge.
 4. a representative sample of the people who are likely to be 

affected when this knowledge is put into practice through pol-
icy, therapies, and other interventions.

The inclusion of experts is important because, as I argued in Section 4.1, 
scientists have knowledge of values in virtue of their empirical know-
ledge. Respecting this knowledge means that decisions about measures 
of well- being should not be outsourced to the nonscientists. But includ-
ing the nonscientists is no less important. When scientists measure and 
monitor well- being this information can be used for oppression and 
domination. Science after all has the power and indeed a well- docu-
mented tendency to devalue nonexpert sources of knowledge.27 Having 
people weigh in on how their own well- being is measured is a prudent 
reaction to these dangers, a reaction that need not assume that well- 
being is whatever people say it is.28

Can such exercises respect the expertise of scientists on well- being 
while at the same time avoiding imposing values on nonscientists? There 

27. Wynne (1989) is a classic study of this phenomenon.
28. See Haybron and Tiberius (2015) for an argument that in a policy context well- being 

measures should be sensitive to the priorities of the citizens whose well- being is in 
question.
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is definitely a tension. But much depends on implementation:  what 
proportion of scientists to nonscientists is in the group, how the final 
consensus is determined, what checks there are on power imbalances. 
These are hard but not intractable questions. The deliberative exercises 
I  sketch here are expensive, difficult to realise, and uncertain in their 
fruitfulness. So it is an open question whether mine is a rational bet all 
things considered. But it seems wrong not to try.

4.8.  ConClusIon

I proposed three rules:  to make explicit the value presuppositions of 
mixed claims, to check whether the empirical claim is robust to disa-
greements about values, and finally, if it is not robust, to expose these 
values to an inclusive deliberation.

Together these three principles ensure that the science of well- being 
neither imposes values nor sneaks them past the people whose well- 
being is in question. Following these rules, I submit, secures procedural 
objectivity for the value presuppositions of this science. For other mixed 
claims, such as about freedom or health, these principles may need to be 
amended, but the spirit— objectivity as open vetting— should remain 
the same.

When the very definition and measurement of phenomena depends 
on moral categories, as they do in mixed sciences, we face a choice. We 
could reserve the notion of objectivity only for decisions and practices 
that avoid any such values. This is a view that preserves the neutrality of 
science at the expense of expelling mixed claims. I have argued against 
this. Mixed claims are already part and parcel of science. Pretending that 
they can be reformulated into value- free claims devalues perfectly good 
knowledge and stakes the authority of science on its separation from the 
community that enables it. The alternative I  favour is to broaden our 
notion of objectivity to encompass also value- based decisions, such as 
which measures of well- being to adopt and when.
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C h a p t e r  5

Is Well- Being Measurable?

The last remaining element in my story is measurement. To be properly 
about well- being, it is not enough that the science adopts well- being 
constructs based on the right theories, nor is it enough that these con-
structs pass the objectivity test discussed in the last chapter. To be an 
object of science today, well- being also needs to be measurable and 
measured. In the Introduction I  claimed that measurement is now a 
central pillar of the normal science of well- being. Gus O’Donnell’s 
2011 call to arms ‘If you treasure it, measure it’ was directed at poli-
cymakers and civil servants, but it was made possible by the comfort 
with measurability of well- being in the scientific community. Some 
of this comfort is very old indeed. Economics boast perhaps the most 
established tradition of measuring welfare as a function of wealth via 
various economic indicators such as gross domestic product, total sur-
plus, household income, and consumption. But this is not the method 
that O’Donnell is celebrating and upon which the science of well- being 
stakes its novelty. Economic tradition of welfare measurement builds 
on the view that well- being consists in satisfaction of individual’s pref-
erences expressed in this individual’s choices. My definition of the sci-
ence of well- being is broad enough to encompass this approach. But the 
public face of the science of well- being typically comes with criticism 
of the economic definition and its replacement, or at least supplementa-
tion, with subjective well- being. ‘Beyond Money: Towards an Economy 
of Well- Being’ was the title of Diener and Seligman’s seminal 2004 
article. This is why more significant than the acceptance of the eco-
nomic measurement of welfare is the growing acceptance of measures 
of happiness, life satisfaction, flourishing, and the many constructs in  
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medicine that include the patient’s perspective. They are now part of 
official statistics in many countries. As I mentioned in the Introduction, 
the fundamental disagreements about whether well- being can be meas-
ured have been replaced by specific disagreements about how and what 
aspect of it to measure.

But sceptics remain and should be heard. In this chapter I analyse 
what is to my mind the most compelling and explicit such challenge, 
both to the current measures of well- being, mainly the subjective 
measures that so excited O’Donnell, and indeed to the very idea that 
well- being is measurable. The challenge is roughly that well- being is 
too person- relative to measure reliably. I encounter this and related 
concerns often enough among the critics of the science of well- being.1 
But the formulation I attend to is due to Dan Hausman, and it appears 
in his recent book Valuing Health (Hausman, 2015). It is unique in that 
his focus is explicitly on measurability of well- being, rather than of hap-
piness. As a psychological state, happiness’s measurability is a matter 
of access to and comparability of mental states (one’s own and that of 
others). So in debates on measurement of happiness philosophers focus 
on the ability of, say, questionnaires to gauge how people truly feel and 
to compare mental states across people.2 Hausman, on the other hand, 
is concerned with well- being, which, as consensus has it, is a broader 
evaluative category, whose measurability consequently raises further 
problems in addition to the problems with measurement of happiness. 
In particular he argues that the concept of well- being calls for aggre-
gation of goods in a person’s life in a way that is duly sensitive to who 
this person is. The existing measures— whether focused on feelings of 
happiness, or life satisfaction, or quality of life— do not aggregate all 
the relevant goods in a way that respects individuality. So even if happi-
ness is measurable, to the extent that other goods matter for well- being 

1. McClimans and Brown (2012) and Hunt (1997) attack quality of life measures in medi-
cine, respectively, for treating well- being as an outcome rather than a process and for not 
giving a clear definition of quality of life. Though distinct, these arguments perhaps echo 
Hausman’s concerns.

2. Angner (2013) defends measurability of happiness as a psychological state. He grants 
that data from self- reports of happiness are easily misinterpreted as data about well- 
being but does not discuss whether well- being itself is measurable.
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in addition to happiness, well- being will turn out to be unmeasurable. 
Comparing and ranking well- being states is possible albeit hard on an 
individual level, Hausman concedes, but becomes largely unrealistic on 
the population level required by science and policy. For him this means 
that well- being should not be the yardstick on which healthcare is 
evaluated and distributed and instead different categories, for example 
opportunities, are better suited for this task.

I start by reconstructing this argument and then argue that 
although it does not doom the project of measurement of well- being, 
it teaches a lesson for what sort of measurement should be expected 
and trusted. Given my variantist view— that well- being constructs can 
legitimately differ in substance and focus— one reply to Hausman is 
straightforward. Hausman selects the most demanding sense of well- 
being, one that calls for a comprehensive aggregation of all goods over 
the course of one individual’s life. But this sense of well- being is not 
unique and may not be the right sense for science and policy. Showing 
that well- being is not measurable in one sense— I largely agree with 
Hausman on that— does not show that it is not measurable in all 
senses. Is well- being measurable in any sense relevant to science and 
policy? In my view Hausman’s scepticism does not generalise and there 
is still hope for measurement of well- being in other senses. This hope 
depends, however, on abandoning the project of capturing the all- 
things- considered well- being of individuals and focusing instead on 
its commonly valued components or on well- being of kinds that share 
features and circumstances.

Second, I  put pressure on a common critique of existing meas-
ures, which Hausman exemplifies. To undermine these measures 
critics tend to give intuitively plausible reasons why they should fail 
to capture well- being. But these intuitions can be very compelling 
and still fail to undermine a measurement tool if this tool system-
atically behaves in reliable ways consistent with empirical know-
ledge. The latter is the conceit behind construct validation, the main 
approach to evaluating measures in social and medical sciences, 
which Hausman does not discuss and which, I  expect, most practi-
tioners will appeal to in reply to him and other critics. So in addition 
to containing Hausman’s scepticism, this chapter also presents an 
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interpretation of construct validation. Construct validation, I argue, 
follows a coherentist spirit according to which measures are valid to 
the extent that they cohere with theoretical and empirical knowledge 
about the states being measured. In this sense construct validation is 
similar to validation of measures in other sciences, and to the extent 
that its theoretical ideal is realised in practice, measures of well- being 
can be valid.

So the overall message of this chapter is optimistic. Hausman’s scep-
tical verdict is not warranted on the basis of reasons he gives and the 
science of well- being comes with plausible methods for checking that 
its measures are valid. Still my optimism depends on the science of well- 
being adopting realistic target concepts and implementing its ideal of 
measurement.

5.1.  H Ausm A n Ag A I nst m e A su r A BI lIt Y 
oF w ell- BeI ng

Hausman puts forward his case in the context of exploring whether 
health should be valued by its contribution to well- being— a ques-
tion essential for deciding how a community should allocate its scarce 
resources for healthcare. How bad is it to have a broken ankle? A natural 
answer is that a broken ankle is as bad as the resulting loss of well- being 
to this ankle’s owner. This is the view that Hausman rejects. One of his 
grounds is that a broken ankle can have a dramatically different impact 
on a person’s well- being depending on who they are. In Hausman’s 
own case a broken ankle enabled him to write the book making this 
argument. Such fine- grained heterogeneity cannot be accommodated 
by any realistic population- level healthcare policy. This, among other 
reasons, is why communities need to look for an allocation rule that 
is not based on well- being. As we shall see shortly, independently of 
healthcare concerns, heterogeneity is the main obstacle to well- being 
measurement more generally.

In order to make an argument against measurability of well- being, 
Hausman first needs to say at least in broad terms what well- being is. 
Although he does not articulate a full theory, the outlines are clear 
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enough. Hausman believes that any account of well- being should 
accommodate the following constraints:

 1. Well- being consists in several goods, not one.
 2. ‘What is good for me depends heavily on who I am’ (Hausman, 

2015, p.  121); that is, an agent’s well- being depends on this 
agent’s goals, values, and identity.

 3. ‘In assessing well- being we think primarily of whole lives, and 
our appraisal of how well someone’s life is going during a lim-
ited periods often depends on what their life is like before or 
after’ (p. 122).

 4. Well- being is holistic in that adding more of some valuable 
good does not necessarily improve the whole. It’s the combin-
ation that matters (p. 124).

Hausman is well aware that this conception is not entirely uncontrover-
sial. Hedonists, for instance, argue that there is only one noninstrumen-
tal good— positive mental states. If well- being is directly measurable, 
these states are the only things that need measurement. Hausman does 
not hide his rejection of hedonism, and indeed subjectivism— neither 
bare feelings nor the fulfillment of desires or goals capture what it is to 
live well. In Chapter 11 he lays his cards on the table and backs a theory 
of well- being based on flourishing, aligning his views closely to develop-
mentalism of Richard Kraut (2007):

A fundamental evaluation of the value of some property or state 
of affairs for an individual depends on how the things that make 
human lives good (such as friendship, happiness, health, or a 
sense of purpose) are integrated into the dynamic structure of 
that individual’s life. What Kraut and I call “flourishing” consists 
in the dynamic coherent integrations of objective goods into an 
identity. Well- being is flourishing. (Hausman, 2015, p. 141)

To argue that flourishing is not measurable, Hausman relies on a plaus-
ible conception of measurement— existence and epistemic access to a 
numerical scale that enables comparisons of all well- being states across 
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and within persons and the distances between these states. This is 
known as an interval scale. Now it is easy to see how the case against 
measurability would go. Different people’s flourishing is made up of dif-
ferent goods that combine in unique ways depending on their place in 
people’s lives. No single scale applicable to all persons can capture the 
success of such unique combinations, so comparisons, let alone on an 
interval scale, are hopeless.

Hausman rehearses this argument but then recoils from its extreme 
scepticism. It is clear that sometimes comparisons are possible and 
very compelling— it is better not to die very young and not to become 
a child soldier, he agrees. It is equally true that sometimes feelings and 
preferences are decent guides to well- being. Adherents of idealised sub-
jectivism, recall, hold that were an agent to form desires in light of full 
knowledge and with no mistakes in reasoning, these desires would be 
authoritative about what is good for this agent. Hausman is not a sub-
jectivist, but he helps himself to the idea that some preferences are more 
authoritative than others. In particular, preferences can reliably indi-
cate flourishing when these preferences are laundered in the right way. 
Laundered preferences are those held by individuals who are ‘(1) self- 
interested, (2) well- informed, (3) evaluatively competent, and (4) free 
of deliberative defects, and if (5) they have complete and transitive pref-
erences among all alternatives’ (Hausman, 2015, p.  132). When cases 
are sufficiently clear- cut or when preferences are sufficiently laundered, 
comparisons, even measurement, are possible.

This allowance notwithstanding, Hausman still ends up with a scep-
tical conclusion albeit less extreme. The reality in science and in public 
policy is that hard cases abound: who should get the scare resources— 
the ones with broken ankles or the mildly depressed? Plus the indirect 
measures of well- being— happiness- based or preference- based— are 
very poor at their task.

Hausman comes down especially hard against measures of sub-
jective well- being. About life satisfaction Hausman (2015, p.  129) 
complains that reports summarising a great deal of information are 
unreliable and sensitive to irrelevant details. About measures of net 
affect, such as Kahneman’s ‘objective happiness’, he notes that when 
the average affect at an instant is calculated all emotions get counted 
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equally. He asks who decides how net affect is determined— why should 
my sadness at reading international news count for as much as my sad-
ness at losing a grandparent? ‘Heterogeneity goes all the way down to 
feelings’, he insists (p. 129). Together these considerations show in his 
view that relying on subjective evaluation is too risky, because the pre-
cise impact of the quality of subjective experience for overall well- being 
is a personal matter.

Preferences, especially the laundered ones, would be in a better shape, 
if they were measured. But the fact is that standard economic method-
ology either infers preferences from choices people make (on the revealed 
preference approach) or else from their responses to questionnaires about 
what state of affairs they would prefer and at what rate (on the stated pref-
erence approach). Neither approach, he claims, makes an effort to select 
only the authoritative ones among these choices and judgements.

Here, then, is Hausman’s tempered sceptical conclusion:

Our evaluative abilities are limited with respect to our own lives, 
and the limits to those abilities imply limits to the completeness 
of our rankings of alternatives. It will often be the case that the 
objective of enhancing people’s well- being does not discriminate 
among alternatives. As a practical matter, policy- makers will need 
other ways of comparing alternatives, and as a theoretical matter, 
either one has to conclude that prudence and ethics are less dis-
criminating than previously thought or that normative notions 
other than well- being must play a large role. (2015, p. 142)

It is a tempered conclusion in that Hausman allows for uncontroversial 
comparisons of starkly different well- being states in individual cases— 
it is indeed better for him to lead the life he leads in Madison Wisconsin 
than to have become a child soldier. But in general these rankings will 
not be possible.

The following is a formalisation of his argument:

Premise 1: Well- being, being an inclusive good, allows for much 
heterogeneity in how and which component goods are integrated.
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Premise 2: The existing measures are at best fallible indicators of some 
well- being relevant goods, but they do not respect heterogeneity.

Premise 3: Policy- relevant measures require a systematic population- 
level connection between well- being and the indicators.

Conclusion: Therefore well- being is not measurable for policy 
purposes.

The power of Hausman’s argument is that, his endorsement of flourish-
ing notwithstanding, it does not actually depend on this precise theory 
of well- being and can be accepted by proponents of different theories 
and even by those sceptical about a single theory. In Chapter 2 we came 
across Scanlon’s (1998) worry that though we may manage to agree on 
core components of well- being (experiential quality, quality of life, suc-
cess), a recipe for how much weight to assign to each is unlikely. This is 
Hausman’s point too, but his additional contribution is to argue that this 
blocks social measurement.

Even some hedonists and subjectivists will agree. Premise 1 can be 
read as concerning instrumental goods, and no theorists of well- being 
denies that there are several such goods, nor that these goods can be good 
indicators of well- being. Premise 2 is also open to hedonists, for example, 
Roger Crisp, whom we encountered in Chapter 2. Recall that he takes 
well- being to consist only in enjoyment but rejects the possibility of 
objective measurement of enjoyment. If the x- axis represents time, the 
y- axis represents intensity, and a curve is formed from ratings of affect 
at an instant, then according to the hedonist tradition in psychology the 
total enjoyment is the area under the curve. Rejecting this picture, Crisp 
(2006) argues that an agent may well judge a given experience to be so 
high on enjoyment as to not be tradeable against longer experiences that 
are lower on enjoyment. This is a way of accommodating Millian high- 
quality pleasures and indeed Hausman’s heterogeneity of agents. So 
his is an example of hedonism about well- being that is not committed 
to existing measures. Similarly, there could well be hedonists (or partial 
hedonists) who believe that shape of life matters in a way that makes it 
impossible to evaluate enjoyment at a time without considering the rest 
of the person’s life. If enjoyability of an experience is time- dependent in  
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a way that’s sensitive to individuals’ identities, a hedonist can again 
endorse the first two premises.

Similarly it is open to subjectivists to share Hausman’s concerns 
about current measures expressed in Premise 2.  Subjectivists, as we 
have seen, call for measures of well- being to gauge the extent to which 
agents’ most important priorities formed under the right conditions are 
fulfilled. This is a tall order. Existing measures are unlikely to tap into 
laundered preferences. Merely asking people what they prefer and at 
what rate, or merely observing their actual choices in the marketplace, 
is a far cry from detecting the sort of authoritative judgements about 
deep values that subjectivists are after. I already mentioned that there 
are efforts under way to measure considered preferences through judge-
ments and choices people make in carefully selected circumstances 
that plausibly reveal their genuine priorities— for example when med-
ical students weigh the pros and cons of different residency programs 
and give reasons for their choices (Benjamin et  al., 2014). I  suspect 
these scholars would argue they are measuring what Hausman calls 
laundered preferences. Hausman does not discuss such attempts, but 
he might point out that health poses special challenges to preference- 
based measures— on what grounds would an agent make a laun-
dered preference about the relative value of broken ankle versus mild 
depression? Evaluations of health states differ strikingly depending on 
whether they are offered by those who have experienced a condition 
or those who merely imagine it.3 Like Hausman, subjectivists too may 
not be in a hurry to endorse these new measures: it is one thing to get 
people to form thoughtful preferences about residency programs, but 
whether these preferences are sufficiently close to the fully informed 
and the fully rational preferences that idealised subjectivists favour 
remains an open question.

All this is to say that Hausman’s argument against measurement is 
far- reaching even in its tempered version. It does not require an endorse-
ment of flourishing and would appeal to anyone who believes that the 
existing (and possibly any conceivable) methods of measurement of 
well- being do a poor job at detecting well- being in a way that respects 

3. See Dolan (2000) on the relevant science and Carel (2016) on its significance.
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differences between individuals. It is thus no good in reply to Hausman 
to just defend hedonism or subjectivism nor to attack flourishing. How 
then could we argue with Hausman?

5.2 .  Is w ell- BeI ng H et erogen eous?

I start by questioning Premise 1— is well- being so heterogeneous as to 
doom measurement? Heterogeneity for Hausman means that there is no 
stable contribution a good makes toward all agents’ well- being. Rather 
this contribution depends on the agent’s history, values, and so on. It is 
the combination of goods that makes for well- being, not the presence 
of any specific good at any specific level. This appeal to uniqueness of 
individuals— no person is likely to have the same recipe for their well- 
being stew as any other— can be challenged. Are there really no com-
monalities to human flourishing? Tolstoy after all taught that all happy 
families are alike.

Consider happiness. In his Pursuit of Unhappiness, Dan Haybron 
(2008) bets that so long as this psychological state is understood in a 
sufficiently rich way, it is a good proxy for well- being. Happiness for 
him is no mere experience of pleasure, nor mere approval of one’s life. 
Neither of these are deep or central enough to our psyche. Rather hap-
piness is an emotional state that disposes us to certain ways of reacting 
to the world and to ourselves. Happiness for Haybron is the opposite 
of depression— the negative emotional state underlying all affects— not 
the opposite of superficial and peripheral affects such as pain or sad-
ness. Three dimensions make up the happy emotional state:  to feel at 
home with oneself and one’s world (which Haybron calls attunement), 
to be engaged, and only lastly to endorse one’s life. Think of the peace-
ful and awesome Santiago in Hemingway’s Old Man and Sea. Call this 
Haybron- happiness.

Haybron contends that though well- being without this kind of happi-
ness is conceivable, it is vastly unlikely— Wittgenstein famously claimed 
he had a great life, but who is inclined to wish such misery on a new-
born? We are sure all unique, as Hausman says, but it is hard to imagine 
that we do not all need Haybron- happiness, at least to a minimal degree. 
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Depression is not compatible with well- being no matter what stew of 
goods uniquely suits each of us. Well- being must have something to do 
with ‘living in accordance with our emotional nature’ (Haybron, 2008, 
p. 193). Not all current measures of subjective well- being get at happi-
ness so understood, but the emotional state in question is not inherently 
unmeasurable, and some measures come close enough (Haybron, 2016). 
Attunement, engagement, and endorsement are characteristics that, for 
the purposes of measurement, are similar to personality traits. If those 
are measurable— and it is hard to find more consensus in psychology 
than that traits of character are real and detectible— then so is Haybron- 
happiness. Should such a measure be available, it would plausibly tap 
into the most important and central aspect of well- being, so well- being 
would end up being measurable by a proxy.

Much heterogeneity in Hausman’s sense will remain though, no 
matter how good our measures of happiness are. It is hard to function 
without Haybron- happiness, but how much health, relationships, ful-
filling work, and so on we all need and in what proportion is likely to 
differ from person to person. Suppose there existed a measurement 
tool that allows individuals to judge (perhaps even authoritatively) the 
combination of goods uniquely suitable to them. The Organisation for 
Economic Co- Operation and Development (2013) Better Life Index 
has precisely such ambition when it invites people to rate various areas 
of life (work, housing, health, education, etc.) for their importance to 
them before evaluating their satisfaction with each. Whether such a 
tool will be practical and informative, especially for largescale science 
and policy, is another matter. Science and policy as practiced today 
require generalisations about components of well- being, and even if 
such generalisations exist, it is an open question whether they are suffi-
ciently robust, scientifically and politically. They may hold the interest 
of scientists and indeed they do— hence the research on well- being at 
work, in cities, and so on. But policy robustness will be tricky— how 
important should a well- being component be for policymakers to be 
justified to invest in this good at the expense of others and with a dan-
ger of disadvantaging those individuals for whom this good plays a 
minor role? The comparability of the value of different bundles of goods 
will remain a problem.
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For these reasons I am inclined to agree with Hausman that the 
judgement, let  alone measurement, of the overall well- being of an 
individual is likely to be fiendishly complex— there are too many 
variables in the question of how a given unique person is faring in 
life, too many ways in which various goods may combine or fail to 
combine. This is why I do not pursue this reply much further and con-
centrate on a different challenge to heterogeneity— must the impos-
sibility of measuring well- being in its most demanding sense doom its 
measurement in all cases?

5.3.  Con t e X t uA l w ell- BeI ng 
A s m e A su r A Bl e

The first thing to recognise is that while general well- being may be 
unmeasurable, some of its components are likely measurable. If well- 
being is a wholistic good as Hausman argues, it will be made up of some 
goods that are common to most or many individual packages. Haybron- 
happiness is one such component; others are health, positive relation-
ships, security and so on. Multi- indicator measures of these surely 
provide valuable knowledge related to well- being, even for those who 
balk at calling them it ‘well- being’. But this is hardly controversial, and 
I believe more can be said.

Premise 1 embodies a demanding conception of well- being— 
requiring a complete aggregation of all important goods in a way that 
respects the agent’s history, character, talents, culture, and values. In 
Chapter 1, I called this sense of well- being the all- things- considered 
evaluation and distinguished it from well- being in contextual sense. 
Hausman follows the trend in philosophy to call ‘well- being’ only the 
sort of evaluation that is relevant to a long- term personal therapist, a 
close friend, or an obituary writer. I have argued that sometimes ‘well- 
being’ connotes a less all- encompassing evaluation, such as when well- 
being is judged by family doctors, teachers, social workers, aid workers, 
and so on. In Chapter 2 I argued that the nature of this latter contextual 
well- being is the purview of mid- level theories, proposing one for chil-
dren in Chapter 3. It is mid- level theories that underlie, though not as 
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explicitly as I wish they did, the constructs in the sciences and the defi-
nitions of welfare in contemporary bureaucracies.

In these cases well- being is predicated of a particular kind of people 
in a specific type of circumstances. This sort of evaluation is at once nar-
rower than Hausman’s— not all goods are taken into account but only 
those shared by this group of people in these situations. It is also broader 
in that it considers a kind of person rather than an individual. A good 
social worker knows how to help families in crisis; a good child psych-
ologist knows what troubled children need. A reader willing to grant this 
knowledge should also grant that it depends on modest generalisations 
about well- being, whether measured formally by indicators or question-
naires or eyeballed by an experienced specialist. There are examples 
in addition to those about child development in Chapter  3:  recently 
adopted children benefit from a period of intense bonding with no one 
other than their parents; caregivers of chronically ill patients are at risk 
of ill- being even with social support.

Of course, if we focus on individuals we might find exceptions: recently 
adopted toddlers who can go to nursery school right away and caregivers 
who are just fine. But that is true about most generalisations, and the issue 
is ultimately empirical/ pragmatic— how willing are we to attribute gener-
alisable knowledge about well- being to specialists? It seems far more plaus-
ible to admit such knowledge about contextual well- being of kinds than 
about all- things- considered well- being of individuals. As I write this, thou-
sands of unaccompanied refugee children from Syria, Eritrea, Afghanistan, 
and other troubled parts of the continent are roaming Europe— scared, 
vulnerable, abandoned. It is not a big mystery what is needed for a well- 
being of these children— security, stability, sustenance, and care. I  say ‘a 
well- being’ because these goods are far more minimal than the child well- 
being I discussed in Chapter 3. Still such minimalism is defensible in an 
emergency, and in this sense the well- being of unaccompanied refugee 
children can be measured by their access to these basic goods. A table of 
indicators can represent the levels of each good, and, depending on how 
these indicators are aggregated, some comparisons between the levels of 
well- being of different groups of these children may be possible. Each of 
these children is an individual with a complex history, and it is possible to 
speak of the all- things- considered well- being of each. No doubt this is the  
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sense their families worry about. As individuals, different children within 
this group will need different levels of security, stability, sustenance, and 
care, but a potential benefactor on a rescue mission is justified in ignoring 
these at least sometimes. Such a benefactor will speak about the well- being 
of these children as a group, and, because this group’s well- being depends 
on a fairly obvious set of goods, measurement is conceivable.

If it makes sense to predicate well- being of kinds and not merely of 
individuals, then general claims about what is good for a given kind will 
be possible too. This is because kinds are identified by the generalisa-
tions they support— that is one common definition of kinds anyway 
(Boyd, 1991)— there will thus be generalisations about how members of 
this kind function in such and such circumstances.

To the extent that such knowledge is possible and to the extent that 
this knowledge is about well- being in a sense, we have another reply to 
Hausman. He selected the most demanding and the least epistemically 
accessible notion of well- being and showed an impossibility of meas-
urement for this notion based on the intuitive impossibility of making 
generalisations about well- being. But this is too easy. Uniqueness of earth-
quakes, avalanches and wars does not stop their scientific study, and con-
textual well- being is no different. Hausman could retort that contextual 
well- being is not true well- being. It is perhaps quality of life, or perform-
ance according to one indicator, but not well- being proper. But at this 
point the argument has shifted into an unhelpful territory about who is 
entitled to the term ‘well- being’. Erring on the side of liberality as I did in 
Chapter 1, I maintain that there is more to evaluation than judging indi-
vidual lives all things considered.

Still, even allowing for well- being in this contextual sense, what 
confidence should we have in the existing methods of its measure-
ment? It is not enough to show that Hausman’s argument is premised 
on too demanding of a notion. That merely shows that there are other 
notions that apply to kinds, and, since kinds are based on generalisa-
tions, these contextual notions are better candidates for measurement. 
That secures potential measurability of contextual well- being. But to 
address Premise 2 we also need to show that measurement of context-
ual well- being is in actual fact realistic and defensible, at least more so 
than Hausman maintains.
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5.4.  Const ruCt VA lI dAt Ion

So far I have said very little about what measurement and validity are. To 
make further progress on Hausman’s challenge, we need to attend to why 
scientists take the existing measures to be valid. I argue in this section 
that against these measures Hausman offers insufficient evidence— a 
mixture of appeals to intuition and unsystematic references to studies 
that expose problems in one or another questionnaire. But the field of 
social and medical measurement has elaborate procedures for valid-
ation. Evaluating current measures of well- being takes evaluating these 
procedures, not appeals to intuition.

If we asked scientists why they use a given measure of well- being, 
their answer would invoke psychometric validation. The psychometric 
tradition in the social sciences has traditionally specialised in devel-
oping tests and questionnaires for detecting intelligence, personality, 
and lately well- being. Some of the measurement tools and their use in 
research on race, gender, and class, especially in the early twentieth 
century, have an unsavoury history. The eugenic roots of this work are 
dutifully and solemnly acknowledged in the introductory courses to 
psychometrics.4 But for virtually all researchers who measure an attrib-
ute on the basis of people’s reports or performances in tests, psychomet-
ric validation remains the obligatory procedure. Large swaths of the 
science of well- being in particular have embraced questionnaires and 
with that psychometric validation.

5.4.1.  Textbook Procedure

Validation follows a typical pattern described in measurement textbooks 
and articles.5 First, researchers define the construct to be measured by 
elaborating its scope and limits. This is the conceptual stage in which 
meaning of terms is discussed, invoking anything from classical sources 
(‘Aristotle said …’) to untutored intuitions, to dictionary definitions. For 

4. For a brief history of the first psychometrics laboratory see http:// www.psychometrics.
cam.ac.uk/ about- us/ our- history/ first- psychometric- laboratory.

5. For example, DeVet et al. (2011), Simms (2008).
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example, the scope of happiness is often deemed to be the overall positive 
affect, while the scope of satisfaction with life is a cognitive judgement 
about one’s conditions and goals. In the second stage, researchers choose 
a measurement method (a questionnaire, a test, or a task), select the items 
(what questions? what tasks?) and settle on the scoring method.

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS), which we have already 
encountered and which Hausman specifically mentions, is a popular five- 
item Likert scale for measuring the cognitive aspect of subjective well- 
being, that is, the extent to which subjects judge their life to be satisfactory. 
The process of its validation is described in the much- cited article by Ed 
Diener and his colleagues (Diener et  al., 1985). The first two stages in 
this case consisted in analysing 48 items all in the conceptual neighbour-
hood of subjective well- being. The team eliminated questions about affect 
because they viewed life satisfaction as a cognitive judgement about one’s 
life as a whole. This left them with 10 questions, a further five of which 
were eliminated because of ‘semantic similarity’.

In the third and final stage, the instrument is tested for its construct 
validity, that is, its ability to capture the intended attribute. 6 In the case 
of well- being measures, this stage frequently involves factor analysis: when 
hundreds of subjects fill out the same questionnaire, it is possible to observe 
the correlations between responses to different items. Unless the question-
naire in question is single- item, a rare occurrence in this field, much can be 
learned from these correlations. In particular they are used to show that 
there are one or more clusters of items called ‘factors’ that account for the 
total information. Scientists speak of factor analysis as extracting ‘a man-
ageable number of latent dimensions that explain the covariation among a 
larger set of manifest variables’ (Simms, 2008, p. 421).7 Here ‘explanation’ 

6. I  concentrate on construct validity at the expense of other validities because among 
measurement theorists the consensus seems to be that construct validity encompasses 
all other types of validity, such as criterion, predictive, discriminant, and content valid-
ity (Strauss & Smith, 2009). See Chapter 6 for a discussion of content validity.

7. There is a difference between exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis (see De Vet 
et  al., 2011, pp.  169– 172, among others). The former is used to reduce the number of 
items in a questionnaire by identifying the one(s) that best predict the overall ratings. 
The latter, on the other hand, tests that the factors that best summarise the data also con-
form with a theory of the underlying phenomenon if there is one. This distinction is not 
important for the present argument.
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is evidently used in an entirely phenomenological sense as saving the phe-
nomena (the phenomena being the total data generated by administering 
the questionnaire in question), rather than stating the causes or present-
ing a theory of the phenomena. For the SWLS, factor analysis identified all 
five items to be measuring the same latent variable because a single factor 
accounted for 66% of the variance in the data (Diener et al., 1985). Other 
scales may turn out to gauge more than one dimension.

The next step of the testing stage is to check that the behaviour 
of these factors accords with other things scientists know about the 
object in question. In case of subjective well- being, this knowledge 
includes how people evaluate their lives and surroundings, what behav-
iour results from these evaluation, and what other people who know 
the subjects say about them. For example, the SWLS, according to its 
authors, earned construct validity when Diener and his colleagues com-
pared responses on the SWLS to responses on other existing measures 
of subjective well- being and related constructs such as affect inten-
sity, happiness, and domain satisfaction. The findings confirmed their 
expectation that SWLS scores correlate highly with those measures 
that also elicit a judgement on subjective well- being and less so with 
measures that focus only on affect or self- esteem or other related but 
distinct notions. One piece of evidence in favour of the SWLS was that 
the scores of 53 elderly people from Illinois correlated well to the rat-
ings this same population received in an extended interview about ‘the 
extent to which they remained active and were oriented toward self- 
directed learning’(Diener et al., 1985, p. 73). The correlation, r = 0.43, 
was judged adequate by the standards of the discipline. Since 1985 the 
SWLS has continued to be scrutinised for its agreement with the grow-
ing data about subjective well- being. Individual judgements of life sat-
isfaction have been checked against the reports of informants close to 
the subjects (Schneider & Schimmack, 2009). Proponents of the SWLS 
argue that it exhibits a plausible relationship with money, relationships, 
suicide, and satisfaction with various domains of life, such as work and 
living conditions.8

8. See Diener et al. (2008, pp. 74– 93) for summary and references.
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5.4.2.  Construct Validation Is Good, in Theory

The first step to evaluating these practices is to capture their rationale. 
Neither philosophers nor scientists themselves have done that, so I  pro-
pose to start with the following schema that summarises all the grounds on 
which a measure can be declared valid in this particular tradition:

Implicit Logic: A measure M of a construct C is validated to the 
extent that M has been shown to behave in a way that respects 
three sources of evidence:

 1. M is inspired by a plausible theory of C.
 2. Subjects reveal M to track C through their questionnaire answer-

ing behaviour.
 3. Other knowledge about C is consistent with variations in values 

of M across contexts.

The first condition captures the role of philosophising about the nature of 
C in the first stage of measure development. The second condition speci-
fies the assumption behind factor analysis. It helps to reveal the structure of 
the construct as respondents see it (more on this in Chapter 6). The third 
acknowledges that scientists go beyond the merely internal analysis of the 
scale: a valid measure correlates with indicators that their background know-
ledge says it should and does not correlate with indicators that it should not.

There is much to be said on the foundations of this tradition. 
Philosophers of measurement roughly agree that goodness of a measure 
lies in its ability to mirror the behaviour of the target system. But how 
can such mirroring be established? Here there is no single story. Erik 
Angner (2009, 2011a) argues that there are at least two traditions— 
axiomatic and psychometric— corresponding respectively to economic 
and psychological approaches to the measurement of well- being.9 In 
economics the key to the measurement of well- being is a representa-
tion relation between preferences and behaviour contained in axioms 
of the fundamental utility theory, while in psychology and the clinical 

9. Angner (2015) argued more recently that the social indicators approach, motivated by 
an objective list theory of well- being, has yet a third measurement story to offer.
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sciences the key is a valid questionnaire. The leading account about how 
mirroring is accomplished is known as the representational theory of 
measurement. According to it a measure is validated if there is a demon-
strated homomorphism between an empirical relational structure (say 
an ordered series of rods for measurement of length) and a numerical 
relational structure (relations between real numbers). Various systems 
of axioms establish the conditions for this homomorphism.10 However, 
the availability of a representational story for psychometric validation is 
far from obvious. Most scholars agree that the psychometric approach 
does not have the axiomatic basis characteristic of the representational 
approaches.11 For example, there is no proof that an ordinal scale such 
as the SWLS can be treated as an interval scale, which nevertheless typ-
ically happens when it is used to rank, say, countries. In foundations of 
economics there are axiomatic structures to take us from preferences 
to utility functions and to choice behaviour but typically not so in 
psychology.12

My bet, though here I just state rather than defend it, is that the coher-
entism of Implicit Logic makes up for the lack of representational theorems. 
If a measure really behaves in accordance with background knowledge, 
then this alone is enough to secure its validity. Construct validation as 
described earlier conceives of measurement as part of theory development 
and validation as part of theory testing. On the original proposal formu-
lated in the classic 1955 paper by Lee Cronbach and Paul Meehl, construct 
validation consists in testing the nomological network of hypotheses in 
the neighbourhood of the construct in question. To measure x, we need 
to know how x behaves in relation to other properties and processes that 
are systematically connected with x by law- like regularities (Cronbach & 
Meehl, 1955). Something like this view is still the consensus among scien-
tists of well- being: ‘To determine whether a measure is useful, one must 
conduct empirical tests that examine whether the measure behaves as  

10. On general theory of measurement see Suppes (1998), Tal (2016), Cartwright and 
Bradburn (2011). The representational account is developed in Krantz et al. (1971).

11. I have in mind Wilson (2013), Angner (2009), Borsboom (2005, p. 86), and Michell 
(1999).

12. Though see Kahneman et al. (1997) for an example of a representational approach to 
happiness.
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would be expected given the theory of the underlying construct’ (Diener 
et al., 2008, p. 67).

This vision of measure validation is prima facie defensible. Its spirit is 
remarkably similar to the coherentist vision that characterises recent work 
on measurement of physical quantities.13 The historians and philosophers 
of measurement emphasise that the outlines of the concept in question, 
be it temperature or time, and the procedure for detecting it, are settled 
not separately but iteratively, checking and correcting one against another. 
Similarly in our case, the initial philosophical judgement about the nature 
of happiness or quality of life is coordinated with other constraints such 
as the statistical features of the questionnaires and the background know-
ledge about behaviour, related indicators, and ratings of informants. The 
resulting measurement tools can be deemed valid to the extent that they 
accommodate all evidence.

Of course, scientists readily admit that validation is a continuous 
process, that it is never strictly speaking over, and that measures need 
to be revalidated for each new environment and population. Validation 
of the SWLS described earlier did not stop many sceptics from raising 
questions about the relation between life satisfaction and actual sub-
jective well- being. As we have already seen, critics accused life satis-
faction judgements to be ad hoc constructions that sway with arbitrary 
changes in the environment. These are the criticisms that Hausman 
(2015, p.  110) invokes against life satisfaction. He neglects to men-
tion, however, the lengths to which psychologists have gone to check 
whether life satisfaction judgements are quite as fragile. It turns out 
that they are not, and today the SWLS continues to be popular partly 
because these judgements are more robust than its critics alleged 
(Lucas, 2013; Oishi et al., 2003).

The story of validation of the SWLS is typical. All the questionnaire- 
based measures of health- related quality of life, flourishing, and emo-
tional state go through a similar process.14 I recount this story in detail 

13. Chang (2004), van Fraassen (2008), Tal (2013).
14. See Lyubomirsky and Lepper (1999)’s Subjective Happiness Scale, Diener, Wirtz, et al. 

(2010)’s SPANE and Flourishing Scale. All are examples of validation of well- being 
relevant measures using roughly the same methods.
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to emphasise that measures of well- being are not selected haphazardly, 
not normally anyway, and it is thus not fair to criticise them by appeal to 
any particular apparent problem. Instead we need to criticise the whole 
package, and this is another part of my reply.

I suspect that Hausman would welcome attention to psychometric 
validation. But does this methodology offer a solution to his heterogen-
eity problem, which, to remind, stems from the fact that different goods, 
even when faithfully detected by well- being questionnaires, have differ-
ent values for different people? Potentially yes. If a questionnaire really 
does agree with all of the relevant background knowledge as construct 
validation aspires to ensure, then the mere intuition that this ques-
tionnaire could go wrong in some individual case remains just that, an 
intuition. I  imagine that believers in construct validation would reply 
to Hausman’s worries in just this way— we will only worry about het-
erogeneity if the data indicate that our questionnaires do not behave as 
they should.

This is a fine response as far as it goes, and it is enough to establish 
that the sweeping sceptical verdict Hausman reaches is not warranted 
on the basis of reasons he provides. In actual fact construct validation 
does not live up to its great ambition to check questionnaires against all 
the relevant knowledge. This is my argument in the final chapter. For 
now I take stock.

5.5.  m e A su r A Bl e A Ft er A ll

I have argued that well- being could be measurable if we focus on con-
textual rather than general well- being and if our measures behave in a 
way that coheres with all the available evidence. Does my case make a 
serious dent in Hausman’s argument? Yes and no.

No, because I have said little to undermine Hausman’s main con-
tention that well- being in its most expansive sense is not measurable 
with the current (or possibly any) tools. Scholars of happiness may well 
conclude that I have yielded too much ground. Positive psychologists, 
whose whole enterprise is premised on marshalling scientific method 
to improve overall well- being for individuals and organisations, will 
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be particularly unimpressed by my concession. I  intend this conse-
quence. On my story the science of well- being need not strive to be 
the science of all- things- considered well- being to justify its existence. 
Instead it is on firmest ground when it concentrates on well- defined 
kinds and contexts. If I wanted to know how to do better in life, well- 
being science would not be my first destination. It may be informative 
about specific components of well- being, such as Haybron- happiness, 
healthy relationships, mental health, and so on. I may also learn useful 
facts about major components of my well- being to the extent that I am 
a member of a kind whose well- being is well understood by science. But 
science is unlikely to speak more directly about my overall well- being 
as a unique person that I am. For that I would instead go to someone 
who truly knows me, who can judge my own personal well- being stew 
in Hausman’s sense— an old and thoughtful friend, a wise therapist, a 
mentor, a trustworthy religious leader if I were a believer. None of this 
justifies abandoning the pursuit of this science; it is just the realistic 
interpretation of the available knowledge.

Also disappointed will be those for whom this general sense of 
individual well- being is the most central and significant to human 
life. To them my invocation of a different, contextual sense of well- 
being will come across as lowering the bar in a way that makes the 
concept lose its unifying force in human life. If such a redefinition 
serves only the goal of making measurement possible, that seems 
like putting the scientific cart before the philosophical horse. Again 
this is intentional. Redefinitions happen. One of the lessons of recent 
work on history and philosophy of measurement is that the theory 
of the phenomenon and its measurement co- evolve. To quote Bas van 
Fraassen (2008, p. 116): ‘The questions What counts as a measurement 
of (physical quantity) x? and What is (that physical quantity) x? can-
not be answered independently of each other’ (author’s italics). To 
apply this insight to our case, it is no good to decide ahead of time 
from a philosopher’s pedestal what well- being is and then declare that 
no measure can do justice to this notion. The practicalities of meas-
urement, the need for common reliable standards that enable com-
parisons and scientific communication, should all naturally inform 
the shape of concepts we posit. This mutual correction of scientific 
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requirements and philosophical constraints (plus political and cul-
tural ones) is the story of science. If well- being is to play a useful role 
in life of today’s bureaucracies, which live by numbers— and this 
train appears to be unstoppable now— well- being may have to be 
made measurable even if it was not initially.
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C h a p t e r  6

Psychometrics as  
Theory Avoidance

I have argued that there are measurable properties worth calling well- 
being. Their measurability is secured by the existence of generalisations 
connecting component goods (e.g., social support) with the context-
ual well- being of members of the kind in question (e.g., caretakers of 
the chronically ill), as defined by the relevant mid- level theories (e.g., 
well- being as being protected from strains of caring). When scientists 
claim to measure well- being in this sense, the validity of these measures 
is established usually through construct validation, a procedure whose 
logic I characterised in Chapter 5. I painted a positive picture on which 
this procedure checks that a given questionnaire exhibits correlations 
that agree with the background knowledge about the construct in ques-
tion and to this extent construct validation guarantees epistemic con-
silience. Our measures of well- being are only invalid if the rest of our 
knowledge is invalid too.

But it is one thing to describe construct validation in theory and 
another to check whether it actually works in practice. This is the task of 
this chapter, and this time my message is less optimistic. In the admir-
able logic of construct validation, much rides on how background know-
ledge is defined and how its deployment is implemented. It is easy to say 
that a good measure of a phenomenon should be based on and respon-
sive to our best theory of this phenomenon. The harder question is what 
counts as such a theory. I have argued throughout the book that the sci-
ence of well- being often lacks explicit theories against which its meas-
ures should be judged and that philosophers have not provided them as 
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much as they should have. Construct validation is a case in point— it 
proceeds not so much in the absence of theory (for that it is impossible) 
as in wilful ignorance of some theoretical knowledge even when it is 
available. Psychometric validation is selective about which knowledge 
it admits, and in this sense it is theory avoidant. I frame this book as a 
meditation on what philosophy science needs and what philosophy it 
can ignore. But some practices of psychometric validation strike me as 
problematic insofar as they aim to validate measures of well- being while 
paying only scant attention to what well- being is in any given case and 
this is exactly the wrong philosophy to avoid.

More precisely construct validation as practiced avoids relevant theory 
by adopting several stances that I group under the label evidential subjectiv-
ism. Evidential subjectivism is a bet that not only is the object of measure-
ment always a psychological state but, more importantly, the evidence used 
to validate a measure of this state must itself feed mainly from the reports 
or behaviour of the relevant subjects in relation to this measure. Whatever 
philosophical evidence we might have about the nature of the psycho-
logical attribute in question or its normative significance for well- being is 
at worst ignored and at best discounted. This amounts to theory avoidance 
because the substantive questions about the nature of the psychological 
states relevant to well- being are reduced to observations of the behaviour 
of respondents to questionnaires. In Chapter 4 we saw that objectivity of 
well- being research sometimes requires facing up and addressing openly 
and deliberatively big questions about values. But it is hard to find room for 
this in the psychometric practices, which are largely technical exercises. If 
the goal is valid measures of well- being, we must do better.

6.1.  w H At Const ruCt VA lI dAt Ion 
l e AV e s ou t

To begin to see the scope of the problem recall my implicit logic from 
Chapter 5— only this time we shall look at it critically:

Implicit Logic: A measure M of a construct C is validated to the extent 
that M behaves in a way that respects three sources of evidence:
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 1. M is inspired by a plausible theory of C.
 2. Subjects reveal M to track C through their questionnaire 

answering behaviour.
 3. Other knowledge about C is consistent with variations in val-

ues of M across contexts.

None of the conditions as they are currently implemented are strong enough 
to ensure validity. Condition 1 apparently opens the door to philosophical 
examination of the scope and the meaning of, in our case, well- being— a 
good step— how else should one start the measurement process? But in prac-
tice there are no strong criteria for what makes a conception of C plausible, 
how elaborate it should be, how systematically the alternative conceptions 
should be considered and evaluated. What well- being is, what it encom-
passes, and what falls outside its scope are big questions that consume many 
person- hours of philosophers. But for scientists who are not trained to phil-
osophise and whose identity depends on not being philosophers, this task 
is far less compelling. Indeed the philosophical heart of Condition 1 often 
enough is replaced by an informal report of folk views or an unsystematic 
literature review. Instead of examining the nature of well- being of the relevant 
kind by building at least in outlines a mid- level theory of it, the temptation is 
to canvass how this concept is understood by the relevant population and be 
done. I document this trend of substituting reports of subjects for systematic 
theorising in the next section. It is undoubtedly a good idea to canvass folk 
views on well- being, but these views— mostly a collection of platitudes— are 
unlikely to serve as sufficient constraints for fulfilling Condition 1.

A weakly implemented Condition 1 affects the data that go into 
Condition 2.  In a joint paper with Dan Haybron we note this failure 
in a commonly used and conventionally validated scale of happiness 
called the PANAS (Positive and Negative Affect Scale; Alexandrova 
& Haybron, 2016). The PANAS invites ratings on whether subjects 
feel enthusiastic, interested, excited, strong, alert, proud, active, deter-
mined, attentive and inspired, and so on (Watson et al., 1988). My coau-
thor is unimpressed:

note that absent from this list are cheerfulness, joy, laughter, sad-
ness, depression, tranquillity, anxiety, stress, weariness— emotions 
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that are intuitively far more central to a happy psychological state, 
and to well- being. This is because the authors of PANAS arrived at 
the list of items by testing a long list of English mood terms and 
paring it down via factor analysis, so that a longer list would not 
yield appreciably different results. Such a procedure allows inves-
tigators to avoid hard theoretical questions about which taxonomy 
of emotional states to employ, or which states are most relevant to 
well- being. But for the same reason, there is little reason to expect 
such a method to yield a sound measure of well- being, or even of 
emotional well- being. Rather, what is being assessed, roughly, is the 
number of English mood terms that apply to the respondent— or 
rather, the number of terms from a list of words that survived factor 
analysis. But, first, this leaves the measure prey to the vagaries of 
common English usage and folk psychology— potentially import-
ant emotional phenomena may not be prominent in the vocabulary 
of a given language, or may not be correctly classified as emotional, 
and so may be omitted from the measure. Of particular concern 
here are relatively diffuse background states— anxiety, stress, peace 
of mind (not on the list)— that are quite important for well- being 
yet easily overlooked, resulting in a kind of “streetlight” problem 
where we end up looking where the light is best, rather than where 
the keys are.

Second, some states are presumably more important for well- 
being than others; feelings of serenity or joy (not on the list) prob-
ably count for more than feeling “attentive” or “alert” (on the list), 
and indeed some of the PANAS items might barely deserve inclu-
sion at all, if our interest is in assessing well- being. Yet a term like 
“attentive” might exhibit quite distinctive correlations, and thus 
make it on the list, while other more salient terms are left by the 
wayside. (Alexandrova & Haybron, 2016, p. 1106)

This dramatic failure of PANAS to appreciate the complexity of what it 
means to feel happy stems perhaps from a desire to stick to easily avail-
able questionnaire data and familiar tools of factor analysis. These come 
easier to scientists than the sort of philosophical work that led Haybron 
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to formulate his emotional state theory and to explain its significance 
for well- being.

And it is no good to hope that implementing Condition 3— the 
coherentist heart of the whole exercise— will correct the mistakes made 
in Conditions 1 and 2. Condition 3 invites scientists to study correla-
tions between the measure they are validating and other related meas-
ures and factors with which they expect their construct to correlate or 
countercorrelate. But again correlations on their own, without an expli-
cit theory, are not discriminatory enough. If a  measure correlates in 
expected ways with suicide rates and self- harming, health, smiling, cor-
tisol levels, and so on, this is evidence that this measure is plausible. But 
in addition to plausibility we need evidence that this measure is better 
than another plausible measure. As we argue, this is where correlations 
often give out:

take a long list of variables that seem like they might be related to 
well- being— money, relationships, health, education, work, etc. 
Imagine two measures, A and B, each of which correlates substan-
tially with nearly all of these variables, while also differing greatly 
in what those correlations are. One suggests that relationships are 
more strongly related to well- being than money, while the other has 
the reverse implication, and so forth. It seems entirely possible that 
both measures could reasonably be deemed to exhibit “plausible 
correlations,” and generally pass as valid measures of well- being. It 
is also possible that one of those measures is in fact valid, while the 
other is not: A gets the correlations essentially right, while B gets 
them wrong. (Alexandrova & Haybron, 2016, p. 1104)

We go on to show that this is precisely the shape of the conflict between 
metrics of life evaluation such as the SWLS and affect measures. Empirical 
evidence increasingly indicates that the former track material circum-
stances, while the latter track ‘psychosocial prosperity’ (which includes 
being treated with respect, having people to count on, doing something 
you are good at, having autonomy and other good things; Diener, Ng, 
et al., 2010). Which correlation is more significant?
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The existence of such questions shows that construct validation can-
not be just about balancing our web of belief by checking which meas-
ure accords maximally with our existing knowledge. There will remain 
genuine normative questions about whether ‘psychosocial prosperity’ is 
more important than a material one. There will also be questions about 
how important life satisfaction is for well- being. Previously Haybron 
argued that to be satisfied with life has to do with the values one 
endorses such as gratefulness, modesty, determination. Life satisfaction 
reflects ‘one’s stance toward one’s life’ (Haybron, 2008, p. 89). But the 
stance I adopt toward my life is one thing, he maintains, the state of my 
life— my emotions and my daily quality of life— is another. But there 
are no provisions in the methodology of psychometric validation to take 
this distinctly philosophical considerations on board. These questions 
cannot be resolved by checking more correlations. Rather they need an 
explicit deliberation of what counts as well- being to a given community, 
and there are no resources in Implicit Logic for such deliberation.

The solution must be to enrich Implicit Logic by blocking the cur-
rent status quo of theory avoidance and by making room for philosophy 
and values. First, it is worth going deeper into the sort of disciplinary 
conventions that enable theory avoidance.

6.2 .  su Bj eCt I V Ism I n t e X t Book s

In formulating Implicit Logic in Chapter 5, I took cue from rules 
enshrined in textbooks. I want to return to one in more detail. 
Measurement in Medicine, published in 2011 by a University of 
Amsterdam clinimetrician Henrica De Vet and her colleagues, offers a 
comprehensive and clear guide to developing measurement instruments 
for all medical and health fields (De Vet et al., 2011). There is no dedi-
cated textbook on measurement of well- being yet, but the procedures 
described by De Vet and her coauthors are mostly the ones followed by 
psychologists and social scientists of well- being.

Consider one kind of subjectivism. Speaking of Health Related 
Quality of Life (HRQL) De Vet and coauthors (2011, p.  11) 
note: ‘HRQL … can only be assessed by PROs because they concern 
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the patient’s opinion and appraisal of his or her current health status’. 
‘PROs’, to remind, stands for Patient- Reported Outcomes, a term in 
medical research that denotes patients’ own assessment of their state. 
This sort of subjectivism— that the target phenomenon is a men-
tal state— characterises a big portion of the sciences of well- being. 
Development economists typically depart from this approach, but here 
I neither endorse nor complain against this focus. PROs and subject-
ive well- being in general are subjective by design in the sense that they 
are representations of people’s own evaluation of their lives, rather than 
their objective quality of life or their sets of capabilities. Subjectivism 
in this sense is a choice scholars make for various reasons— because 
this is the perceived purview of psychology as a discipline, or as a reac-
tion to past exclusion of patient perspectives, or for some other reason.

My focus is not this perfectly explicit commitment to study the 
subjective aspects of well- being. Rather I wish to observe that only a 
certain type of evidence is allowed to bear on whether or not a given 
questionnaire asks the right questions about this subjective state. The 
methodology for validating these questionnaires is geared toward dis-
counting philosophical considerations about the nature of the subject-
ive state in question in favour of evidence derived mostly from reports 
or behaviour of subjects. So this methodology forces a very specific 
kind of evidential subjectivism.

To settle on the questionnaire items researchers are usually directed 
to the existing ‘item banks’ such as the National Institute of Health’s 
PROMIS (Patient Reported Outcome Measurement Information 
System), which already contains pretested scales for use in any clinical 
or research setting. But if researchers insist on developing their own 
questionnaire items, after formulating the items and settling on the 
scoring methods the first task is to test whether these items are well- 
behaved from the psychometric points of view. This is the start of pilot 
testing. The textbook is clear: ‘only the target population can judge com-
prehensibility, relevance and completeness [of the questionnaire]’ (De 
Vet et al., 2011, p. 58).

It is worth pausing on this requirement. It is perhaps uncontroversial 
that only the people themselves can judge whether the questions they 
are asked are comprehensible to them. But relevance and completeness 
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are different. When we say that only the people whose subjective state 
is in question can judge whether or not the questions asked about their 
subjective state are relevant and complete, we are taking a doubly sub-
jectivist stance that is far more controversial than the initial choice to 
focus on the subjective states. Suppose the goal was to measure my 
happiness. It is certainly appropriate to check that my understanding 
of the related concepts (contentment, peace, elation, engagement, etc.) 
matches how the measurer understands these concepts. But it does not 
follow that I am the only authority on what happiness is. There are bet-
ter and worse theories of happiness as we have seen, and this plain fact 
appears to be denied by evidential subjectivism, which in turn appears 
to be written into the very procedure of measure validation. Here is 
more textbook advice along the same lines: ‘the importance of the items 
has to be judged by the patients in order to decide which items should be 
retained in the instrument’ (De Vet et al., 2011, p. 66). Also,

the most important items should all be represented. This implies 
that for the decision with regard which items should be included we 
need a rating of their importance. These ratings of importance can 
be obtained from focus groups or interviews with patients. (p. 70)

More evidence of this attitude can be seen in discussions of content val-
idity, a type of validity distinct from construct and other validities.1

6.2.1.  Subjectivism and Content Validity

Content validity is a slippery concept but on most definitions it 
assesses whether the measure is about the right thing, that is, whether 
the content of the measurement instrument matches the content of 
the construct measured (De Vet et al., 2011, p. 154). ‘Adequate rep-
resentation’ of the construct by the instrument is another way used 

1. Criterion validity, which compares a measurement instrument in question to the golden 
standard, is not used in the science of well- being as it is thought that the golden standard 
in this area, or any other area where patient reports are used, does not exist (De Vet et al., 
2011, p. 161).
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to describe this match (p. 155). The requirement seems to be that for 
any well- being questionnaire content validity obtains to the extent 
that its items capture well- being given the commonly agreed content 
of this concept.

Content validity is rightly controversial. If it requires that a meas-
ure fully captures the agreed content of a construct, then it appears to 
exclude indirect measures. What if the best measure of an attribute 
captures this attribute via an indicator with which the attribute is reli-
ably correlated, rather than trying to represent the attribute directly? 
Mid- upper arm circumference is a fine measure of malnutrition without 
capturing the content of malnutrition. So here is a case in which con-
struct and content validity appear to be in tension. If, however, such 
indirect measures are compatible with content validity, then it becomes 
hard to differentiate content from construct validity. This is the sort of 
argument that has led psychometricians to treat construct validity as 
primary. Perhaps, some have argued, content considerations should 
inform the first stage of measure development in which the scope of 
the concept in question should be delineated fully and with care, but 
after that construct validity should prevail. 2 On the other hand, content 
validity is currently seeing a revival as measures of PROs in healthcare 
are increasingly judged on their acceptability and penetrability to the 
patients who fill in these questionnaires.3 Perhaps the role of content 
validity is political— to ensure that measurement instruments look 
sensible to their audiences.

Let me sidestep these debates. Content validity is used rightly 
or wrongly to assess well- being questionnaires. My question here is 
whether the methods of its assessment follow evidential subjectivism 
we have seen in the earlier steps of psychometric validation. If content 
validity is also problematic for other reasons, that is orthogonal to my 
focus. So how is content validity evaluated?

Content validity assessment is in general a qualitative exercise. De 
Vet’s textbook reflects the common disciplinary standards in proposing 

2. For a history of these debates, an interpretation and a defense of content validity see 
Sireci (1998).

3. McClimans and Browne (2011) survey this trend.
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that content validity be judged on the basis of ‘relevance’ and ‘compre-
hensiveness’ of its items. Relevance makes sure that of all the items none 
are superfluous given the nature of the population to which the meas-
ure is to be applied. (For example, cis men should not be asked about 
whether they’ve had a hysterectomy.) Comprehensiveness, on the other 
hand, is a check that all the items that should have been included are 
included. There is a set procedure, indeed a checklist, for assessing rele-
vance and comprehensiveness.4 But chief among these procedures and 
the most interesting for us is the recommendation to use expert pan-
els: ‘For all measurement instruments, it is important that content val-
idity should be assessed by experts in the relevant field of medicine’ (De 
Vet et al., 2011, p. 157).

It is hard to argue with this recommendation. A panel of experts of 
child development is indeed a good, if not the best, authority on whether 
a given measure of child well- being captures what it is supposed to cap-
ture. Similarly, experts in radiology are best positioned to evaluate uses 
of MRIs for diagnostics and so on.

But note what happens when the attribute in question is well- being 
or any other of the PROs. On the face of it a panel of experts here is 
perfectly conceivable: it could include social workers, psychotherapists, 
other therapists, psychologists, economists, sociologists, anthropolo-
gists, not to mention philosophers, all of whom have a great deal to say 
about the nature of human flourishing and its social, cultural, and eco-
nomic preconditions. But that is not what happens:

For patient- reported outcomes (PROs), patients and, particularly 
representatives of the target population, are the experts. They are 
the most appropriate assessors of the relevance of the items in 
the questionnaire, and they can also indicate whether important 
items or aspects are missing. (De Vet et al., 2011, p. 157)

Evidential subjectivism here is out in the open. Subject agreement with 
the measure is treated as necessary and sufficient for content validity.

4. http:// www.cosmin.nl/ cosmin- checklist_ 8_ 0.html. See also Mokkink et al. (2010) for 
a proposal on how to standardise the procedure for all steps of measure validation.

http://www.cosmin.nl/cosmin-checklist_8_0.html.
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6.2.2.  Subjectivism in Factor Analysis

A different way of restricting evidence is effected through the use of stat-
istical techniques, for example, the aforementioned factor analysis. In 
Chapter 5, we came across its use to discover and confirm the structure 
of target constructs.

On the basis of factor analysis, researchers know, for example, that 
subjective well- being breaks up into several distinct components: posi-
tive affect, absence of negative affect, and life satisfaction. They are 
especially proud of having demonstrated ‘empirically’, that is by factor 
analysis, that presence of positive affect is not the same as absence of 
negative affect; rather the two are separate independent factors.5

In case of the SWLS (which to remind is Satisfaction with Life Scale), 
the factor loadings of items ranged from .61 to .84 and were deemed to 
be good evidence that life satisfaction is a unified phenomenon on its 
own. If the factor loadings were lower, that could have been taken as 
evidence that the different items of the SWLS are not measuring one 
thing. Depending on the prior expectations about the dimensionality 
of the construct, such results would argue against the inclusion of these 
items into the questionnaire. Similarly, psychologists have used factor 
analysis to show that subjective well- being with its three components 
is distinct from what some call flourishing, or psychological well- being 
(PWB). The latter is a concept arising out of humanistic traditions in 
psychology and identifies well- being with perceived autonomy, mastery, 
connectedness, and growth. It may come naturally to philosophers to 
treat it as distinct from flourishing, but for psychologists this distinct-
ness is always an empirical question and factor analysis is the typical 
tool for the demonstration of this fact. For example, Corey Keyes and 
his coauthors argue:

Using a national sample of US adults … we confirm the hypoth-
esis that SWB and PWB represent related but distinct conceptions 
of well- being. The data indicate that the best fitting model is the 
one that posits two correlated latent constructs, namely SWB and  

5. Lucas et al. (1996), Arthaud- Day et al. (2005), Diener and Emmons (1985).
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PWB, rather than two orthogonal factors (or one general factor). 
Thus although these latent constructs are highly correlated, each 
retains its uniqueness as a distinct facet of overall well- being. 
(Keyes et al., 2002, p. 1017)

The difference in disciplinary conventions is particularly striking here. 
While philosophers would approach the question as conceptual (Is the 
concept of well- being unified?) or metaphysical (Is well- being unified?), 
for psychologists the question is whether the answers to questionnaires 
reveal statistical structures that allow us to postulate different factors 
‘driving’ well- being. Such diversity in methods is entirely fine. And no 
doubt valuable knowledge can be gained from factor analysis— namely 
knowledge about patterns of questionnaire responses. But is this know-
ledge critical for validity? It is certainly treated as such. Once the fac-
tors have been identified by factor analysis, it becomes necessary to fit 
the measures to the model confirmed by this method. If you wish to 
measure well- being, then you should aim to have items in your ques-
tionnaire that represent the core elements of well- being as identified by 
factor analysis.

This too is a kind of evidential subjectivism. The assumption appears 
to be that only an item that subjects’ behaviour reveals to be significant 
in their understanding of well- being should be part of a measure of 
well- being.

So we have two kinds of evidential subjectivism: questionnaire items 
are valid only if they have the right psychometric properties and ques-
tionnaire items are valid only if the subjects say so. We can call the first 
behavioural subjectivism since here subjects are not asked whether they 
think a given item asks the right question. Instead this is inferred from 
their questionnaire answering behaviour via techniques such as factor 
analysis. The second, a more traditional approach, can be called conver-
sational subjectivism, since it requires actually talking to the subjects.6

6. Which mode of subjectivism is adopted in practice seems to depend on whether the con-
struct is treated on a reflective or a formative model. On the reflective model the con-
struct is the latent variable, which is picked out by its manifestations (e.g., anxiety is 
reflected by panic, restlessness, etc.). On the formative model the construct is picked out 
by its causes rather than its consequences (e.g., quality of life is formed by satisfaction 
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6.2.3.  Against Evidential Subjectivism

Let us distinguish evidential subjectivism from other forms of subject-
ivism. In moral philosophy, subjectivism about well- being has a more 
or less stable meaning. Consider a recent characterisation:  ‘subjectiv-
ism about well- being holds that ϕ is intrinsically good for x if and only 
if, and to the extent that, ϕ is valued, under the proper conditions, by 
x’ (Dorsey, 2012, p. 407, emphasis removed). Subjectivists then argue 
about the nature of these proper conditions and about what valuing 
should consist in.

The sort of subjectivism that underlies psychometric methodology 
is dramatically different. The following is a formulation following 
this model:

Evidential subjectivism:  ϕ should be accepted as a component of 
x’s well- being only if ϕ is a self- report of a factor shown to capture 
the data of well- being questionnaires completed by subjects rele-
vantly similar to x (behavioural subjectivism) or ϕ is a self- report 
of a factor systematically claimed to be valued by subjects relevantly 
similar to x in a well- designed interview or survey (conversational 
subjectivism).

In this definition I tried to pack in several features of evidential sub-
jectivism. First, I distinguish between behavioural and conver-
sational subjectivism with a disjunction. This disjunction is not 
exclusive. Questionnaire items can be and often are subjected to both  
requirements— to have good psychometric properties and to be accept-
able to subjects. Second, there is no requirement that x herself com-
pletes the questionnaires or undergoes the interview; rather the items 
of the questionnaire need to be validated in a representative sample  

with domains of life). The formative model does not depend on statistical item reduction 
as much as the reflective model does (De Vet, 2011, p. 71). But there is no agreement as to 
whether well- being and the related constructs should be treaded on formative or reflect-
ive models; indeed there are examples of both approaches (Sirgy, 2002, 2012). Life satis-
faction and happiness are usually approached on the reflective model and quality of life 
on the formative one.
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after which it is permissible to generalise beyond this sample. I cap-
ture this with a phrase ‘subjects relevantly similar to x’. Finally, the ‘only 
if ’ formulation specifies that a questionnaire passing this test is only a 
necessary, not a sufficient, condition for its validity. This is because, in 
accordance with Condition 3 of Implicit Logic, scientists go beyond 
evidential subjectivism, making sure that the questionnaires also correl-
ate appropriately with behavioural and socioeconomic data and other 
plausible questionnaires.

Of course, scientists go beyond evidential subjectivism in other 
ways too. In conversation, practitioners routinely recognise that good 
psychometric properties and endorsement by subjects are not sufficient 
for validity. It is accepted that the questionnaire items subjected to stat-
istical analysis also have to be well grounded ‘theoretically’. Only after 
the initial bit of philosophy, evidential subjectivism kicks in to deter-
mine which of the theoretically grounded questions are the right ones 
to include. What is clear, however, is that the philosophical conjectures 
about the nature of target constructs are easily overridden. Although 
there is nothing specifically that forbids Condition 1 of Implicit Logic 
from trumping Conditions 2 and 3, it is in effect very hard for philosoph-
ical considerations to get through. Psychometrics wins just in virtue of 
being performed after the theory- based choice of questions.

This is the sense in which evidential subjectivism enables theory 
avoidance. Systematic philosophical accounts of well- being and related 
constructs offer the only opportunity to theorise normatively, that is, to 
ask what is happiness, or life satisfaction, or flourishing, such that they 
can play the role that these thick concepts play in people’s lives. And yet 
this normative test is not part of measure validation, except perhaps as 
an initial inspiration. This is insufficient if the outcome is supposed to 
be a measure of a property denoted by a thick concept. Part of measure 
validation should be whether the measure captures a construct that is 
worth caring about.

I contrasted evidential subjectivism to the subjectivism familiar to 
philosophers on purpose to bring out the fact that the standard justi-
fications used for the latter will not work for the former. Subjectivism 
in Dorsey’s formulation is usually put forward as the best compromise 
between two intuitions: first, that something can only be good for an 
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agent if that agent finds it compelling or attractive, and second, that 
people can and do regularly make spectacularly bad judgements about 
what is good for them (see Appendix A for references). Evidential sub-
jectivism that we see in psychometrics must have very different roots. 
It shows virtually no attempt to mitigate the poor judgements that phi-
losophers so worry about, and there is little effort in this exercise to find 
out what people genuinely value and why.7

I can think of three possible justifications for evidential subjectiv-
ism. The first is the most straightforward one: the users of psychometric 
validation accept it as the correct substantive theory of well- being. This 
possibility can be dismissed quickly. It is unlikely that all the diverse 
users of the techniques in question agree on a single claim about the 
nature of well- being, let alone one that is so specific. There are far more 
plausible versions of subjectivism if that is what we want.

My second guess imputes to the adherents of evidential subjectiv-
ism a methodological stance rather than a commitment about the nature 
of well- being. Perhaps this stance expresses the only conditions under 
which psychologists can know about well- being, if they can know any-
thing about well- being at all. Whatever well- being is, if it is epistemically 
accessible, it would be accessible by the methods endorsed by evidential 
subjectivism. This option presents itself as the modest stance. The tools 
of science are only suitable to finding out about self- reports of men-
tal states (or their manifestations observable via answers to question-
naires) and nothing else. Well- being could well be a lot more, but then it 
could not be an object of science. Before evaluating this stance I present 
another possibility.

My third guess interprets evidential subjectivism as a political 
stance: out of respect to the subject’s autonomy, the science of well- being 
should not attempt to go beyond their judgements of their own well- 
being. On this interpretation, evidential subjectivism, though not with-
out normative presuppositions, is saddled with the least controversial 

7. I say ‘virtually’ because life satisfaction proponents might argue that they do make an 
honest attempt to put subjects in the right frame of mind when they invite them to judge 
their satisfaction with life. The questionnaire items are prefaced with ‘All things consid-
ered …’ or ‘Taking all the relevant things into consideration …’. But this hardly counts 
by the lights of philosophical subjectivism.
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and the most neutral assumptions. Science does not have the authority 
to go any further.

Neither of the last two interpretations are defensible. Evidential sub-
jectivism is neither neutral nor modest.

I start with the political version. Those who believe that values 
should not encroach on scientific methods will reject it outright, but 
I am not one of them. To the extent that representing the perspective of 
the subject is one goal of the science of well- being, a political justifica-
tion of a measurement procedure can be appropriate. Indeed this justifi-
cation describes well the intent behind the inclusion of patient reports in 
evaluation of clinical practice –  patients need a voice and these measures 
provide it. But notice that this political justification has to apply to both 
parts of evidential subjectivism— behavioural and conversational— but 
it applies if at all to one. I can see how conversational subjectivism is a 
bone fide attempt to defer to and to respect the views of the subjects, 
though even here we might worry that a structured interview or a preset 
questionnaire does not accomplish the goal of genuinely learning our 
subjects’ perspective.8 But behavioural subjectivism— where the sub-
jects’ concept of well- being is inferred from the statistical patterns of 
their questionnaire answers— does no such thing.

The second problem with the political defense is that respecting 
people is tricky, and sometimes inferring their views from their behav-
iour or even their comments on questionnaires is not respectful. More 
than any other discipline psychology can be credited with discovering 

8. McClimans (2010) notes that communicating with subjects only via prepackaged ques-
tionnaires is not a proper conversation because it does not ask ‘genuine questions’, that 
is, questions that really allow the subjects to contribute on their own terms, not just on 
the terms of the clinician posing the questions. McClimans would argue that a proper 
respect for subjects requires something closer to an open dialogue. But it is important 
not to issue scientists advice verging on perfection. Diener and his colleagues did after 
all check the SWLS against a lengthy structured interview and De Vet’s textbook goes 
out of its way to urge researchers to talk and hear the patients’ point of view. This could be 
done by leaving a blank page at the end of the questionnaire and asking subjects to com-
ment on whether they have anything else to add. There are other techniques to enable 
a more serious engagement with the views of those whose well- being is being studied. 
They are not always followed, and perhaps this is McClimans’s complaint, but the idea of 
what I have called conversational subjectivism exists, and researchers do make the bona 
fide attempts to stay rooted in the priorities and views of their subjects.
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all the ways in which humans can fail to know their inner state; posi-
tive or negative; past, present, or future.9 This is affective ignorance, to 
use Haybron’s term. It is ironic then that this very discipline defers so 
much to our own assessments— behavioural or conversational— of 
what questions can best detect our true inner state. It seems particu-
larly questionable to justify this stance on grounds of respect. Would it 
not be more respectful to adjust the methods to facts of life? Would it 
not indeed be disrespectful to adhere to evidential subjectivism while 
also knowing that our judgements can be seriously mistaken? Perhaps 
in reply psychologists would appeal to the fact that they do not know for 
sure when these mistakes happen and when they do not; and hence it is 
safer to defer to people themselves on the off chance that we discount 
their judgements when we should not have. But that is just implausible. 
Parents know very well when to discount the judgement of the child who 
claims not to be sleepy when it is in fact past his bedtime. A good friend 
also knows when to take seriously her friend’s admission of distress— 
so do therapists, so do social workers, and so on. Respect is compat-
ible and indeed requires sometimes discounting some judgements of 
those to whom we owe respect. 10 True, sometimes we should defer to 
judgements even though we have good reasons to suspect them to be 
flawed. Perhaps there are circumstances when science may simply lack 
the authority to substitute another judgement. Still it is hard to see how 
evidential subjectivism can be a blank check. If the nature of well- being 
raises fundamental conflicts of values (What matters more: happiness 
or satisfaction?), it is more respectful to the users of these measures to 
put these debates out in the open and adopt measures that pass minimal 
deliberation as I urged in Chapter 4.

Even without invoking affective ignorance we could raise ques-
tions about the practice of asking people ‘Is this a good question 
about your well- being?’ as conversational subjectivism does. ‘Good 

9. For popular summaries of the empirical evidence for ignorance of our inner states see 
Wilson (2009) and Gilbert (2009). For philosophical significance of these findings see 
Haybron (2007), Schwitzgebel (2008).

10. We make a similar argument against mindless applications of cost- benefit analysis, 
which can end up oppressing people all the while pretending to avoid making paternal-
istic judgements about their well- being (Haybron & Alexandrova, 2013).
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for what? It depends on what you will do with this information’ would 
be my reply. None of my criticisms imply that people should not be 
consulted or that their conceptions of well- being should never be 
inferred from their behaviour. Rather the information obtained in 
such a way should not be left unexamined and should not automatic-
ally trump other evidence.

How about the methodological defence of evidential subjectiv-
ism? To remind, this version takes subjectivism to be a constitutive 
rule of a psychological approach to well- being. I  worry that it takes 
the existing methods of a particular corner of science and reifies them 
into the only methods this science could possibly adhere it. This is 
not unheard of. Economists Faruk Gul and Wolfgang Pesendorfer 
(2008) recently tried to make a similar case for ‘mindless econom-
ics’. By definition, they claim, economics deals only with behaviour 
not its psychological causes and not its normative significance. But 
such foot- stamping seems parochial even to mainstream economists 
(Caplin & Schotter, 2008). Methodology is not a matter of definition. 
We have seen that the science of well- being boasts a great diversity of 
approaches to well- being, and not all of these approaches are commit-
ted to evidential subjectivism. Is there something about psychology 
and clinical sciences that makes evidential subjectivism about well- 
being inescapable? I do not see what.

There is no justification for evidential subjectivism, but I could ven-
ture an explanation for its persistence. Evidential subjectivism reigns 
because of disciplinary conventions and the operationalist heritage in 
psychology. Psychometricians feel averse to acting like philosophers, 
that is, to theorising about the nature of well- being in a way that breaks 
away from the data collected by questionnaires. They prefer to stay 
grounded in their subjects’ behaviour. In this sense evidential subject-
ivism is a modest stance. But it is less modest once we see its political 
context. Historians of psychological sciences have long noted the con-
venience of the methods of these sciences to the political order in which 
they arose and endure. Psy scientists, to use Nikolas Roses’s (1990, 
1998) term that covers psychologists, psychometricians, psychothera-
pists, and even psychoanalysts, have long played a crucial role in the 
management of individuals in liberal democracies. Their authority as 
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advisors depends on their adoption of technical methods for handling 
questions that were not previously within the domain of science— what 
it means to be normal, intelligent, well- adjusted, and so on. As Rose 
argues, this is how moral or prudential questions are turned into psy-
chological ones. Similarly in our case, in undertaking the validation of 
measures of well- being, psychometrics puts itself forward as the arbiter 
of questions that are properly moral and political. But in the hands of 
psychometricians these questions become technical, a matter of cal-
culation and narrow expert judgement. Appeal to the subjects behav-
iour or their reports is a standard move. It makes validation procedures 
seemingly democratic and grounded in facts— and evidence- based too, 
so very convenient.

Far from being modest and safe, this avoidance of philosophy and its 
replacement with a technical exercise in construct validation is epistem-
ically wrong and morally dangerous. Before I comment on what is to be 
done, I summarise my argument and distinguish it from other criticisms 
of psychometrics.

6.3.  ot H er Com Pl A I n ts A Bou t 
Ps YCHom et r ICs

To take stock, Haybron and I have argued that while construct validation 
is sound in theory, in practice it is too selective about what background 
knowledge is considered. In the initial stage when questionnaires are 
developed, such selectivity means that the meaning and scope of concepts 
are not properly examined in the light of the best available philosophical 
theories. Measures of happiness such as the PANAS end up being based 
on dictionary lists of positive mood terms instead of plausible and system-
atic theories of the relevant emotional states. In the later stage of valid-
ation, when psychometricians examine correlations between the measure 
under consideration and other relevant indicators, the mere correlations 
or lack of them are not enough because we need normative theory about 
the nature of well- being or related concepts to decide which correla-
tions matter and which do not. We called these problems theory avoid-
ance. Haybron coined ‘correlation- mongering’ as a less neutral but very 
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apt term. I have argued that underlying these ills is a deeper commitment 
to evidential subjectivism— a position that restricts evidence about the 
nature of constructs to reports of subjects and to examination of the statis-
tical structure of their behaviour as they answer questionnaires. Aspects of 
these practices may be defensible but as a whole they turn validation into a 
narrow and technocratic exercise.

Complaints about lack of theory in psychometrics are not new, going 
back at least to Stephen Jay Gould’s (1981) attack on the use factor ana-
lysis in IQ testing in Mismeasure of Man. It is worth distinguishing my wor-
ries from other recent ones.

There are theorists of validity who criticise the operationalist 
foundations of construct validation. Psychologist- philosopher Denny 
Borsboom (2005) believes that robust causal relations rather than cor-
relations should ground construct validation. He urges that a measure 
is valid if and only if the construct exists and causally produces varia-
tions in the measurement outcomes. This requires a realist commitment 
to unobservable mechanisms for which correlations can serve only as 
evidence. By sticking to a resolutely antirealist metaphysics the psycho-
metric approach wrongly outsources to statistics what is essentially a 
theoretical problem: What must well- being be like, as a causal system, 
for questionnaires to detect it?

I am sympathetic to the sentiment, but in general sceptical whenever 
any specific metaphysics, realist or otherwise, is claimed to be essential for 
the practice of science.11 I wish to criticise evidential subjectivism while 
retaining agnosticism about such deep foundations.

But perhaps Borsboom’s complaint is that when statistical corre-
lations are praised above all for construct validation this takes away 
from understanding the process of measurement as a system of inter-
acting parts— the researcher, the questionnaire, the subject, the test-
ing environment. A  measurement procedure is trustworthy to the 
extent that we are able to represent more or less accurately the inter-
action between the measuring agent and the physical system, teaches 
van Fraassen (2008, Chapters  7– 8). On this criterion, argues Leah 

11. Hood (2013) presents a good compromise on the question of realism in psychometrics.
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McClimans (2017) well- being measures are invalid even if they have 
good psychometric properties. Lack of theory about how subjects 
react when well- being questionnaires are administered means that 
researchers are unable to interpret when a measured change is due to 
a change in the person’s values and when it is due to a change in her 
living conditions. This stark conclusion seems to me to be too strong. 
Van Fraassen, Borsboom, and McClimans are correct to require a 
theory of the measurement process, but McClimans exaggerates the 
extent of our ignorance about it. Psychologists do worry about what 
they call construct representation— a theoretical account of the process 
of measurement— and do develop representations of the process of 
judgement of subjective well- being.12

My objection to evidential subjectivism is different. When subjects’ 
behaviour and evaluation of the questionnaires are used as nonnegoti-
able constraints on these questionnaires’ validity, there is no room for 
a normative discussion. Are subjects right in saying, or in behaving as 
if, a given question is a good question to ask about well- being? Do they 
have a plausible notion of the state in question? Perhaps there is a better 
one they did not consider. Perhaps, in keeping with affective ignorance, 
there are aspects of our emotional state that easily slip our attention and 
awareness— peacefulness, stress, and anxiety are Haybron’s examples— 
and yet there are strong normative reasons to include them in our def-
inition of happiness or other psychological states relevant to well- being. 
Happiness would not be important for well- being if it did not encom-
pass these, and a measure of happiness that is not sensitive to these is 
seriously compromised. Similar normative concerns can be raised about 
measures of related psychological states such as life satisfaction and 
sense of flourishing.

This normative focus— whether the states and attitudes being meas-
ured are conceived in a way that makes them sufficiently relevant for 
well- being (and which one)— is distinctive of good philosophical theo-
rising. To the extent that evidential subjectivism replaces this sort of 
theorising, it is a bad constraint to adopt.

12. Strauss and Smith (2009), Kahneman and Riis (2005), Kim- Prieto et al. (2005).
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6.4.  w H At Is to Be don e?

I have argued that Implicit Logic is valid but poorly implemented. The 
following is a new formulation of the three conditions that brings the 
problems I discussed into the open:

A Better Implicit Logic:  A  measure M of a construct C can be 
considered validated to the extent that M behaves in a way that 
respects three sources of evidence:

 1. M is inspired by a plausible theory of C.  This theory should 
be articulated as fully as possible and defended against 
alternatives.

 2. M is shown to track C as C is understood and endorsed by the 
subjects to whom C is applied.

 3. Other knowledge about C is consistent with variations in val-
ues of M across contexts. This knowledge should encompass 
normative significance of C, including moral and political con-
text of the use of C.

The coherentist spirit is preserved, but I revised the three conditions as 
follows:  Condition 1 is now strengthened with a requirement to start 
the process of construct delineation with a systematic exercise in ana-
lysis of the concept C represents (this is my cheer for the lately much 
maligned conceptual analysis). Condition 2 is a revision of evidential 
subjectivism— I hope to preserve the spirit of accommodating the per-
spective of the subjects without blindly deferring to their unconsidered 
views as is the case currently. Condition 3 now explicitly accommodates 
the possibility of normative knowledge. My intention is to beef up the 
stock of knowledge that bears on construct validation. Not only correla-
tions with existing measures and objective indicators should count but 
also knowledge, in our case, about the nature of well- being. In Chapter 5 
I argued that we should be most optimistic about measurement of con-
textual rather than general well- being. If I get my way, claims about con-
textual well- being will be increasingly encoded in mid- level theories 
of it— accounts of well- being or well- being relevant states grounded 
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sufficiently in a practical context of their potential use. For the study 
of subjective well- being that I  focused on in this chapter these would 
be theories of happiness, life satisfaction, sense of flourishing, perceived 
quality of life with a specific health condition.

Mine is a proposal for a better conception of validation. According 
to it validation will be better off when the philosophical heart of this 
enterprise is out in the open, articulated, and systematic. In practice 
my proposal calls for inclusion of philosophers in the process. But I do 
not have a full story about how to organise this process at the level of 
scientific institutions. Currently several initiatives are underway to 
develop checklists, hierarchies, expert panels, common conventions.13 
These initiatives include not just oversight of validity but also of other 
practical features of measures— reliability, responsiveness, ease of use. 
Minimally I advocate that these initiatives include something like a con-
ception of validity I proposed.

This conception can also be inserted into publication and refereeing 
conventions. I have no illusions about how hard it will be for scientists 
to engage with the normativity of their categories. But a concrete first 
step would be for research papers to have a section titled ‘Normative 
Validity’, which would address whether or not the measure arrived at 
by the standard methods (those based on evidential subjectivism and 
correlation- mongering) does not have obvious problems from a nor-
mative point of view. Does a measure of happiness, for instance, fail to 
mention freedom from stress as the PANAS does? If so, that is a point 
against it. It is now commonplace to require that philosophers relying 
on empirical assumptions must engage with the relevant scientific lit-
eratures. Scientists engaged in validation of well- being measures— one 
of the most philosophical of scientific tasks— also should acquaint 
themselves with the relevant philosophical work. And where this philo-
sophical work is missing— for example, due to lack of relevant mid- level 
theories— this absence should be flagged and urgently addressed.

13. McClimans and Browne (2011) review three such initiatives. Organisation for 
Economic Co- Operation and Development (2013) is a pioneering effort on regulating 
measures of subjective well- being.
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In calling for this extra constraint on measure validation, I have no 
ambitions of being a philosopher queen. I make no calls to scrap the 
existing practices entirely. But adding a normative dimension to the 
process of measure validation presents no danger of philosophy mon-
archy. There is a lot of philosophy that the science of well- being can 
safely ignore, but not this sort— not if we have already agreed that the 
categories of the science of well- being are thick with values and that the 
science of well- being is rife with policy ambitions.
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A short summary is in order. I set out to solve the problem of value- apt-
ness, that is to say how the science of well- being can be convincingly 
about well- being. The solution would have been more straightforward if 
well- being was a single concept and a single thing that either did or did 
not corresponded to the eponymous constructs in science. But I found 
that conceptions of well- being vary across spheres of life and contexts 
of knowledge production. I sought to understand why the talk of well- 
being does that and whether it is a good thing. My hypothesis is that the 
content of the concept of well- being, at least partly, varies with context. 
Is there anything that unifies all the diverse meanings? I am happy to 
allow for a minimal core meaning— well- being is a summary value of 
goods important to the agent for reasons other than moral, aesthetic and 
political. This is not much; it is perhaps a historical and cultural acci-
dent that a single word exists to mark them all. It is no surprise then 
that to know what states realise this diversity of concepts we shall likely 
need more than one substantive theory of well- being. A unification, 
so important to philosophers, seems unlikely and unnecessary in the 
sciences. The theories that the science really needs are neither unified 
nor intricate but rather those that tell us the basic ingredients of well- 
being in different situations for different kinds of creatures— mid- level 
theories. When we try to build one, as I have for the case of children, 
we see that high theories are incredibly useful as raw material but also 
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insufficient. Mid- level theories could really improve the science of well- 
being, they could give it value- aptness, an assurance that the target of 
research is conceptualised in the right way. But there is an obstacle to 
my proposal: a reluctance to let values into science. To remove this obs-
tacle I have tried to show that value- laden categories present no threat to 
objectivity of science, nor does this objectivity require heavy- duty meta-
physics: rather than discovering what well- being truly is, we need only 
subject the controversial aspects of well- being definitions to duly inclu-
sive deliberation. Measurement is also a realistic ideal. Against the claim 
that well- being is unmeasurable I argued that it could be, provided that 
we predicate well- being of kinds of people in specific circumstances. On 
this picture the science of well- being is unlikely to speak directly about 
all- things- considered individual well- being but can nevertheless supply 
knowledge about well- being in its various senses. While I am pessim-
istic about ambitious measures of overall individual well- being, I am 
optimistic about measures of contextual well- being and measures of 
well- being components, such as happiness, mental health, meaningful 
work, and so on. This goal requires an explicit importation of mid- level 
theories of well- being into the process of measure development and val-
idation. The current status quo on which validation is a technocratic 
exercise that hides or avoids values is inadequate. Nevertheless my pic-
ture is broadly optimistic. The science of well- being can be value-laden, 
objective, and empirical at once.

I hope to have accomplished that much. Let me now look forward to 
the unfinished business.

Chief among the unanswered questions is whether the science 
of well- being is a morally and politically justified pursuit. This field 
is riding a wave of popularity and excitement for reasons that are not 
altogether uplifting, as Will Davies (2015) explores in his book The 
Happiness Industry:  How the Government and Big Business Sold Us 
Well- Being. On the business side, the science of well- being is propped 
up by a massive and lucrative industry that seeks to manage consump-
tion and work in an increasingly automated and data- heavy capitalist 
economy— workers must be happy at their jobs no matter what; con-
sumers must be happy and unhappy just enough to keep consuming. 
As a popular saying in the management literature goes:  ‘what gets 
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1. The origins of the quote are unclear going back, Conrad Heilmann tells me, probably to 
Peter Drucker’s ‘management by objectives’ approach.

measured, gets managed’.1 On the government side, positive psych-
ology coupled with technologies of surveillance can be seen in the 
context of ‘personalisation of the public interest’. As such it offers a 
tempting path for dismissing social problems by making them a mat-
ter of individuals mismanaging their happiness rather than communities 
mismanaging their politics (Davies, 2011, 2015).

I am less pessimistic than Davies. It should be possible to practice 
the science of well- being in a responsible and morally aware way. It 
should be possible to divorce its important findings from the frequently 
unsavoury roots and fame of this research. But that would call for a 
broader conception of value- aptness than I  have represented in this 
book. I took value- aptness to consist in the choice of the right construct 
of well- being for the context, and I defined this rightness in terms of the 
corresponding mid- level theory. This sense of value- aptness remains 
necessary, but it may prove to be too narrow of a basis on which to 
judge a given scientific project. As well as paying attention to values 
underlying the choice of the construct scientists should watch what 
they are doing in a broader way, because the science of well- being can 
be globally sinister even when it is locally innocent. Whether scientists 
have a responsibility for anticipating the misuses of their discoveries 
about well- being and how they should react to these potentialities are, 
of course, difficult questions that admit no single answer. These ethics 
have yet to be worked out.

Similarly yet to be worked out are the epistemic requirements for 
the use of this knowledge. It is one thing to have value apt findings and 
another to put them to use in a way that will work. In the Introduction 
I urged that we need to practice science and philosophy in a joined up 
manner. But in fact, as Nancy Cartwright (2006) has recently urged, 
there are three ingredients, not two: science, philosophy, and use. 
Whether a given policy/ therapy/ intervention on well- being does the 
job depends on more than just the confirmation of this knowledge given 
the standard academic tests. Ultimately it is the details of the implemen-
tation that matter. The same holds for measures of well- being— they are 
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not simply valid even when informed by the right mid- level theory— 
they need to be valid in the context in which they will be used. This ter-
ritory is entirely unexplored in today’s academia. There is an optimistic 
welfarism permeating the writings by scientists— if wealth and well-
being sometimes diverge, how can anyone deny that well- being is a per-
missible goal of policy, at least in addition to the conventional economic 
ones? After all, once we can measure well- being and know its causes, and 
once we show that economic indicators do not always capture it, what 
else is needed to justify applying this knowledge?

Well, a lot actually. Exactly how well- being is used for planning and 
evaluation matters a great deal. Benchmarking in healthcare and edu-
cation provides a wealth of depressing examples for how the pursuit of 
targets in the guise of accountability introduces perverse incentives and 
destroys trust and quality for all involved (Bevan & Hood, 2006). Not 
much is known about the ways in which well- being targets could work 
out in practice, caution is warranted more than ever, and the input of 
political scientists is crucial.

These anxieties notwithstanding, misery and flourishing are know-
able and too important for science to ignore. So my enthusiasm for this 
field is undampened, and neither I hope is that of my readers.
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A PPE N DI X A

 An Introduction to Philosophy of Well- Being

In a short but famous Appendix I to his Reasons and Persons, Derek Parfit (1984,  
pp. 493– 502) discussed ‘theories about self- interest’ titling the section ‘What 
Makes Someone’s Life Go Best’. This focus— on the noninstrumental value to 
the person, also known as prudential value— characterises the distinct preoccu-
pation of analytic philosophers who write on well- being. Parfit distinguished 
between mental state, desire fulfillment, and ‘objective- list’ theories of well- being.  
This way of carving up the options, what I have called the Big Three, remains 
useful notwithstanding other more precise classifications emerging (Haybron, 
2008, Chapter 2; Woodard, 2013).

Let us be clear at the outset what sort of debate philosophers are engaged in. 
By and large, the debate is not about what sort of life to pursue and what choices 
to make in order to be well. It is not, or at least rarely, a how- to debate. So people in 
crisis wishing to reform their lives for better would be ill advised to look for help 
here. (This is the self- proclaimed goal of positive psychology, life coaching, and 
psychotherapy.) Indeed, in the vast majority of cases philosophers do not seek to 
judge whether a particular life or a particular choice is good or bad for an indi-
vidual. This is taken to be an applied question that can only be answered once a 
theory of prudential value is specified. This specification at a fairly abstract level 
is taken to be the business of philosophers. The application of theories— the busi-
ness of others.

This consensus is only just beginning to be challenged. Valerie Tiberius 
(2008), for instance, distinguishes between ‘target’ discussions of well- being 
(the classic focus I identified earlier) and ‘process’ discussions. The latter would 
be a properly how- to story— what sort of values and attitudes should regulate my 
life?— of which Tiberius offers one. Michael Bishop (2014) also tries to upend 
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the philosophical status quo by identifying well- being with a causal network that 
involve elements of all three components identified by the Big Three— happiness, 
success in goals, positive functioning. Well- being is the groove where all these 
elements keep causing each other and none is more essential than the others 
(Bishop, 2014). Both of these are attempts to reorient philosophy of well- being 
and I trust they will be consequential. But for purposes of this overview I concen-
trate on the standard target theories.

There are, at least, two goals for such a theory. It should list the noninstru-
mentally valuable goods, and it should identify what makes any valuable good 
from that list valuable. Roger Crisp (2006) calls the first project enumerative and 
the second explanatory. This is important because the good we might specify as 
an essential ingredient of well- being in our enumeration might be prudentially 
valuable for a reason that is conceptually distinct. It might be good for us to, say, 
exercise our capacity to love because it fulfils our nature or satisfies desire or is 
pleasurable. So the answers to enumerative and explanatory questions may be 
very different.

Though both questions are discussed by philosophers, it is fair to say that the 
explanatory question takes up more of their time and energy than the enumerative. 
Most of the action and debate are generated by the questions about the properties 
of valuable goods that make them valuable in the right way. To answer this ques-
tion philosophers must inevitably say something about the goods that have this 
property— which requires delving into the enumerative issues— but they do not 
need to say all that much. Enjoyment is such a good, as is friendship, but what sort of 
enjoyment exactly and what sort of friendship is beyond what is currently discussed, 
at least in the literature on prudential value. So the main disagreement is about why 
we need what we need. Very roughly, for subjectivists it is because we want these 
goods, for hedonists it is the way they make us feel, and for objectivists it is the way 
they suit our nature.

Hedonists take our mental states to hold the key prudential property and 
only them— not just any mental state, of course, but only experiences with a posi-
tive valence. What states exactly? Hedonists take the relevant state to be pleas-
ure, or satisfaction, or enjoyment, which for present purposes are synonymous. 
A  recent example of a hedonist theory of well- being comes from Roger Crisp 
(2006, p. 622): ‘what is good for any individual is the enjoyable experience in her 
life, what is bad is the suffering in that life, and the life best for an individual is that 
with the greatest balance of enjoyment over suffering’. Other versions of hedonism 
have recently been proposed by Feldman (2002), Bradley (2009), Bramble (2016). 
Explanatory hedonists can accept that things other than enjoyment can be good for 
us but only in virtue of their enjoyability. Great art, friendship, virtue can all benefit 
us but only via their causal effect on our experiences.

However, much rides on how we define enjoyment. What makes an experi-
ence pleasurable? Is it pleasurable in virtue of how it feels or in virtue of our 
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liking it? Very roughly these positions are respectively internalist and externalist 
(Sumner, 1996). They are called so because in the first case pleasures are identi-
fied by their internal quality whereas in the second— by an attitude external to the 
pleasure— our liking it. For original internalists such as Jeremy Bentham, pleas-
ure was a special, unanalysable quality of an experience, the feeling- good quality. 
For original externalists such as Henry Sidgwick, who could not find any com-
mon quality in pleasures as distinct as, say, eating and singing, pleasure was to be 
identified by the fact that it is desired by an agent. But later internalists thought 
that it is perfectly conceivable not to desire a pleasure and searched for another 
internalist solution. Perhaps pleasure is like volume in that it is not a single qual-
ity but a single dimension along which sounds vary (Kagan, 1992), or perhaps we 
should identify pleasure by the neurochemical processes in the brain that appear 
to underlie enjoyments of very different kinds (Crisp, 2006). Finally, external-
ists reply with further options for the correct propositional attitude to identify 
pleasure— liking, desiring, favouring (Feldman, 2002; Heathwood, 2007).

The outcome of this debate is not trivial, for externalists about pleasure have 
more affinities with desire fulfillment theories than with hedonism. If pleasure is 
that which we desire, then the hedonist view that pleasure is good for us becomes 
a version of a desire satisfaction view, that is, the view that it is good for us to sat-
isfy our desires, of which pleasure is (perhaps the only) one. But in that case why 
focus only on pleasures? We might as well conceive of well- being as having access 
to any desired object. If we also specify that desires must be actually rather than 
subjectively satisfied, we would be squarely in the territory of desire fulfillment or 
more generally subjectivist views of well- being.

This view prides itself on not falling victim to the experience machine argu-
ment first put forward by Robert Nozick. Take two people with identical experi-
ences. One lives them ‘for real’, the other by being connected to a machine that 
simulates his brain in precise ways. Pure hedonists have no option but to bite the 
bullet and admit that neither life is any more prudentially valuable. The desire 
fulfillment theorist can claim that the denizen of the experience machine has not 
really had their desires fulfilled; they only think they have.

This view has another advantage. For something to be good for me, this good 
has to have a special relationship to me, it has to engage me, or resonate with me, 
or be responsive to my priorities, or some such. This is referred to in various ways 
as the resonance constraint (Brink, 2008), or the agent sovereignty (Arneson, 
1999), or the subject- relativity (Sumner, 1996). Classical hedonism takes pleas-
ure to be good for me without consulting me. The thought experiments of monks 
or tortured artists with no desire (nor other kinds of relevant attitude) for pleas-
ure and yet a great satisfaction with their lives are meant to bring out the intuition 
that desire- based theories are superior to hedonism.

According to a basic desire fulfillment view, it is good for us to get what we 
want— actually get it, not just think we do— and that is the only thing that is 
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good for us. (Or on the explanatory version desire fulfillment is the only prop-
erty that makes any good prudentially valuable.) But sometimes people want 
things for themselves that seemingly do them no good whatsoever. Perhaps they 
are uninformed, or indoctrinated, or perhaps their desires are only for things 
that have little to do with their lives, like survival of polar bears, or trivial things 
like another chewing gum. For those cases, there are various bells and whis-
tles. First we can say that it is not desire fulfillment but goals or value fulfillment 
that matters (Dorsey, 2012; Scanlon, 1998; and many others). Second, we can 
restrict which desires or goals or beliefs count, any actual ones (Keller, 2009) or 
perhaps only idealised ones, for instance only those that one would have after a 
good reflection (Brandt, 1979) or only those that a fully informed agent would 
want their actual self to have (Railton, 1986). These are known as idealised or 
full information versions. Third, we can restrict the content of these valuing atti-
tudes, for example to concern only life projects (Dorsey, 2009).

We can even try to tweak the theory to exclude John Rawls’s famous grass- 
counter— the person who with full information and sincerity announces that 
his goal in life is to count blades of grass on a lawn. He does so and claims to be 
doing perfectly well. But if we want our theory of well- being to exclude the grass- 
counter we might as well admit to being, at least partly, objectivist, believing that 
well- being can encompass goods that benefit (or harm) a person no matter what 
their attitudes, life plans, or tastes are. Perhaps the most famous such theory is 
Aristotle’s perfectionism— the best life for a person is to function at the highest 
level a normal human could, which involves exercising distinctly human virtues 
of justice, friendship, contemplation, and so on— a state he called eudaimonia 
(or, on the explanatory version, prudentially valuable life is such because it fulfils 
our nature). There are ancient versions of this theory (Annas, 1993) and several 
modern ones. Stephen Darwall’s (2002) neo- Aristotelian proposal is that well- 
being consists in ‘valuing activities’, that is, the activities that bring us into con-
tact with objects of worth, where worth is understood independently of anyone’s 
desires. Understanding art, bringing up children, and building a relationship 
are all examples of valuing activities. Richard Kraut (2007) maintains another 
Aristotelian view that emphasises development of skills appropriate to the being’s 
nature and stage of growth. There are many options in this tradition. For Haybron 
(2008, Chapter 9), well- being is living in accordance with one’s own emotional 
nature— a view he calls self- fulfillment, for Neera Badhwar (2014)— in accord-
ance with moral virtue.

There are also objectivists with no specific links to Aristotle who take well- 
being to be constituted by goods that are prudentially valuable no matter the 
agent’s or anyone else’s attitude. These goods are part of a list arranged in order of 
importance, hence the name objective list theory of well- being (Fletcher, 2013, 
2016). The capabilities approach that I discuss in Appendix B is to my knowledge 
the only operationalisation of an objective list view.
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Finally, there are hybrid theories of well- being, joining two or more of 
these accounts into one. It is hard to distinguish hybrids between hedonism 
and objective list on the one hand from those objective list theories that list 
enjoyment as one of the goods (Darwall, 2002; Griffin, 1986; Parfit, 1984). 
There are also hybrids of subjectivism and hedonism (Hawkins, 2010; 
Heathwood, 2007). Hybrid theories are not a panacea though; they face dis-
tinct challenges of explaining the structure and relationship between the dif-
ferent goods (Sarch, 2012; Woodard, 2015). One way to avoid hybridity is to 
show that the subjective and objective elements are not separate. This is the 
conceit of Simon Keller’s success theory:

An individual has a high level of welfare to the extent that she is success-
ful, in a certain sense. To be successful in that sense is to have attitudes 
that do well according to the standards they constitutively set for them-
selves. Three species of such attitudes are beliefs, goals, and evaluative 
attitudes. There may also be a fourth such attitude: the attitude of imme-
diately liking an experience. (Keller, 2004, p. 668)

The proposal is ingenious for trying to accommodate both the agent relativity, by 
its reference to attitudes, and objectivity, by invoking constitutive standards for 
these attitudes.
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A PPE N DI X B

Constructs of Well- Being across Sciences

Table I.1 in the Introduction is my classification of constructs of well- being across 
the social and medical sciences. This appendix serves as an explanation of this 
table. I skip the row ‘Child Sciences’ since it has a dedicated chapter. My classifi-
cation is in terms of the academic disciplines and the theories of well- being that 
inspire the constructs used in each discipline. For an alternative way of classify-
ing well- being constructs see Gasper (2010).

Ps YCHologIC A l sCI enCe s

Throughout the book I refer to three approaches to well- being in psychology— 
happiness, life satisfaction, and flourishing. I  discuss the traditions and their 
methods of measurement thoroughly in the main text so will be brief here. All of 
these constructs are subjective but all in different senses. Happiness is hedonic 
or affective profile, life satisfaction— a favourable judgement of one’s life, and 
flourishing— a sense of meaning and accomplishment. Although each is some-
times used as a representation of well- being on its own, it is increasingly common 
for psychologists to study the relations between the three and to theorise about 
their union (Arthaud- Day, 2005; Kahneman & Riis, 2005; Kim- Prieto, 2005). 
The term ‘subjective well- being’ refers sometimes to one of the three and some-
times to their union.
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eConom IC sCI enCe s

Well- being concepts enter into today’s economics in several ways:

• In fundamental theory of microeconomics utility is sometimes under-
stood as a quantity denoting well- being and via this route well- being 
enters theoretical and empirical studies of judgement, choice, and stra-
tegic interaction.

• Measures of growth in macroeconomics sometimes refer to well- being, 
especially in discussions of goals of development. Thus research around 
Easterlin Paradox yielded estimates of how much subjective well- being 
does or does not react to income.

• For some economists well- being is the benefit in cost- benefit analysis and 
related exercises.

Debates on all these issues are animated in part by the contrast between the ortho-
doxy and the alternatives. Traditionally economics operated with a preference 
satisfaction view, which is a version of philosophical subjectivism, but does not 
restrict preferences in any way. What we want is what is good for us. Welfare eco-
nomics is a theoretical system based on this simple (to many philosophers, danger-
ously simple) view of well- being. Moreover, this view is standardly supplemented 
with a definition of preferences as revealed choices. What we want is, roughly, what 
we choose when given an opportunity. Whether the choices are horrible, manipu-
lative, or whether we ourselves are deceived, weak- willed, or irrational does not 
matter on this view. This is the actual, rather than idealised, preference satisfaction. 
This package of ideas, as well as underpinning welfare economics, is also the prime 
input into evaluation of social states by means of cost- benefit analysis. The value 
of alternative courses of actions (to pursue or not to pursue a given policy) is their 
present monetary value as revealed by market prices of similar states, willingness 
to pay, or stated preferences. For instance, the UK Treasury’s Green Book man-
dates this procedure for all policy evaluation (HM Treasury, 2003). Exactly how 
to measure benefit, living standards, and poverty using these methods is a research 
program on its own. National account such as gross domestic product often give 
strikingly different answers than surveys of household consumption, even though 
both are inspired by the preference satisfaction tradition (Deaton, 2016).

This tradition is alive and well. Writing for The New York Times, a Harvard 
economist Edward Glaeser calls this view ‘the moral heart of economics’. He 
elaborates:

improvements in welfare occur when there are improvements in util-
ity, and those occur only when an individual gets an option that wasn’t 
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previously available. We typically prove that someone’s welfare has 
increased when the person has an increased set of choices. When we 
make that assumption (which is hotly contested by some people, espe-
cially psychologists), we essentially assume that the fundamental object-
ive of public policy is to increase freedom of choice. (Glaeser, 2011)

As Glaeser acknowledges, this project is under pressure from many sources, espe-
cially its assumption that people have stable and consistent preferences and act 
rationally so as to get the most of what they prefer. The main source is the empir-
ical research into various biases and irrationalities that afflict choices of actual 
human beings. Psychologists and behavioural economists have been studying 
these biases since the 1970s. This research has undermined the assumption of 
stable preferences and choices that maximise them and demonstrated the distinc-
tion between experienced utility and decision utility (Kahneman, 1999 among 
others). As a result of these studies, even mainstream economists now recognise 
that actual choices do not always reveal what is truly good for people. But what 
other conception of well- being should economists turn to?

There are roughly three reactions to this challenge (in addition to ignoring 
it). One is to supplement the standard economic framework with data on subject-
ive well- being as we have seen psychologists to advocate. Fujiwara and Campbell 
(2011) writing for the UK Treasury explain how to use life satisfaction data in 
standard cost- benefit analysis. The Organisation for Economic Co- operation and 
Development’s (OECD, 2013) guidelines also advocate this.

The second reaction is to clean up the preferences and the conditions under 
which they are revealed. Only some preferences and only those revealed when 
people make thoughtful and important decisions are indicative of their well- 
being (Hausman & McPherson, 2009). Some such selection is already part of 
normal cost- benefit analysis (Adler & Posner, 2006), and some takes creative 
new methods (Benjamin et al., 2014). Importantly, both normative and empir-
ical assumptions go into specifying the circumstances in which choices are 
authoritative of ‘clean’ preferences. Choices should not be too far in the future; 
they should be about important rather than trivial things, with proper reflection 
and ideally with prior practice (Benjamin et al., 2014; Beshears et al., 2008). 

The third reaction is to move away from preferences altogether. Not all 
economists are wedded to a preference satisfaction view. Development eco-
nomics, for instance, has its own robust tradition of theorising about well- being 
along entirely different lines.

The capabilities approach is associated with economist- philosopher Amartya 
Sen and philosopher Martha Nussbaum as a framework for measuring justice, devel-
opment, and progress (Nussbaum, 2000; Nussbaum & Sen, 1993; among other 
sources). The idea is that humans need the freedom to pursue distinct capabilities, 
their ‘beings and doings’ (Robeyns, 2011), which may include health, education, 
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political rights, social relationships, emotional life, creativity, and so on. Human 
well- being is here understood as an ability to achieve valuable states, rather than 
the traditional economic utility. Capabilities are different from utility in that their 
value cannot be measured on a single scale and as a result they do not admit trade- 
offs (sacrificing, say, political rights for access to healthcare cannot make a person 
better off). They also make room for the fact that different people might need dif-
ferent amounts of goods or services to fulfil a capability. Capabilities are typically 
defined using a theory of objective human needs (e.g., an Aristotelian theory) rather 
than by consulting people’s preferences, let alone the ones revealed by choices. The 
capabilities approach inspired the United Nations Development Project’s Human 
Development Index, now more than 20 years old and still serving as the measure of 
progress and development (Anand & Sen, 1994).

Even economists who do not subscribe to the capabilities approach advo-
cate an objective understanding of well- being for development contexts. Partha 
Dasgupta (2001) proposes the notion of aggregate quality of life. It is aggregate in 
two senses: first, it represents the state of many people, and, second, their quality of 
life is constituted by several elements. Dasgupta (2001, p. 54) writes: ‘a minimal set 
of indices for spanning a reasonable conception of current well- being in a poor coun-
try includes private consumption per head, life expectancy at birth, literacy, and civil 
and political liberties’. Private consumption is food, shelter, clothing, and basic legal 
aid. Life expectancy at birth is the best indicator of health, while literacy of basic pri-
mary education. Civil and political rights allow people to function independently of 
the state and their communities. Each of these is necessary. They cannot be reduced 
to some one item or replaced by a monetary value, for they may be undervalued by 
the market.

However, current quality of life is not the only thing we mean when we ask 
‘How well is a country doing?’ Sometimes we also mean to inquire about what 
Dasgupta calls a country’s social well- being. This concept encompasses, along 
with the current quality of life, the sustainability of this current lifestyle— how 
well does a country balance the needs of its current population with the needs 
of its future generations? A high quality of life at a time may conceal the fact that 
a community is consuming its resources without an adequate provision for the 
future. For Dasgupta, social well- being is a pattern of consumption that strikes 
the best balance between current and future quality of life. Its cause and the 
best measure is a country’s wealth, best represented by an index comprising the 
social value of a country’s natural resources, manufactured capital, its human 
and social capital (which includes public knowledge, institutions, etc.), minus 
this country’s liabilities.

The idea of sustainability enters also new proposals for national well- being. 
Here we see a genuine mixture of different traditions (economics, psychology, 
other social sciences).
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n At Ion A l w ell- BeI ng

That traditional economic measures are inadequate for capturing national well- 
being was eloquently argued by Bobby Kennedy in his oft- cited 1968 address at 
the University of Kansas, Lawrence:

Our gross national product … counts air pollution and cigarette adver-
tising, and ambulances to clear our highways of carnage. It counts spe-
cial locks for our doors and the jails for those who break them. It counts 
the destruction of our redwoods and the loss of our natural wonder in 
chaotic sprawl. Yet the gross national product does not allow for the 
health of our children, the quality of their education, or the joy of their 
play. It does not include the beauty of our poetry or the strength of our 
marriages; the intelligence of our public debate or the integrity of our 
public officials. It measures neither our wit nor our courage; neither our 
wisdom nor our learning; neither our compassion nor our devotion to 
our country; it measures everything, in short, except that which makes 
life worthwhile.

What measure would capture that which makes life worthwhile at the level of a 
nation? That it should include more than the traditional economic indicators is 
slowly becoming the mainstream view. In 2009 three eminent economists Joseph 
Stiglitz, Amartya Sen, and Jean Paul Fitoussi produced a report commissioned by 
the then French President Nicolas Sarkozi outlining a multi- dimensional meas-
ure of national well- being that includes even subjective well- being indicators 
(Stiglitz et al., 2009). As we have seen in the Introduction and Chapter 4, all three 
traditions in psychology, plus the two in economics, have sought to contribute 
their elements to the overall metric. In case of United Kingdom they have suc-
ceeded; the Office of National Statistics’ measure of national well- being is a mon-
grel with room for all traditions.

Two requirements seem to be crucial to a measure of national well- being. 
First, such a measure needs to capture the values and priorities of the people 
whose well- being it is supposed to represent. Haybron and Tiberius (2015) 
coined the term pragmatic subjectivism precisely for this purpose. They argue that 
even if one adopts an objectivist theory of well- being, when it comes to well- being 
policy at a governmental level one should adopt a kind of subjectivism— not an 
actual preference satisfaction view but a more sophisticated subjectivism:  one 
that differentiates between stated or revealed preference and deeply held val-
ues and prioritises the latter. Because policy contexts present special dangers of 
paternalism and oppression, governments defer on the nature of well- being to 
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the individuals they represent. (None of this implies that governments should 
stay out of promoting well- being of its citizens). Second, a measure of national 
well- being needs to represent a certain level of consensus, not a mere sum of indi-
vidual well- beings. This is what the Office of National Statistics (ONS) sought 
in its 2011 public consultations. Other such initiatives are Germany’s 2015 ‘Gut 
leben in Deutchland’ and France’s ‘Nouveaux indicateurs de richesse’. Together 
these two requirements appear to underlie the rationale behind these approaches 
and other multi- indicator proposals such as the Prosperity Index of the Legatum 
Institute (Legatum, 2015) and the OECD’s Better Life Index.

m edIC A l sCI enCe s

Is well- being a goal of medicine and healthcare? There are strikingly diverse 
answers to this question (Groll, 2015; Hausman, 2015). But in today’s medical 
sciences the stand- in for well- being is health- related quality of life (HRQL), and 
I aim only to summarise how it is measured. There are roughly two institutional 
traditions.

For health economists, HRQL is an input into the calculation of Quality 
Adjusted Life Years (QALY), which are in turn used in some countries to judge 
the relative efficiency of different ways of allocating healthcare (e.g., National 
Institute of Health and Clinical Excellence, 2013). The official goal is to appor-
tion limited resources in a way that best answers to the wishes of the taxpayers 
and justice, where cost per QALY is an indicator of efficiency (Nord, 1999). In 
this tradition HRQL is gauged by questionnaires such as EQ5D and it reflects 
respondents’ ranking of many different health states according to their prefer-
ences. This ranking is inferred from the way in which people on average trade 
off different health states (as indicated by their stated preferences between, say, 
being mildly depressed for a year and having a broken hip). Today QALYs are 
losing their popularity somewhat under pressure from two sources:  the weak-
ened confidence in the existence of well- behaved utility functions and increas-
ing evidence that these preferences are informed by ignorance, prejudices and 
fears about the nature of illness and disability (Carel, 2016; Hausman, 2015). 
Subjective well- being measures which gauge how patients with different condi-
tions feel rather than health states they would prefer are now entering this trad-
ition too (Dolan, 2000).

The second approach comes from the field of health services management 
(and to a lesser extent health technology assessment). Driven more by medical 
administrators and researchers, this tradition measures HRQL with question-
naires that reveal patients’ own evaluation of their state conceived as a com-
bination of subjective satisfaction and self- reported functioning, adjusted 
specifically by age, circumstances, and the specific illness. This information 

 



169

A P P e n d I X   B

169

features in patient- reported outcomes, and it is used for evaluating the effective-
ness of interventions, whether in clinical trials or in clinical practice (Fayers & 
Machin, 2013; Guyatt et al., 1993). The hope is to represent the patients’ perspec-
tive on their condition and the treatment they receive. So researchers use ques-
tionnaires about the health status in the tradition of psychology as described in 
Chapters 5 and 6.

Some of these questionnaires are generic and others are disease specific. 
Generic questionnaires access the respondent’s health status as a whole, tak-
ing into account their functioning along all the main dimensions of daily life. 
Instruments such as the World Health Organization Quality of Life question-
naire, the Nottingham Health Profile, and the Sickness Impact Profile provide a 
general picture of the subject’s health, both subjective and objective, including 
pain, symptoms, and psychosocial and environmental stressors (Bergner et al., 
1981; Hunt et al., 1985). Nongeneric measures are developed for people with a 
specific illness or in specific circumstances. QUALEFFO and Caregiver Strain 
Index, the two examples I  discuss in Chapter  2, were designed respectively 
for people with vertebral fractures and osteoporosis and caretakers of spouses 
with heavy chronic illness (Gerritsen & Van Der Ende, 1994; Lips et al., 1997, 
1999). Freedom from the caregiver strain is then combined with life satisfac-
tion to make a special measure of well- being for caregivers (Stull, 1994; Takai 
et al., 2009; Visser- Meily et al., 2005). Nongeneric measures are prized for their 
specificity:  they ‘may be more valid, in the sense that they measure quality of 
life more accurately in that particular disease than generic instruments’ (Lips 
et al., 1999, p. 151). When there is a change in the patient’s state, these measures 
supposedly pick it up more readily than the generic instruments, an important 
though disputed virtue in clinical studies (Dowie, 2002; Fitzpatrick et al., 1992; 
Fletcher et al., 1992).
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