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Keywords for social wellbeing researchers and planners 

Abundance 
mentality 
(versus scarcity 
mentality) 

Personal or public confidence in availability of resources 
required for wellbeing. This concept recognises affluence as a 
state of mind, not just a particular availability of material 
resources. The opposite, fear of scarcity, is ironically 
associated with greed and with wasteful over-consumption. 
Arguably, the world is undergoing a profound cultural shift 
from ‘scarcity thinking’ (focused on the goal of avoiding 
deficits and misery) to ‘abundance thinking’ (focused on 
pursuit of happiness in a new era of ‘post-scarcity’ in which 
the influence of ‘materialistic’ greed will decline). 

Anderson 2009; 
McKnight & Block 
2010; Sidalsky & 
Sidalsky 2012; Bennett 
2011; Covey 
1990/2017; Basáñez & 
Inglehart 2016 

Achievement 
motivation  

Personal or collective sense of being driven to pursue personal 
growth or some kind of collective success. From a social 
wellbeing perspective, good societies encourage diverse win–
win forms of motivation that allow everyone to have a sense 
of personal growth and achievement. 

McLelland 1961; Pahl 
1995; Keller et al. 2014 
 

Active lifestyle, 
active leisure 

Wellbeing means doing well, i.e. actively living well, 
enjoying our activities and approving of them, not just having 
these potentials. Dynamic senses of wellbeing include the idea 
of people enjoying themselves in ‘active’ rather than purely 
‘passive’ ways.  

Winter 2002; 
Stromberg 2009; Gow 
2012 

Activism Popular term for adversarial, unorthodox, grievance-oriented 
protest campaigns and associated movements for social or 
cultural change. Activism can involve constructive citizen 
engagement and utopian thinking leading to practical 
ameliorative action. It can enhance wellbeing directly, by 
giving activists a strong sense of purposeful, pro-social 
engagement and solidarity. It can also indirectly strengthen 
social wellbeing by promoting tolerance and socially 
responsible lifestyles, and providing benign and culturally 
creative opposition to harmful traditions and authoritarian 
structures. But activism can also be socially divisive, and 
contribute to entrenched opinions, hatred, moral smugness, 
tokenism, and violence. 

Portwood-Stacer 2013; 
Montague & Eiroa 
Orosa 2018; Harrebye 
2018; Siim, Krasteva & 
Saarinen 2019; Neveu 
& Fillieule 2019 

Affect (n.) This is most commonly used as unnecessary and often 
confusing psychological jargon for feelings, emotions, 
sentiments, and moods. Thus ‘positive affect’ is just a 
pretentious way of saying ‘good feelings’ that also risks being 
understood as ‘positive effect’. This meaning also renders the 
common phrase ‘affect and emotion’ redundant. But there is 
also has a more precise meaning of ‘core affect’, referring to 
the basic valences and energies or arousals upon which more 
nuanced short-term emotions and longer-term moods are built. 
A lot of psychological writing also posits an unhelpfully stark 
dichotomy between ‘affect’ and ‘cognition’, in defiance of the 
fact that feelings and thoughts are a dynamic whole, not 
separate kinds of experience. A better concept is a continuum 
from raw responses to more reflective forms of experience. 
‘Affective measures’ of wellbeing ask about how good or bad 

Russell & Feldman 
Barrett 2009; 
Ekkekakis 2013; 
Barsade & Knight 
2015; Slaby & von 
Scheve 2019 



people feel. Social psychologists also study affective 
contagion, interpersonal affect regulation, and collective 
affect. The emerging linguistic discipline of ‘sentiment 
analysis’ uses big online ‘cyberemotion’ (q.v.) data corpuses 
to track changes in public affect. 

Affluenza  ‘Affluenza’ is a loose sceptical concept, used more by 
journalists than by academics, associated with cultural 
pessimism and disapproval of modernity. The core idea is that 
the pursuit of wealth is personally and collectively bad for us, 
due to unhealth overproduction, overconsumption, and win–
lose status competition. Implausibly and hence 
unsuccessfully, an ‘affluenza defence’ of a spoiled teenager 
was proposed in a USA lawcourt, the argument being that his 
lethal drunk driving was a product of a harmfully affluent 
upbringing. 

De Graaf, Wann and 
Naylor 2001/2005; 
James 2007; Douds et 
al. 2016 

Afterlife and 
reincarnation 
beliefs 

Unlike most wellbeing researchers, most of humanity has 
some kind of belief that human existence isn’t confined to a 
single life in this world. Afterlife beliefs address the difficulty 
of believing that life comes to an end, whereas reincarnation 
beliefs also indicate interest in our postmortem influence on 
future generations. Both kinds of belief are linked with ‘just 
world beliefs’ (q.v.) in that they allow faith in compensatory 
future punishments and rewards to redress thisworldly 
injustices. Even to rational atheist researchers, afterlife beliefs 
matter because they influence thiswordly motivations and 
social practices, as well as providing important insights into 
collective visions of better (or worse) societies. These beliefs 
indicate collective inability or unwillingness to contemplate 
death rationally. They can alleviate but also exacerbate fear of 
death. They can inspire acts of prosocial altruism, but also 
acts of terrorist brutality. We can’t reasonably promote 
wellbeing without considering the degree and the manner in 
which people accord importance to otherworldly, past, or 
future existences.  

McClelland 1997/2010; 
Harris 2004; McClain-
Jacobson et al. 2004; 
Zuckerman 2008; 
Bradley 2009; Yalom 
2010; Scheffler 2013; 
Garrett 2015; Altshuler 
2017 

Age-friendly Although this term says nothing about ‘old age’, in practice it 
is a euphemism for being considerate to old people – usually 
as a planner or designer.  

World Health 
Organization 2007;  
Kalache 2009;  
Plouffe & Kalache 
2011; Caro & 
Fitzgerald 2015; 
Moulaert & Garon 
2015; Stafford 2018 

Aggregate 
wellbeing/happin
ess and 
composite 
indices 

These come in three main varieties: combining reports from 
lots of respondents to get a population-level estimate; 
combining scores from lots of different criteria (e.g. life 
domains); and/or combining scores from a variety of 
assessment methods. Aggregation is always controversial 
because it involves questionable assumptions about the 
relative importance and statistical ‘weighting’ of the different 
scores. The most famous statement of the concept of 
aggregate wellbeing is philosopher Jeremy Bentham’s 
somewhat rhetorical definition of happiness as simply the 
mental outcome of a ‘felicific calculus’ – ‘the sum of 
pleasures, minus pains’. 

Chowdhury & Squire 
2006; Stiglitz et al. 
2013; Diener et al. 
2015; Costa 2015; 
Peiró-Palomino & 
Picazo-Tadeo 2018; 
Stanojević & Benčina 
2018; Barrington-Leigh 
& Escande 2018 
www.socialprogress.or
g; 
www.oecdbetterlifeinde
x.org 



 
Appreciative 
enquiry and 
appreciative 
planning 

Since the 1980s, some applied social researchers, particularly 
but not solely in the world of corporate business, have been 
deliberately emphasising the importance of understanding and 
celebrating collective strengths and successes. So far, 
‘appreciative enquiry’ has proved a far more popular concept 
than ‘appreciative planning’, but there is no reason why plans 
can’t be explicitly based on evidence about the strengths and 
capabilities of people, things, and organisations. 

Cooperrider & Whitney 
2005; Cooperrider, 
Whitney and Stavros 
2008; Watkins, Mohr & 
Kelly 2011; Riley & 
Reason 2007/2015; 
Lewis 2016; Hung et al. 
2018  

Architecture and 
design for 
wellbeing, UX 
design, 
experiemics 

Increasingly, architects, designers and market researchers are 
drawing attention to evidence of user experiences to anticipate 
whether and how a building, facility, or technology might 
contribute to wellbeing. Those who don’t do so may fall into 
the trap of admiring these things as if their aesthetic properties 
or functions were good enough in themselves. If we are to 
admire them for their life-enhancing qualities, we must ask 
the people whose lives are supposed to be enhanced. 

Brown & Juhlin 2015;  
Fukuda 2010; Norman 
2004; Thwaites, 
Mathers and Simkins 
2013; Wood et al. 2015 
 

Aspirational 
planning  

In the usage promoted in this book, policies and plans are 
‘aspirational’ insofar as they draw attention to possibilities for 
facilitating excellent lives, rather than merely avoiding or 
mitigating harms. This is not to deny the importance or 
ambitious nature of many plans and policies focused on harm 
mitigation, but we do need a term other than ‘utopianism’ for 
approaches that aim to facilitate wonderful rather than merely 
decent or adequate societies. 

Thin 2014 
  

Asset(s)-based 
care, therapy, 
counselling, etc. 

From the 1980s, more than a decade in advance of the birth of 
the ‘positive psychology’ movement, researchers and 
practitioners in therapeutic, social work, social policy, and 
care disciplines began using a variety of concepts to combat 
pathologism and deficit-orientation, and to promote interest in 
empowering patients and clients by emphasising the personal 
capabilities people have in recovering from difficulties. 
‘Asset(s)-based’ was the most common of those terms, but 
synonyms abounded, such as ‘strength(s)-based’, ‘solution-
focused’, ‘appreciative’ and ‘resilience’ approaches, and – 
later – ‘co-production’. Most of these approaches also adopted 
a social wellbeing approach insofar as they explicitly 
promoted collective solutions, drawing on family and 
community resources. ‘Asset-based welfare’ is a more 
specific, economistic approach, which is about reducing 
poverty by redistributing wealth and productive assets. There 
are, of course, critics who can’t witness these approaches 
without complaining of ‘neoliberalism’ – i.e. who have 
principled objections to noticing people’s capabilities and 
potential rather than their deficits and ‘rights’.  

Kretzmann & 
McKnight 1993; 
Saleebey 1996, 2009; 
Clifton & Harter 2003; 
de Shazer et al. 2007; 
Henry 2013; Warner 
2013; MacLeod & 
Emejulu 2014; Chapin 
2014; Proctor 2011; 
Oades et al. 2016; 
Swartz 2017; 
Missingham 2017; 
Edwards, Young & 
Nikels 2017; Nelson 
2018 
See also: ‘capabilities’ 

Basic needs, 
hierarchy of 
needs, and 
survival versus 
growth 
motivation 

Abraham Maslow’s concept of a ‘hierarchy of needs’ has had 
two confusingly contradictory influences. First, it identifies a 
set of universal ‘needs’ all of which are ‘basic’. Second, it 
indicates that some of these are likely to be given higher 
priority until they are assured. Once the hierarchy had been 
represented by a viral pyramid diagram (not drawn by 
Maslow), it became common to think of only the material 
survival-related needs as ‘basic’. 

Maslow 1954/1970; 
Inglehart et al. 2008 

Beauty norms, 
body 

Wellbeing is strongly influenced, for better or for worse, by 
cultural norms for appreciation of human physical beauty, 

Diener, Wolsic & Fujita 
1995; Edmonds 2010; 



consciousness, 
appearance, and 
attractiveness 

particularly facial beauty but also bodily shape and size, and 
neatness of appearance. Norms and rules for appearance are 
crucial influences on expenditures of time and money, and on 
forms of physical and sartorial self-discipline, and cosmetic 
surgery choices. In this age of ubiquitous mirrors and 
cameras, body consciousness and evaluative comparison of 
bodies has become a major factor in the pursuit of wellbeing 
in most parts of the world. Worldwide, inflationary use of 
cosmetic artefacts and cosmetic surgery imposes a colossal 
financial and medical cost. Good societies ensure that those 
norms are flexible enough to allow appreciation of beauty 
without making too many people feel unhappy about their 
appearance, and without encouraging excessive amounts of 
time and money to be spent on maintaining physical beauty. 

Cash 2012; Hausman 
2015; Savulescu 2016; 
Ko & Suh 2018; 
Rodrigues & Przybylo 
2018; Liebelt, Böllinger 
& Vierke 2019 

Behavioural 
economics, 
behavioural 
public policy, 
and ‘nudge’ 
planning 

Drawing on research showing that many of us behave in ways 
that we know aren’t in our best interests, these emerging 
disciplines explore ways in which societies, bureaucracies, 
organisations, buildings, and technologies can be arranged so 
as to increase the likelihood of people making good choices, 
without paternalistically forcing them to do so. These 
arrangements are referred to as ‘choice architecture’. 

Thaler & Sunstein 
2008; Jones, Pykett & 
Whitehead 2013; Saint-
Paul 2011; Oliver 2013; 
Ikeda et al. 2016; 
Thaler 2016 

Best interests, 
benefit, 
benevolence, and 
beneficence 

‘Best interest’ is an ethical and legal description for holistic 
assessments of what is good a person – in practice, most 
commonly what is good for someone who lacks the 
experience, mental capacity to voice their own opinion on the 
matter, or who lacks the willpower to act in their own interest. 
Substantial consideration ought, in principle, to be given to 
relational wellbeing and to social units such as families. In 
effect, ‘best interest’ thinking is about evaluating and 
justifying paternalistic action for the sake of someone else’s 
wellbeing, and so tends to involve awkward questions about 
how important personal agency and responsibility are in the 
good life. Like ‘positive’, ‘good’, ‘value’, and ‘interest’, 
‘benefit’ is just another vague term for things people want, 
like, or approve of – either for their intrinsic value or because 
they are believed to lead us instrumentally towards some 
higher good. Like ‘welfare’, this term also suffers from having 
been ‘economised’ – i.e. in practice often reduced to the status 
of a very basic and instrumentalised number, as in ‘welfare 
benefit’ or ‘cost–benefit analysis’. ‘Benevolence’ means 
having good intentions, whereas ‘beneficence’ means actually 
achieving good outcomes. This crucial distinction tends to be 
conveniently forgotten by naïve altruists and virtue signallers. 

Martela & Ryan 2016; 
Cureton 2017; Hanna 
2018; Birchley 2018; 
Beauchamp 2019 

Better Life Index  This was devised as a user-friendly interactive learning tool 
by the OECD in 2011, and is based on 11 indicators of 
societal progress in the domains of housing, income, jobs, 
community, education, environment, governance, health, life 
satisfaction, safety, and work–life balance. It also offers a 
broader set of 20 sub-indicators which users can prioritise 
according to their own values by assigning weights before 
arriving at an aggregate score. In this respect it can be a much 
more instructive tool for learning about wellbeing trends than 
has ever been the case with the Human Development Index or 
GDP. 

www.oecdbetterlifeinde
x.org 

Biographical, Rarely used, these terms remind us to look beyond the Brännmark 2003; 



chronic, or 
narrative 
wellbeing 

momentary or short-term wellbeing that is addressed in 
‘snapshot’ approaches. The sense of a life going well is 
something that emerges over the longer term, and wellbeing at 
any one time is strongly influenced by the place of that 
moment in longer-term life narratives.  

McAdams 2005; Baylis 
2006; Bauer, McAdams 
& Pals 2008; 
Pennebaker 1990/2016; 
Collins 2003; 
O’Donnell & 
McTiernan 2010; 
Potkay 2011; Thin 
2012; Hyman 2014 
 

Biophilia Erich Fromm’s useful term, loosely meaning of ‘liking life,’ 
has since the 1980s been controversially adopted in 
evolutionary biology as a term reminding us that people are 
hard-wired to enjoy a rich and varied natural environment. It 
is certainly crucial for social wellbeing researchers and 
planners to consider genetic influences on our environmental 
preferences. Use of the term ‘biophilia’ in this sense is, 
however, sloppy and confusing, since (a)there are lots of life 
forms that we are disgusted by or terrified of; and (b)many of 
our affections for natural environments are about views of 
skies, mountains and oceans rather than about life forms. 

Fromm 1963; Wilson 
1984; Kellert & Wilson 
1993; Kellert, 
Heerwagen & Mador 
2008; Kellert 2018; 
Beatley 2018 

Biopsychosocial 
model of health 

Since the 1980s this concept has been a rallying cry in various 
disciplines – in medicine, psychiatry, public health, child 
development, gerontology, social ecology, etc. – for those 
looking for intelligent ways of combating the reductionism of 
‘biomedical’ medicine which treats humans and illnesses 
processes primarily in physical terms. It has older origins in 
psychosomatic theory, but was given prominence by medical 
and psychiatric theorist George Engel in 1980. It overlaps 
considerably with the ecopsychological approach to child 
development proposed by Urie Bronfenbrenner from around 
the same time. 

Engel 1977; 
Bronfenbrenner 1979; 
Sarafino & Smith 
2002/2011; Smith 
2002; Melchert 2014 
See also: 
‘salutogenesis’ 

Biorhythms  This is a crucial concept referring to circadian influences on 
wellbeing – that is, the way your daily scheduling interacts 
with your exposure to light and your sleep hygiene. It is 
highly relevant for social planning, because we are all co-
responsible for one another’s biorhythms. Our relationships, 
our social environment, our work, and our cultural upbringing 
all influence individual choices. ‘Social jet lag’ aptly 
describes the common problem of misalignments between 
people’s body clocks and social time. Poor and inconsiderate 
scheduling, coupled with limited public awareness of the 
importance of sleep hygiene in many countries, can amount to 
a major public health concern known as a ‘sleep crisis’. 
Paying attention to biorhythms is part of a larger practice of 
attending to the many kinds of rhythmic patterning of human 
lives – a concept that has interested many phenomenologists, 
urban planners, play theorists, and designers. 

Foster & Kreitzman 
2016; Lloyd & Rossi 
2011; Roenneberg, 
2012; Costello 2018 

Business ethics Since the 1970s there has been rapid expansion and 
diversification of public and scholarly interest in holding 
businesses (especially large and for-profit enterprises) to 
account for their direct and indirect influences on social 
wellbeing. Initially, the concept of ‘corporate social 
responsibility’ tended to be used restrictively, focused on 
avoidance of social harms and somewhat tokenistic 

Ip 2010; Martin, Petty 
& Wallace 2009; Sison, 
Beabout & Ferrero 
2018; Conrad 2018  



contributions to public goods. Recently, concepts such as 
‘social value’, ‘conscious capitalism’, and ‘social enterprise’ 
have raised more aspirational interest in business as a force 
for good in society, although these concepts remain more 
focused on remedial than on aspirational planning. 

Canadian Index 
of Wellbeing  

This index was an important milestone in holistic national 
wellbeing assessment, and a key influence on Bhutan’s Gross 
National Happiness monitoring. It modelled wellbeing in 
eight domains – living standards, health, environmental 
sustainability, community vitality, education, time use, 
democratic participation, and leisure/ cultural activities – for 
which 64 indicators are used resulting in an aggregate. 

https://uwaterloo.ca/can
adian-index-wellbeing 

Capabilities Promoted initially by Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, the 
‘capabilities approach’, closely associated with the ‘human 
development’ in international development planning, draws 
attention to the need for planners and evaluators to attend to 
what people can do, and to their ‘functionings’ (what they 
actually do). This is the middle ground between resources and 
happiness. Although initially unhelpfully disparaging of the 
idea of using happiness information to judge how well 
people’s lives are going, Sen has more recently accepted that 
happiness is actually an important kind of capability that we 
should look at and value. 

Nussbaum & Sen 1993; 
Sen 1999; Alkire 2008; 
Deneulin 2014; 
Wikiprogress.org 
 

Care economy  This is a focal concept for planners and scholars interested in 
enhancing recognition of the many social goods and services 
that typically aren’t captured in systems of national 
accounting and often go unremunerated – such as support for 
family dependents, and community volunteering. Promotion 
of the care economy, and associated ideas such as 
‘compassionate capitalism’, is a crucial driver for social 
wellbeing research and policy. 

Eisler 2007; Folbre 
2012; Razavi & Staa 
2012; Mayhew 2012; 
www.carersuk.org; 
caringeconomy.org  

Case study 
research  

Case studies are a category of qualitative research methods 
associated originally with the practice of recording, through 
‘case notes’, the trajectory of an illness and its treatment, 
usually in a particular individual. This approach is likely to 
become more prominent in social wellbeing research as 
people realise the limitations of quantificatory approaches in 
trying to understand causation and the more elusive 
experiential and narrative aspects of wellbeing. 

Dunning et al. 2008; 

Bartlett & Vavrus 

2016; Mills et al. 2010; 

Simons 2009; Yin 2014 

Civic 
engagement 

People’s participation in public affairs and community life is 
both an important component in social quality, and an 
important feature of a well-lived individual life. Temporary 
periodic voluntary seclusions may be desirable for all kinds of 
reasons, but even if someone chooses to live a hermit’s life it 
is unlikely they could be said to be living well.  

Flanagan & Bundick 
2011; Sandstrom & 
Dunn 2014; Pancer 
2015; Breed & Prentki 
2018; Fang et al. 2018 

Civil society Also called the ‘third sector’ and the ‘voluntary sector’, civil 
society is a very diverse category of organisations and 
activities, often but by no means always fairly informal, often 
involving ‘non-governmental’ or ‘private voluntary’ 
organisations but also covering relatively unorganised social 
movements, that are not part of formal state or corporate 
business sectors, and that are above the level of the domestic 
family unit. They tend to be appreciated as social goods, i.e. 
they have intrinsic value that transcends their instrumental 
usefulness. 

Wallace & Pichler 
2009; de Hart, Dekker 
& Halman 2013; 
Enjolras et al. 2018; 
Vaduva, Wilt & Fotea 
2019 



Civilization and 
civility 

These two terms have long played key roles in evaluative 
discourse about social relations and social progress. Today 
‘civility’ has narrowed towards the sense of ‘manners’, 
referring mainly to interactive acts and attitudes of 
considerateness and/or politeness towards other people. 
Though sometimes associated with aspirational thinking about 
social goods, civility is mainly an ‘OK line’ concept. It 
implies the avoidance of nastiness and outrage, and 
compliance with the rules of formal etiquette, without 
necessarily implying goodwill, friendliness, or kindness. 
Civility can also clash with other values, such as frankness, 
naturalness, and masculinity. Outrage, particularly relating to 
accusations of inter-ethnic incivilities, is commonly used to 
enforce insincere politeness, thereby damaging the social 
fabric. Since rules for civility are also important markers of 
cultural distinction, ethnocentric judgements about other 
people’s incivility are common interactive errors. Societies 
characterised by civility are understood to be more civilised, 
but civilisation today has a more aspirational sense relating to 
the global spread of cultural learning and social progress. 
Civilisation includes moralised but also contested and vague 
notions of cultural sophistication and general technical and 
moral superiority, and is strongly associated with Western 
cultural triumphalism and with denigration of supposedly 
‘uncivilised’ non-Western people during the colonial era. 
Also, whereas modernists associate civility with modern 
urban manners, there are many cultural declinists who argue 
that modern urban life online communication are bringing 
about a rise in incivility between strangers. 

Elias 1939/1990; 
Hefner 1998; Davetian 
2009; Smith, Phillips & 
King 2010; Sarat 2014; 
Bejan 2017; Chen 
2017; Thomas 2018 

Climate 
(metaphorical), 
school ecology, 
social situations, 
social life 
domains, etc. 

The ‘climate’ metaphor, like ‘atmosphere’, is commonly used 
to refer to the wellbeing implications of collective behaviours 
and physical environments at various levels, such as 
‘classroom climate’, ‘school climate’, ‘climate of opinion’, 
and ‘organisational climate’. It is a useful concept for anyone 
trying to plan wellbeing promotion at supra-individual levels. 
The idea of understanding social processes and institutions as 
‘environments’ is central to analytical approaches known as 
‘social ecology’ or ‘ecological systems theory’. In addition, it 
helps to recognise that all individuals, throughout their lives, 
make variable investments of time and attention to different 
social domains such as family, school, workplace, social 
clubs, etc. These all influence a person’s wellbeing both 
directly, and through a variety of interaction effects. 

Bronfenbrenner 1989; 
Bear 2020 

Co-housing, co-
living  

These terms refer to a variety of experiments in cooperative 
residential arrangements that allow new combinations of 
privacy with communal sharing of some resources and 
facilities. Purposes tend to include conviviality, economy, and 
sustainability. 

 

Co-production, 
co-responsibility, 
co-design, 
participatory 
planning  

In contrast to the self-help approach, which emphasises 
personal autonomy and responsibility for one’s own pursuit of 
happiness, ‘social’ approaches to wellbeing are based on 
recognition that wellbeing emerges from complex interactions 
between individuals and particular social ecologies. The moral 
implication of this recognition is that all humans as social 
beings are ‘co-responsible’ for one another’s wellbeing. Co-

 



production, co-responsibility, co-design, and related terms 
have become fashionable policy labels for renewed attention 
to the importance of citizen participation in planning and 
doing; inter-agency collaborative approaches; and joined-up 
governance both within and between sectors. Examples 
include collaboration between citizens and medical and 
environmental professionals in execution of local health plans, 
and new partnerships between architects, designers, planners, 
and locals in designing and building local amenities. 

Collaborative 
law 

Approaches to legal settlements, particularly common in 
family law such as divorce proceedings, that promote dispute 
resolution rather than litigation. This means less adversarial 
and more considerate, and prefer win–win as opposed to win–
lose outcomes. 

Lande 2003; Schneyer 
2008 

Collectivism and 
communitarianis
m 

This is a very broad label often used in generalisations about 
the cultural values and political ideologies of the ‘East’ and of 
‘traditional’ society, in contrast to the ‘individualism’ that 
predominates in many modern Western societies. Collectivists 
emphasise social interdependence, and construe the self as 
‘interdependent’, inseparably intertwined with other selves. 
With an interdependent mindset or value system, an individual 
has a more flexible, variable, and permeable self than that 
promoted in individualist culture, with less emphasis on 
autonomy. There is also less emphasis on sense of coherence, 
since selves may vary according to situations and roles. 
Although it is sometimes useful to draw distinctions and make 
generalisations comparing ‘collectivist’ versus ‘individualist’ 
societies or personalities, in reality everyone and every culture 
must be a mix of both. All humans need to develop both an 
independent and an interdependent sense of self. 

Orford 1992/2008; 
Pinker 2014; Civil 
Exchange 2015; Etzioni 
2018 

Community 
vitality, 
community 
wellbeing, 
community 
psychology 

The reason why wellbeing is a collective concern in social 
planning, rather than just and individual-level responsibility, 
is that to a large extent people become well or ill, and evaluate 
their lives, through interactions in groups. People spend a lot 
of their lives interacting and cooperating with other people in 
small groups, committees, and communities – such as sports 
teams, discussion groups, and working groups. Small social 
groups matter both for their instrumental effectiveness in 
helping people to pursue and achieve wellbeing, and for their 
intrinsic value as part of the constitution of a good society. In 
therapeutic disciplines, it is increasingly recognised that 
problems need to be addressed, and solutions found, a group 
or community levels. Although people no doubt appreciate 
good communities and convivial neighbourhoods for their 
intrinsic value, there is also a growing body of evidence 
showing the instrumental value of local social quality in 
fostering health, wellbeing, and longevity. 

Nelson & Prilleltensky 
2004; Prilleltensky & 
Prilleltensky 2006; 
Grant 2006; Barton 
2003; Cooper 2008; 
Steuer & Marks 2008; 
Thomas 2011; Wagner 
2012; Crisp 2013; 
Harrison & Sanders 
2014; Topcu 2014; and 
see International 
Journal of Community 
Well-Being 
 

Compassionate 
capitalism, 
conscious 
capitalism 

These terms capture the contemporary spirit of wellbeing 
planning and apply it to the idea that businesses are co-
responsible for people’s wellbeing, and hence that they should 
celebrate and promote the ways in which business generates 
not only profits and productivity but enhances the lives of 
employees, wider communities, and clients. There are lots of 
related terms for prosocial and purpose-led production and 
consumption, such as the ‘caring economics’, ‘social 

Benioff & Southwick 
2004; Folbre 2001; 
Eisler 2007; Satz 2010; 
Mackey & Sisodia 
2013; Hiller 2013; 
Collins 2017 



business’/ ‘benefit corporation’, the ‘sharing economy’, the 
‘moral economy’, and the ‘moral limits of markets’. 

Compositional 
wellbeing 

Wellbeing is about lives, not just about feelings and states of 
affairs. And lives are ‘composed’ – both intentionally and 
unconsciously, and both privately and publicly. Among 
definitional discussions about wellbeing and happiness, often 
there are vague references to the good life being one in which 
the many dimensions and activities are well ‘balanced’, 
affording a feeling of ‘harmony’. Or there are references to 
‘holistic’ or ‘integrative’ approaches to linking competing 
demands for time and attention. There are also commonly 
references to biographical composition, to the idea of a sense 
of purpose or meaning in life, of progress towards 
achievements, of personal growth. And there may also be 
references to life as a story that is dialogically or interactively 
composed, recognising the role of significant others, and 
cultural narratives, in helping people piece together the sense 
of a life that is going well, or of a life that has been well lived. 
Collectively, these integrative issues can usefully be called 
compositional wellbeing, emphasising the evaluative 
importance of interactions and sequencing among the 
elements of lives. 

McAdams 1993; Bauer 
2016 

Consumerism, 
consumption 
and over-
consumption 

Exploring systematic links between wellbeing and 
consumption patterns, and hence with questions of 
sustainability, is among the most urgent challenges for 
wellbeing promoters. Modern capitalist economies are based 
on the assumption that people want to go on increasing not 
only their productivity, but also their consumption. No serious 
researchers doubt that there are diminishing returns to the 
wellbeing benefits from nonessential consumption, as 
common sense would suggest. And wellbeing researchers 
have demonstrated interesting negative associations between 
some forms of consumption and wellbeing outcomes. Most 
importantly for wellbeing promoters, there is clear evidence 
that ‘experiential’ consumption (spending money on holidays 
and leisure activities) tends to be better for wellbeing than 
buying things.  

Scitovsky 1976; Kasser 
2002; Kasser & Kanner 
2004; Dunn & Norton 
2013; Kasser 2015; 
Schwartz 2015; 
Grzeskowiak et al. 
2016 

Conviviality Living together well. This is a crucial concept for the social 
planning of wellbeing, since it makes explicit the 
interdependence between personal wellbeing, collective 
wellbeing, and social quality. Conviviality can apply to 
groups of people, societies, places, or events. By extension, it 
can also refer to the technologies that foster it, and to the idea 
of living harmoniously with other species and the natural 
environment or wider cosmos. 

Illich 1973; Shaftoe 
2008; Overing & 
Passes 2000; Totterdell, 
Niven & Holman 2010; 
Caillé 2013 

Co-production, 
co-responsibility, 
co-design, & 
participatory 
planning  

These concepts highlight an important moral implication of 
social wellbeing – namely, that as social beings we are ‘co-
responsible’ for one another’s wellbeing. These terms have 
become fashionable policy labels for renewed attention to the 
importance of citizen participation in planning and doing; 
inter-agency collaborative approaches; and joined-up 
governance both within and between sectors. Examples 
include collaboration between citizens and medical and 
environmental professionals in execution of local health plans, 
and new partnerships between architects, designers, planners, 

Booth 2003; Boyle & 
Harris 2009; Pestoff & 
Brandsen 2013; Parks, 
Joireman & Van Lange 
2013 
 



and locals in designing and building local amenities. 
Couples therapy, 
relationship 
counselling, 
group therapy 

Approaches to mental healing that emphasise relationships, 
mutual support, and social contexts for wellbeing. Many of 
the things that go right or wrong in people’s lives derive 
neither solely from personal factors nor from living conditions 
or specific events, but from the quality of dyadic relationships, 
particularly long-term romantic relationships. Many of the 
most fragile aspects of wellbeing concern the management of 
relationship transitions, such as from initial romantic to 
longer-term companionate love, or the transition to 
parenthood. It therefore makes sense that sometimes remedial 
therapies or preventive counselling addresses two people 
together, to enhance the relationship itself rather than trying to 
find solely individual-level solutions. 

Harway 2004; Gerson 
2010; Halford, Petch & 
Creedy 2015; Lawrence 
& Sullivan 2015 
Conoley, Conoley & 
Pontrelli 2014 

Cultural 
pessimism, 
declinism, and 
optimism 

Beliefs and ideologies highlighting social adversities and 
setbacks. Declinism, more specifically, refers to the belief that 
humanity is in some kind of chronic decline. Declinism has 
been pervasive in Western culture since the Enlightenment as 
a backlash against both Western triumphalism and the 
sometimes naïve optimism associated with scientific, 
technical, and organisational progress. Arguably, cultural 
pessimism has been dominant in both sociology and 
psychology since the start of the 20th century, and in 
sociocultural anthropology since around the 1970s. 

Heilbroner 1973; 
Bennett 2001; Miller 
2010; Hookway 2013; 
Bennett 2015 

Cultural values, 
cultural 
influence, and 
cultural bias  

Many aspects of culture (e.g. technology, knowledge, myths, 
rituals) influence people’s ability to pursue wellbeing 
successfully. Cultural values more specifically influence 
people’s valuation and pursuit of wellbeing, and hence their 
subjective experience of wellbeing. Cultural bias refers much 
more specifically to the ways in which cultural values (such as 
salience and valuation of happiness, self-enhancement 
tendencies, optimism) influence people’s wellbeing self-
reports such as how they talk about their lives in interviews 
and survey responses. Distinguishing these, at least in 
principle, matters a great deal for wellbeing research, because 
international wellbeing comparisons reflect some combination 
of all three, and any contrasts between nations, or between 
past and present, carry very different moral implications 
depending on whether they mainly reflect cultural influences 
on wellbeing, or merely cultural bias in self-reports. 

Diener & Suh 2000; 
Ahuvia 2002; Knoop & 
Delle Fave 2013; 
Joshanloo & Weijers 
2014; Selin & Davey 
2012 

Cultural vitality, 
cultural capital, 
and cultural 
harm  

‘Culture’ is a very broad concept that tends to refer to those 
aspects of ‘social quality’ that are most obviously associated 
with learned transgenerational traditions, such as belief 
systems, dress codes, and artistic performances. The ‘vitality’ 
concept reminds us that traditions are always fluid, living 
entities that require ongoing adjustments and performances to 
remain valid. Since most of what we do is culturally learned 
and has transgenerational aspects, the concept of cultural 
vitality is really too loose to be of much use for wellbeing 
analysis, beyond the basic function of reminding us to think 
about what traditions are and why they might be helpful. The 
danger of this is, however, that if cultural traditions are 
viewed as intrinsically valuable and beyond reproach, they 
may be uncritically promoted and enforced on citizens and 
offspring to their detriment. Anyone considering ‘cultural’ 

Jackson, Kabwasa-
Green & Herranz 2006; 
Ang and Van Dyne 
2008; Thin, Verma & 
Uchida 2017 



aspects of wellbeing analysis must also consider the 
possibility of cultural harm.  

Culturomics The study of trends in cultural values and attitudes, using 
lexicographic analysis of big linguistic corpuses; Google’s 
Ngram viewer is a prominent popular user-friendly tool for 
this. 

Leetaru 2011; Lansdall-
Welfare 2015; 
O’Sullivan, Duffy & 
Kelly 2017; Grant 2017 

Cyberemotions Feelings experienced and disclosed online. As we devote 
increasing proportions of our time and attention to virtual 
relationships, so the study and promotion of wellbeing must 
pay more attention to the distinctive ways of experiencing, 
discerning, and disclosing feelings online. Cyberemotions as 
indicated through words, images, or sounds also provide 
importance research data for exploring trends and geospatial 
patterns in emotional self-disclosure. 

Hoyst 2017  

Dashboard 
indicators 

Instead of providing aggregations of several indices, 
sometimes a dashboard of wellbeing measures is offered, 
allowing users to decide for themselves which indicators they 
are most interested in. 

Allin & Hand 2014; 
OECD 2017; Oxford 
Economics & 
Sainsburys UK Ltd, 
2018 

Dignity and 
respect 

This pair of concepts, both concerning relational and socially 
embedded aspects of wellbeing, has rapidly risen to 
prominence in policies and practices intended to improve 
organizational climates. They refer to esteem, to perceived 
esteem, and to the benign attitudes associated with these. 
Dignity is strongly linked with the belief in universal human 
worth, but sources and meanings of dignity are culturally and 
interpersonally variable: forms of work, roles, and 
relationships that seem undignified for one person, or in one 
country, are not necessarily undignified to all people in all 
countries.  

Debes 2017; Hodgkiss 
2018; Kostera & Pirson 
2017; Rosen 2012; Bal 
2017; Sieh & 
McGregor 2017 
 

Diversity As a social policy term closely related to social inclusion and 
social cohesion (q.v.), this refers to policies and practices 
relating to cultural differences among populations that share 
the same social space. Differences may be seen as generally 
desirable, generally problematic, or a mix. In modern societies 
diversity is promoted by multiculturalist and egalitarian 
policies at international, national, and local or organisational 
levels. 

Adams, Bell & Griffin 
2007; Ferdman 2013; 
Eira de Aquino, Tasso 
& Robertson 2018; 
Vincent, Neal & Iqbal 
2018; Gertz et al. 2018 

Downshifting, 
simplification, 
and frugalistic 
sufficientarianis
m 

Increasingly, the collective pursuit of wellbeing is understood 
to be threatened in the long term by unsustainable 
consumption, and already thwarted by inequalities related to 
status competition and greed. Frugalistic ideologies and 
lifestyles emphasise the possibility that we can individually 
and collectively flourish through adoption of more modest 
forms of production and consumption, and through lifestyles 
that are simpler, slower and more prosocial. Sufficientiarian 
values emphasise the importance of deliberately combating 
more-is-better ideologies, aiming instead at learning to be 
content with more modest earnings and achievements. People 
who ‘downshift’ their careers nearly always do so not just 
from negative motives, but for the positive reasons that they 
prefer to ‘upshift’ some other life domains, such as leisure, 
sociability, personal creativity, prosocial volunteering, or 
peacefulness. 

Saltzman 1991; 
Goulding & Reed 2010; 
Perkins & Craig 2010; 
Osbaldiston 2013 

Dying, dying According to the ‘peak-end’ rule, the quality of our Myerhoff 1978; 



with dignity, 
dying well  

experience at the end of an episode is given disproportionate 
salience in our assessment of our overall wellbeing. 
Extrapolating from this, it seems likely that our final hours or 
days may have exceptional evaluative significance. One 
interpretation of the famous aphorism ‘call no man happy 
until he is dead’ is that we ought, therefore, to try to arrange 
things so that people die as well as they can – not prolonging 
life beyond the painful or embarrassing loss of autonomy and 
dignity. The manner and place of our death matters a great 
deal for our anticipatory wellbeing, for our wellbeing at that 
time, and for the quality of our memories of loved ones. If 
people prefer to die at home rather than in hospital, a good 
society will facilitate this. Future social wellbeing requires 
that everyone, especially those who live in a society where 
most people survive to old age, should consider what kind of 
terminal process is desirable, and why. 

Kalanithi 2016; Mannix 
2018 

Ecological 
wellbeing, 
environmental 
wellbeing  

Clumsy terms referring to physical environment factors 
interacting with people’s bodies and minds so as to influence 
wellbeing. Like ‘economic wellbeing’, these terms logically 
imply that resources and environments are constituents of 
wellbeing, rather than merely causal factors. Although that 
isn’t usually what users of the terms intend, it is at least 
plausible that we might conceive of human wellbeing as being 
so closely bound up with nature that it is constituted rather 
than merely influenced by the physical environment. 

Brown & Kasser 2005; 
Jacob, Jovic & 
Brinkerhoff 2009; 
Grouzet & Lee 2014; 
Bouvier 2015; Patrick, 
Dooris & Poland 2016; 
Rodríguez-Rosa, 
Gallego-Álvarez & 
Vicente-Galindo 2017; 
Coles & Millman 2013;  
Cooper, Burton & 
Cooper 2014; Mcphie 
2019 

Economic 
wellbeing, 
financial 
wellbeing, 
material 
wellbeing, 
economic 
welfare  

These terms serve as shorthand for ‘having the means, 
particularly the money, to pursue wellbeing.’ In a sense they 
are misleading, because money and material resources are not 
constituents of personal wellbeing. On the other hand, money 
is better understood in the abstract, as a psychosocial 
abstraction representing personal worth and social trust. 
Psychologically, living well with money is as much about 
how with think as it is about how we earn, save and spend 
money. Money also has immensely important symbolic value 
as one of humanity’s most fascinating and useful inventions, 
and as both a proof and a cause of the generalised trust that 
facilitates massive-scale cooperation. 

Thiry 2015; Kempson, 
Finney & Poppe 2017; 
Warmath et al. 2018 

Egalitarianism Generalised disapproval of any kind of inequalities, often 
linked with preferences for remedial actions. Egalitarian 
views are always highly selective, often implicitly so, 
regarding unequal both the kinds of goods that matter (by 
default, income or wealth) and the kinds of people that matter 
(people perceived as innocent victims of unfair structural 
bias). Egalitarian beliefs and policies could be greatly 
improved by paying more careful attention to the wellbeing 
implications of distributions and deliberate redistributions of 
various kinds of goods and opportunities. 

O’Neill 2008; Lippert-
Rasmussen 2018; Dwan 
2018; Soltanpanah et al. 
2018; Audette et al. 
2018; Deaton et al. 
2019; Steckermeier & 
Delhey 2019 

Emotional 
labour/emotion 
work and 
emotion norms 

The term ‘emotional labour’, often sensibly softened to more 
neutral term ‘emotion work’, was coined by USA Marxist-
feminist sociologist Arlie Hochschild in her groundbreaking 
ethnography and critique of the training and subsequent 

Sakiyama 2009; Smith 
1992; Middleton 1989;  
Heise & Calhan 1995; 
Hochschild 1979, 1983; 



commercial ‘exploitation’ of women’s emotional versatility in 
the service of airlines (1983). This is a crucial concept for 
examining the psychological processes and outcomes of work. 
Many emotion work researchers don't share Hochschild’s 
sceptical assumptions about emotion work necessarily being 
exploitative or inauthentic. Nurses and teachers, for example, 
may in some senses be exploited and suffer emotional 
burnout, yet still experience lifelong pride in the important 
life-saving and life-enhancing emotion work that they 
perform. 

Thoits 2004; Grandey, 
Diefendorff & Rupp, 
2012; Theodosius 2008 
 

Empathy, 
compassion, 
empathetic 
learning, 
planning, and 
design  

Empathy, close in meaning to ‘sympathy’, refers to various 
ways in which our emotions seem to resonate with those of 
other people. Once we recognise the importance of self-
transcendence and the prevalence of interdependent self-
concepts in even the most ‘individualistic’ cultures, we cannot 
fail to recognise the centrality of empathetic capabilities to 
wellbeing. Originally, the empathy–sympathy distinction was 
that empathy meant ‘feeling into’ someone else, whereas 
sympathy meant ‘feeling with’. Today, few people bother 
with such a distinction. In normal usage a more important 
distinction is that empathy is less associated with feeling sorry 
for people, and more associated with a sense of emotional 
connection and of co-responsibility. 

Trout 2009; Hoffman 
2000; Annett & 
Berglund 2015; Kolko 
2014; Lee 2015; Liben 
2011; Oxley 2011; 
Pedwell 2014; Prinz 
2011; Zahavi 2015; 
Nester 2015 

Engagement, 
flow 

Terms like ‘employee engagement’, ‘citizen engagement’, and 
‘pupil/student engagement’ have been popularised as ways of 
describing active psychological wellbeing in particular roles 
and contexts. Positive psychologist Martin Seligman sees 
‘engagement’ as one of five main dimensions of his ‘PERMA’ 
model of flourishing, the others being pleasure, relationships, 
accomplishment and meaning. Since the 1970s there has been 
important research, mainly qualitative, on the concept of 
‘flow’ as originated by positive psychologist Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi, which refers to a condition that people 
achieve through total engagement in their activity such that 
they experience an optimal balance between challenge and 
skill, and typically they lose all sense of the passage of time. It 
is widely regarded as desirable to achieve flow in both work 
and leisure, but there is no obvious resolution to debates as to 
whether this is best understood as an exceptional state that is 
rarely enjoyed, or a common everyday part of a normal decent 
life.  

Albrecht 2011; 
Csikszentmihalyi 
1992/2002; Hart, 
Cotton & Scollay 2015 

Ethics, morality, 
virtue, moral 
psychology, 
moral sociology  

A ‘good life’ has two contrastable meanings. It can mean a 
life that is ‘prudentially good’, i.e. good for the wellbeing of 
the individual being considered. Or it can mean ‘morally 
good’, i.e. virtuous, a good example of a life well lived from a 
prosocial perspective. If there is a rival candidate to the 
‘happy life’ in the shortlist of human aspirations, it is to live a 
life of exemplary virtue, i.e. an ethical life. While some 
people emphasise trade-offs between virtue and happiness 
(even to the point of believing that to demonstrate how 
virtuous you are you must make deprive yourself of 
wellbeing), others emphasise synergies (arguing that looking 
after your own wellbeing is a crucial factor enabling you to 
living virtuously, or that virtuous living is a sure route to 
happiness). Introduction of ‘wellbeing’ or ‘happiness’ into 

Griffin 1986; Annas 
1995; Bok 1995/2002; 
Berg 2004; Brinkmann 
2011; Graça Da Silva, 
2018 



plans or conversations inevitably introduces an ethical or 
moral dimension, which is about what we think is valuable for 
people, and why, and what we can and should do to promote 
it. 

Eudaimonic Ancient Greek term for happiness or ‘spiritual wellbeing’ in 
the sense of living well. Unnecessary jargon, but very widely 
used in wellbeing scholarship. 

Vittersø 2016 

Everyday/ordina
ry/daily life, 
everyday 
activities  

If most self-report happiness surveys are valid, it seems that 
most people worldwide go about their daily lives in a state of 
at least a moderate satisfaction with life. This suggests that 
wellbeing research is mainly the study of ordinary rather than 
exceptional lives. 

Bhattacharjee & 
Mogilner 2014; 
Carlquist et al. 2017  

Experience 
sampling 
methods  

These randomly access people’s self-assessments in real time, 
so as to minimise bias in recalling events and feelings about 
them. A long-standing method is to use portable bleepers (or 
nowadays smartphones) to elicit responses at randomised 
moments. One variant on this is ‘ecological momentary 
assessment’ which adds in objective measures such as cortisol 
readings and information about environmental contexts to the 
momentary self-reports. A simpler method that isn’t reliant on 
technology is the ‘day reconstruction method’, which does 
rely on memory, but ideally only on the day itself. Online self-
reports not only provide information about the contexts from 
which emotional experience arises, they also give a different 
(and perhaps less internationally variable) version of self-
reported happiness than is retrieved using standard happiness 
surveys. A simpler and perhaps more humane alternative, 
though more subject to biased and piecemeal recall, is to ask 
respondents to keep emotion diaries recording what they see 
as the salient emotional experiences of each day, and 
providing information on how they arise. 

Csikszentmihalyi & 
Hunter 2003; Duncan 
& Grazzani-Gavazzi 
2004; Kahneman 2000; 
Krueger 2009; Palmier-
Claus 2019 
 

Externalism  A broad category of approaches to wellbeing that emphasises 
the importance of living conditions for wellbeing – i.e. bodily 
health, the socioeconomic environment, and the physical 
(built and natural) environment. By default, most governments 
and most kinds of organisation have pursued mainly 
‘externalist’ policies, seeing their roles mainly as the 
maintenance of law and order and the facilitation of 
production, trade, and distribution of goods. 

Ahuvia et al. 2015 

Fairness, Justice  Among the various social qualities that most people desire, 
one of the most prominent requirements is the experience of 
living in a fair society that gives people what they deserve, 
both in terms of processes (e.g. opportunities to take part, or 
fair trials) and outcomes (fair distribution of goods in relation 
to needs and efforts). Importantly, it is not just actual fairness 
that matters for wellbeing, but the subjective perception of it. 
Good societies are organised in such a way that justice is seen 
to be done, not simply done. This is of course an endless 
challenge, never finally achieved, not least because as any 
sports fans must know, the perception of fairness is always 
biased. Good-enough fairness is the best we can hope for. The 
sense of fairness is important both as a cause and a component 
of wellbeing. However, the concept of ‘belief in a just world’ 
may exaggerate the scope of our inbuilt wish for fairness, and 
consequently underestimate the potential conflicts between 

Prilleltensky 2012; 
Asma 2012; Hammack 
2018 



justice and wellbeing. 
Faith-based 
organisations  

A term better replaced by the clearer term ‘religious 
organisations’. FBO tends to be used as a euphemism by 
people who are – for reasons best known to themselves – 
reluctant to refer to ‘religious’ organisations as such. People 
who say ‘spiritual’ when they mean ‘religious’ tend also to 
use ‘faith’ as another elusive term. In neither case is it valid to 
restrict ‘faith’ to these narrow meanings, because having 
‘faith’ is not unique to religious people, and conversely 
organisations that have strong religious roots don’t base all of 
their thinking on faith. Religious organisations have important 
roles in all countries for the collective pursuit of wellbeing, 
but can also be partisan and divisive. Collaborative fostering 
of wellbeing requires a sense of common purpose and values 
that transcends cultural divisions, including the general 
divisions between ‘other-worldly’ and ‘this-worldly’ value 
orientations, and between religious and secular forms of faith, 
aspiration, and hope. 

Jackson-Elmoore, Hula 
& Reese 2014; Miller-
Perrin & Mancuso 
2014; Manuel & 
Glatzer 2018 

Family 
wellbeing, family 
quality of life, 
quality of family 
life 

If social relationships are recognised to be top of most 
people’s lists of factors that influence wellbeing, family 
relationships are everywhere the most important kinds of 
relationships for most people. Although family structures are 
highly variable worldwide, and have been subject to major 
changes in most countries over the past century, most people 
owe much of their wellbeing to some kind of close-knit 
domestic group at most stages of their lives. As the most 
important social unit for most people’s wellbeing, the family 
must be central to exploration of how prospects for wellbeing 
develop. The concept of family wellbeing, however, logically 
refers to something different to its instrumental role in 
fostering wellbeing of individuals. Like ‘community 
wellbeing’ and ‘social wellbeing’, it suggests that wellbeing 
can be a property of groups and relationships, not just of 
individuals. If so, family wellbeing is something different 
from merely an aggregation of the wellbeing of all members 
of the family. The goodness or badness of a family is an 
attribute not just of the individual members, but of the 
relationships between them, and in the collective unit. 

Hartas 2014; Landry & 
Cooper 2014; Minguez 
2012; Engster & 
Stensöta 2011; 
Huntington 2014; 
Maatta & Uusiautti 
2012; Roberts, Brophy 
& Bacon 2009; 
Tammelin 2018 
 

Fatalism This is the generalised disbelief in free will – the idea that 
your destiny is wholly or largely beyond your influence. It is 
one of the most crucial concepts in analysis of cultural 
influences on wellbeing. Throughout human history, versions 
of fatalism have doubtless served as collective learned 
responses to awareness of the limitations of our ability to 
control events. Fatalism is evident in the widespread use of 
terms like ‘happiness’, ‘Glück’, and ‘fortune’, which imply 
that wellbeing is a matter of chance rather a product of 
deliberate effort. There are also associated conceptual 
discourses in many cultural traditions that associate wellbeing 
with forces beyond our control, and which restrain individual 
self-betterment by casting suspicion on conspicuous personal 
success. Long-term suppression of personal agency has long-
term effects of ‘learned helplessness’. Positive psychologists 
advocate instruction in ‘locus of control’ to enhance 
individuals’ sense of personal agency and free will. 

Foster 1965; Day & 
Maltby 2003; Díaz et 
al. 2015; Dixon & 
Frolova 2011; Fischer 
& Todd 2015; Hill 
2011 Macé & Le Lec 
2011; Mele 2006; 
Mikulincer 1994; Oishi 
et al. 2013; Peterson, 
Maier & Seligman 
1993; Ruiu 2013; Sung 
2002; Stavraki 2015; 
Teodorescu & Erev 
2014; Wu 2005; Young 
2011 
 



Felicitators Those individuals, or places, that serve as nodes for 
contagious happiness – either deliberately or without realising 
it. Most of us have encountered some people who seem 
obviously to spread goodwill and good feelings, and to benefit 
those around them or others within their sphere of influence.  

Helliwell 2011 

Focus group 
research  

In many ways people are more communicative and clearer 
about their views when talking in groups than in one-to-one 
interviews. When groups of people collaborate in constructive 
discussion of problems, plans, or visions for a better future, 
they reveal the power of interaction in fostering creative 
thinking about wellbeing. Participatory research methods that 
harness the collaborative creativity of groups can not only 
produce knowledge that goes well beyond the expected 
themes of a research or evaluation plan, but can also be 
intrinsically valuable insofar as participants’ lives are enriched 
by the experience. 

Bloor et al. 2001; 
Hennink & Leavy 
2014; Bader & Rossi 
1996/2002; Hennink 
2007; Krueger & King 
1998; Puchta & Potter 
2004; Tonkiss 2017; 
Wilkinson 2007/2015; 
Barbour & Morgan 
2017 

Freedom, 
liberty, 
liberation 
psychology 

Freedom has long been one of the core purposes of social 
reform movement, since it is assumed that people live less 
well if their freedoms are constrained. By default, freedom 
tends to mean ‘negative freedom’ from constraints imposed 
on them. It can also, more positively, refer to the active 
freedom to pursue goals. Positive freedom is close in meaning 
to ‘capability’. Freedom is widely regarded as being 
intrinsically valuable – something enjoyed for itself, and not 
just for the instrumental value of the ensuing benefits from 
enhanced achievements.  

Sen 1999; Harrington, 
Boski & Gelfand 2015; 
Orford 1992/2008; 
Montero 2009; 
Hernández-Plaza et al. 
2010; Sunstein 2019 

Friendship, 
befriending, and 
social support 

Although people vary in their preference or need for 
friendship, most humans can’t flourish without several close 
friends and a much larger number of more casual friends. 
Many philosophers and social thinkers, most notably 
Aristotle, have argued that friendship is the purest, most non-
instrumental kind of relationship. Friendship is intrinsically 
valuable as a core component of the good life, but friendships 
also have instrumental value as facilitators of health-giving 
behaviour, relaxation, information flow, and various kinds of 
social support. Close friendships are at the core of relational 
wellbeing. For most people, throughout most of life, 
friendship seems to happen ‘naturally’ although in practice it 
is often helped along by parents, teachers, carers, and leaders 
of leisure and sports organisations. For people left temporarily 
bereft of friends, friendship can be deliberately organised 
through formal or informal befriending and mentoring in the 
community or in the workplace; one to one or in groups; face 
to face or by phone or online. Friendliness interventions are 
important kinds of wellbeing promotion. 

Demir 2015; Roffey 
2012; Bradbury & 
Lavner 2012; Colley 
2009; Collins 2010; 
Cooper & Whitebread 
2007; Cordier& Wilson 
2014; Eby & Allen 
2012; Hamm & 
Faircloth 2005; Kim & 
Lee 2011; McGowan, 
Saintas & Gill 2009; 
Mentoring and 
Befriending Foundation 
2010; Nabi, Prestin & 
So 2013; Spencer & 
Pahl 2006; Wadsworth 
& Markman 2012; 
Thoits 2011 

Fun morality 
versus 
prohibition and 
hedonophobic 
culture 

‘Fun’, which originally meant fooling and joking, has today 
become a catch-all term for relaxed enjoyment, including 
many activities that are in part enjoyed because they entail 
risk of physical or mental harms as well as social disapproval. 
Because fun often leads to illness and disappointment as well 
as presenting challenges to social order, all human cultures 
have always suppressed various forms of fun. The enjoyment 
of sex, music, laughter, and intoxication, for example, have 
tended to be heavily constrained in many cultures. Genital 
mutilation of boys and girls persists in most countries 

Wolfenstein 1951; 
Fincham 2016; 
Joshanloo & Weijers 
2014; McKee 2016; 
Allen 2014; Bayat 
2007; Glick 2005; 
Johnson 2010; Kekes 
2008; Snowdon 2011; 
Kennaway 2012 
 



worldwide, having evolved largely due to disapproval of the 
harmless fun of masturbation. Social reformers often have to 
combat institutionalised hedonophobia (disapproval of fun) 
that has long outlived the context in which it was devised. 
‘Fun morality’ refers to emerging modern forms of fun-
respecting attitudes, through which fun can become not just an 
occasional ritualised treat, but a lifelong pursuit.  

Gender, and 
gender reform 

Gender refers to two closely related kinds of difference: 
between biological male and female characteristics 
(commonly also referred to as ‘sex’), and between cultural 
doctrines and practices of masculinity and femininity (relating 
to individuals, or to collectivities or activities). Gender also 
refers to doctrines and practices influencing relations between 
men and women, such as beliefs concerning unequal worth or 
capability; different aptitudes and role suitability; 
complementarities; and the desirability of gender segregation 
for some purposes. All of these are culturally variable but also 
strongly influenced by biology. Hence gender influences 
wellbeing in many ways, both at individual and collective 
levels. And consequently gender reforms are among the most 
important components in strategies for promoting social 
wellbeing. 

Eriksen 2011; Harris, 
Galvez & Machado 
2009; Addabbo 2010; 
Bradley & Longman, 
2016; Mehta & Strough 
2009; Rosenfield & 
Mouzon 2013; 
Seymour, Smith & 
Torres 2014; Stevenson 
& Wolfers 2009; 
Williams 2016 

Goals, 
anticipation and 
motivation  

Motivation theory (what people desire and pursue) and 
aspiration theory (what people hope for and how this interacts 
with their feelings about what they get or achieve) are central 
to understanding wellbeing. Happiness, and psychological 
wellbeing more generally, is in large part dependent on the 
ongoing relationships between goals, anticipation and 
motivation on the one hand, and progress, achievements, and 
outcomes on the other. In other words, subjective wellbeing is 
a function of relationships between the past, present, and 
future. To some extent, deliberate consideration and 
modification of people’s goals, expectations, and motivations 
must play key roles in the promotion of wellbeing. There is, 
however, no general consensus on what kinds of goals and 
motives are best. For example individualists favour the 
adoption of ‘authentic’ or ‘self-determined’ motives whereas 
collectivists favour adopting motives associated with 
traditions and the common good. Optimists favour 
challenging and positive goals, whereas pessimists favour 
more cautious, defensive goals that lower expectations so as 
to avoid disappointment. 

Elliot 2013; Schmuck 
& Sheldon 2001; Kelly, 
Mansell & Wood 2015; 
Klug & Maier 2015; 
Lau et al. 2015; 
Margitics & Pauwlik 
2010 

Gratitude As a set of relational dispositions and practices, gratitude is a 
key social and cultural component of wellbeing, along with 
related factors like savouring, acceptance, forgiveness, 
reconciliation, and restitutive legal processes. There are two 
main ways in which gratitude contributes to wellbeing. First, 
as a form of savouring or reminiscence, the feeling of 
gratitude extends the enjoyment of an experience over time. 
Secondly, interactive public gratitude produces relational and 
social goods, strengthening the bonds between people. 

Emmons 2007; Lomas 
et al. 2014; Chen, Chen 
& Tsai 2012; Danner, 
Snowdon & Friesen 
2001; Froh, Sefick & 
Emmons 2008; 
McCullough, Emmons 
& Tsang 2002 

Gross National 
Happiness  

Originally a semi-serious quip by the new young king of 
Bhutan to an Indian journalist in the 1970s, the GNH concept 
grew from a simple reminder about ultimate values to a slogan 
which has captured the imagination of the world. As scholars 

Centre for 
Development Studies 
2017; Brooks 2013; 
www.grossnationalhap



and planners in Bhutan have in recent years tried to convert 
the slogan into a substantial set of evaluative criteria for 
judging national progress, it has become clear that ‘happiness’ 
is being stretched in Bhutan to refer not only to a much 
broader set of wellbeing domains other than mental joys and 
satisfactions, but also to serve as a justification for a strong 
policy emphasis on traditional culture and communitarian 
values. 

piness.com 

Happiness  Happiness is a uniquely English term with a complicated 
history and a bewildering multitude of meanings and 
associations, some of which are mutually contradictory. It 
therefore has no direct counterpart in any other language, and 
it is far too complex and various in meanings to be called a 
single ‘concept’. It is best understood as a general term for 
prudential evaluation of how well people’s lives are going – 
that is, whether their lives are good for them, and whether 
they are enjoying their lives. Happiness carries strong 
connotations of mental wellbeing, and some people suggest 
that since ‘happiness’ has in normal usage become associated 
with fleeting emotions, it is confusing as a term for the good 
life. Two strong counterarguments are that no serious 
conception of the good life would exclude the enjoyment of 
good feelings, and no one who recognises that happiness is 
about lives and not just moments could fail to appreciate that 
happiness is about social and environmental engagements and 
narratives, not just about private momentary feelings. 

David, Boniwell & 
Ayers 2013; Oishi et al. 
2013; Raibley 2012; 
Rodogno 2014; 
Seligman 2011 

Happiness 
Adjusted Life 
Years, Happy 
Life Expectancy  

The concept of HALYs is best understood as both a highly 
persuasive thought experiment and – more controversially – a 
practical suggestion for making statistical comparisons of 
wellbeing of populations. The idea was devised by the leading 
European happiness researcher Ruut Veenhoven. He argues 
that if we want to know more about how well people live in 
different parts of the world, we should combine available 
statistics on longevity and self-reported happiness to arrive at 
a rough and ready calculation of the average number of 
‘happy life years’ – shorthand for happiness-adjusted life 
years – people enjoy. This is a significant modification of the 
concept of ‘Quality Adjusted Life Years’ (QALYs) that has 
become influential in medical ethics. It has never caught on as 
a viable research concept. Like all aggregations it involves 
questionable judgements about the relative importance of 
different factors. Only individuals themselves could know 
(and most probably don’t know) whether they would be better 
off living a very long but only moderately happy life, or a 
moderately long but very happy life.  

Veenhoven 2005; 
Lozano 2019; Costa de 
Souza & Chaves Rêgo 
2018; Lutz et al. 2018; 
Bericat & Jiménez-
Rodrigo 2019 

Healthy cities  This term is obviously shorthand for ‘health-facilitating 
cities’, i.e. those cities, or specific kinds of urban 
environmental arrangements, that seem to correlate with 
healthy populations. It can also refer to the healthy 
populations themselves, insofar as a ‘city’ means not just the 
infrastructure but also the people themselves and their 
lifestyles. In principle, it can serve as an extremely important 
and helpful response to the declinist pessimism about the 
many apparently detrimental effects of urbanisation. As the 
world as a whole becomes more urbanised, and with many 

Edwards & Tsouros 
2008; Frumkin 2003; 
Galea & Vlahov 2005; 
Hillsdon, Foster & 
Jones 2006; Corburn 
2009; Verderber 2012 



new urban areas remaining to be developed to accommodate 
the massive expansion of urban populations in many 
countries, the concept of healthy cities can supply an inspiring 
rubric for wellbeing-focused policy, planning and modelling 
of causality. 

Healthy 
environments 

A ‘healthy environment’ is shorthand for an environment 
which gives people a good chance of living well. The term 
smacks of environmental determinism, so researchers must 
bear in mind that environmental influences on wellbeing are 
always mediated through social and mental interactive 
processes. Plenty of people fail to take advantage of the 
environmental goods available to them. By default, 
‘environments’ refers to physical environments such as 
‘natural’ or ‘green’ environments, landscapes, paths and 
buildings, but sociocultural environments such as office or 
school climates can also be more or less good for health. 
Since both ‘health’ and ‘environment’ are strongly associated 
with pathological orientations, when adopting a wellbeing 
lens in environmentalism we need to work hard to emphasise 
positivitity.  

Sagy, Eriksson & 
Braun-Lewensohn 
2015; Alcock et al. 
2014; Hartig et al. 
2010; Lachowycz & 
Jones 2013; Richardson 
et al. 2013; Souter-
Brown 2014; Shortt et 
al. 2010; Sternberg 
2009; Summers et al. 
2012; Warber et al. 
2013 
 

Healthy societies 
and communities  

Unlike ‘healthy cities’, these terms clearly refer to 
demographic or social factors, in rural or urban areas, that 
constitute or influence wellbeing. They support recognition 
that health is socially contagious and demographically 
patterned. But these terms should not be taken to imply that 
the meaningful patterning of human social influence takes the 
form of groups or spatial entities. In practice, social networks 
may be the most important influences on some facets of 
individuals’ wellbeing. For example, medical research has 
often shown that the most important vectors for disease or for 
unhealthy behaviours may be networks linked to particular 
human or physical nodes – key individuals, or key points of 
contact such as a water pump, a toilet, or a food outlet. 

Howard 2002; 
Butterfoss 2007; Singer 
2009; Christakis & 
Fowler 2010; Cattell 
2011; Lippman 2018; 
Holman & Walker 
2018 

Hedonic, 
hedonistic 

Correctly used, these terms refer to pleasure – any kind of 
pleasure – as a value. A ‘hedonist’ in this sense is someone 
who makes pleasure their core value. In common usage, 
unfortunately, people forget the full diversity of pleasures and 
wrongly imagine that a hedonist values only short-lived, 
animalistic, trivial, or disparaged pleasures. Many wellbeing 
researchers also make the mistake of contrasting ‘hedonic’ 
(pleasurable) with ‘eudaimonic’ (virtuous or excellent) 
conceptions of wellbeing, when in fact the two overlap greatly 
since no serious conception of a good life would be fail to 
include diverse forms of pleasure. 

Feldman 2004; Sumner 
1996; Deci & Ryan 
2006; Tännsjö 2007; 
Veenhoven 2003 

Human 
Development 
Index and the 
‘capabilities 
approach’  

Originally introduced polemically as an complementary 
alternative to GDP, the HDI is closely associated with the 
rather vague but highly influential philosophy of ‘capabilities’ 
proposed by economist Amartya Sen. The core point about the 
‘capabilities’ and ‘human development’ approaches to 
wellbeing is that we should evaluate wellbeing by looking 
beyond instrumental goods (such as money) towards people’s 
opportunities to achieved valued outcomes. A subsidiary point 
of the approach is that although happiness is an important 
capability, self-reported happiness may be an unhelpful 
indicator in situations where people’s aspirations are 

Sen 1993; Alkire 2008; 
Deneulin 2006; Burchi 
& De Muro 2016; 
Deneulin 2014; 
Qizilbash 2013 



suppressed by unfair situations. 
Individualism Cultural individualism is a very broad label often used in 

generalisations about the political ideologies and cultural 
suppositions of the ‘West’ and of ‘modernity’. The main 
components are: a moral argument about the importance of 
autonomous agency of the individual in choosing how to live 
and how to judge the quality of her or his own life; and a 
psychological supposition that feelings are primarily personal, 
internal processes rather than intersubjective or ecological 
ones.  

Ahuvia 2002; Boom 
2014; Chirkov et al. 
2003; Christopher & 
Hickinbottom 2008; 
Zamagni 2005 

Instrumental 
goods 

Things (e.g. money) or achievements (e.g. academic 
attainments) whose value is mainly good for the sake of 
something else. ‘Instrumental justification’ points beyond the 
thing in question to the expected benefits. ‘Instrumentalism’ is 
an attitude which treats things or people as means to achieving 
one’s own goals. 

Fowers 2012 

  



Intentional 
living 

An ‘intentional community’ is a settled group of people who 
collectively choose lifestyles and social institutions that reflect 
deliberative choice based on explicit value declarations, 
usually for the sake of sustainable wellbeing. ‘Living 
deliberately’, a phrase coined by Henry Thoreau in Walden, is 
about making conscious life choices based on moral theories 
of the good life and of social and environmental 
responsibility. The importance of living with meaning or 
purpose was given a renewed impetus in psychology 
following publication of Viktor Frankl’s Man’s Search for 
Meaning. This can be measured using e.g. the Purpose in Life 
questionnaire. Related terms include the ‘purpose-driven life’, 
‘living intentionally’, ‘values-led’, ‘meaning-in-life’, and 
‘intentional lifestyle’. 

Thoreau 1854/2004; 
Frankl (1959/1984); 
Brown 2002; Lau 2015; 
Kaplin & Anzaldi 
2015; Grinde 2018 

Interactionist 
approaches to 
wellbeing 

Wellbeing is neither a simple product of benign living 
conditions (as ‘externalist’ explanations have it) nor 
something produced by the mind alone (as the ‘internalism’ 
favoured by self-help psychology and some aspects of 
religious traditions), but rather a product of complex 
interactions, over time, between mind, body, and social and 
physical environments. Various interactionist theories spread 
over more than a century of social psychology and sociology 
have been loosely labelled ‘symbolic interactionist’. What 
they share in common is an interest in the ways selves and 
identities emerge through interactions with social structures 
and cultural environments. In Russian psychology, the 
‘activity theory’ approach developed by Lev Vygotsky and 
others has allowed for complex modelling of how 
psychological wellbeing or illbeing is produced through 
interactions between people, and between humans and their 
environments. Selves develop through three kinds of 
interaction: empirical (or subject–object) interaction occurs 
when a mind interacts with objects in the external world; 
intersubjective interaction happens when two minds interact 
(through conversations, online correspondence, gestures, 
empathy, etc.); and internal (or intrasubjective) intractions 
within an individual’s mind, as in self-talk and self-
persuasion. 

Ahuvia et al. 2016; 
Blumer 1969; Wertsch 
1985; Denzin 1992; 
Baltes & Staudinger 
1996; Engestrom et al. 
1999; Doidge 2007; 
Nowak, Winkowska-
Nowak and Brée 2013; 
Jacobsen 2017 

Interdependent 
self, collective 
self  

Cross-cultural happiness researchers have often pointed out 
that Western psychology tends to assume the dominance of 
the idea of individual uniqueness and self-determination as 
cultural values, whereas in many other culture areas around 
the world ‘collectivist’ values are emphasised too, or instead. 
In such contexts, the dominant conceptualisation of self, at 
least in some contexts, may emphasise interdependence and 
the blurring of boundaries between individuals and wider 
social entities. Where this occurs there may be restrictions on 
the valuation of not only independent individual self-
construal, but also on the experience and display of personal 
happiness, since this may be associated with selfishness or 
unacceptable individualism. Even in Western psychology, 
however, there is widespread recognition of the importance of 
self-transcendence for psychological health, i.e. of recognition 
that we aren’t really private islands, that even our thoughts 
and emotions aren’t entirely our own, and that we are part of 

Cross, Gore and Morris 
2003; Costa & Wilson 
O’Leary 2015; 
Hitokoto & Uchida 
2015; Murray & 
Holmes 2011; 
Carpendale 2014 



wider social and environmental processes. Some kinds of 
activity and context, such as crowd celebrations, or 
communing with nature, or collective crises, tend to promote 
self-transcendence and interdependent self-construal. 

Internalism  In philosophy, ‘internalism’ means that mental action happens 
only inside the brain. In wellbeing studies, it has a 
significantly different meaning, referring to the belief that 
most of the interesting action in pursuit of wellbeing is 
internal to the individual. This version of internalism refers to 
a broad category of approaches to wellbeing that emphasises 
the power of the mind to understand, enhance, and modify 
itself, and thereby (in some ‘inside-out’ versions of 
internalism) to influence the body and even the external 
sociocultural and physical environment. Ascetic disciplines 
through the ages have tended to emphasise internalism, 
though many have also promoted more ‘externalist’ 
approaches such as bodily discipline, deliberate bodily neglect 
or self-torture, and environmental modification or relocation. 
Although most governance has focused on external factors, 
there have always been internalist elements to most forms of 
national and local governance, such as the use of religious 
traditions and rituals relating to mental processing, and the use 
of schools to promote particular beliefs and attitudes.  

Doidge 2007; Zahavi 
2008; Ahuvia et al. 
2016; Sellars 2016 

Intrinsic or 
ultimate value 

Values which are good in themselves (e.g. happiness, love) 
rather than for the sake of something else (even though these 
intrinsic goods may also have instrumental value). 

Rønnow-Rasmussen & 
Zimmerman 2005  

Just world 
beliefs 

Self-justification is an important personal motive which also 
has collective counterparts in the justification of social 
structures and states of affairs. ‘Belief in a just world’ refers 
to optimistic or self-justificatory attitudes that people 
generally get what they deserve in life. In the self-focused 
version, a person believes that he or she gets what they 
deserve. This can be personally empowering, insofar as it 
encourages confident belief in one’s own responsibility for 
life achievements. It can also be good for wellbeing, insofar as 
it supports comforting sense of living in a fair society. 
Although in this sense contrastable with fatalism, it shares 
with fatalism an association with some kinds of conservative 
thinking. For example, if people believe that life outcomes are 
equally deserved by winners and losers, this inhibits 
recognition of unfair discrimination and misfortune, 
encourages victim-blaming, and discourages support for 
compensatory redistributions. Conversely, belief in an unjust 
world, like fatalism, may contribute to apathy and immoral 
behaviour.  

Lerner 1980; Dalbert 
2001; Kamble & 
Dalbert 2012; Sutton, 
Stoeber & Kamble 
2017 

Kindness Being nice to other people depends to some extent on 
recognition of their fellow humanity. This is implied in the 
etymological link between the words ‘kindness’, 
‘humankind’, and ‘kindred’, but implicitly denied by the term 
‘altruism’. Probably this explains why so many people find 
the concept of altruism suspect and so few people question the 
existence of kindness. As well as being a widely used 
personality trait at individual level, kindness (along with 
related concepts like generosity, altruism, considerateness, 
empathy, and politeness) is also a recognisable quality of 

Phillips & Taylor, 
2009; Cotterill et al. 
2011; Dunn, Aknin, & 
Norton, 2008; Glomb et 
al. 2011; Layous et al. 
2012; Lewellyn Jones, 
1998; Otake et al 2006; 
Weinstein, Przybylski, 
& Ryan, 2009; Gibb & 
Rahman, 2018; 



communities, organisations, places, and kinds of interaction. 
Kindness is a core social wellbeing concept, because it is 
social as well as individual; it benefits both parties in kindly 
interactions; and it can be deliberately fostered. The mis-
labelled concept of ‘random acts of kindness’ (they are rarely 
random, but it generally means ‘no-strings-attached acts of 
kindness to strangers’) has recently been popularised in many 
countries worldwide as a fun and potentially beneficial and 
cheap wellbeing intervention. 

Sanderson & 
McQuilkin 2017; 
Cotney & Banerjee 
2019; Unwin 2018; 
Wallace & Thurman 
2018, Rowland & 
Curry 2018; Brownlie 
& Anderson 2017 

Leisure  Although most people think of leisure as being intrinsically 
good, the concept of ‘positive leisure’ has been developed to 
emphasise the benefits of more deliberate, planned, 
cumulative engagements in leisure that foster personal growth 
and social engagement. Similarly, ‘serious leisure’ has been 
proposed as the core theme of a new sub-discipline of 
‘positive sociology’. 

Stebbins 2009; Brown 
& Juhlin 2015; Freire 
2013; Kuykendall, Tay 
& Ng 2015; Stebbins & 
Davidson 2011; 
Stromberg 2009 

Lifestyles and 
lifestyle 
interventions  

‘Lifestyle’ is a loose concept for patterns of personal or 
collective preferences, choices, and activities, and how these 
manifest in time allocations and in interactions between 
domains of life and between mind, body, society, and 
environment. In medicine, therapy, and social work, ‘lifestyle 
interventions’ use planned personal or collective (e.g. family) 
behaviour change to achieve wellbeing enhancements, or to 
prevent or mitigate illhealth, for example through dietary 
change, reduced drug use, sleep hygiene, constructive leisure 
activities, and exercise. Lifestyle overlaps with both ‘way of 
life’ and ‘livelihood’, but tends to carry a nuance of 
voluntarism and puts more emphasis on leisure activities and 
consumption habits than these concepts do.  

Kekes 2008; Rippe 
2012; Apostu 2013; 
Benson & Osbaldiston 
2014; Blyton et al. 
2010; Henderson 2012; 
Kaseva 2015; König 
2012; Sagner 2014; 
Sulkunen 2009; 
Vallgårda 2011; Grinde 
2015 

Liveable cities Counterintuitively, the term ‘liveable’ is much more strongly 
associated with aspirational planning and wellbeing than with 
mere survival or adequacy. It’s about really excellent cities, 
not just about cities in which people can survive. In other 
words ‘liveable’ is a positive term, like ‘readable’, and isn’t to 
be taken literally. As in all social planning, however, there are 
tendencies to emphasise urban pathologies. A related term is 
‘age-friendly cities’, which has become the normal 
euphemism for taking old people’s wellbeing into 
consideration in urban planning. It is also worth noting that 
terms like ‘liveable city’, ‘liveable neighbourhood’, and 
‘community vitality’ point towards more holistic analysis and 
planning than is the case with terms like ‘healthy city’. 

Gehl 2010; Jacobs 
1961; Montgomery 
2013; Appleyard 1981; 
Bigio & Dahiya 2004; 
Carter & Walters 2013; 
Ewing & Clemente 
2013; Hollis 2013; 
Itaba 2016 
 

Loneliness, 
social isolation  

Although loneliness is a source of illbeing in all cultures, 
many people have argued that modernity has ushered in major 
new causes of loneliness, such as social fragmentation due to 
migration, urban sprawl, and the spread of single-occupancy 
detached residences, as well as the spread of attitudes that 
foster unrealistic faith in individualistic independence. These 
factors, cultural pessimists argue, have fostered a ‘loneliness 
epidemic’ in modern post-industrial societies. Optimists 
counter that there are many new opportunities for social 
engagement emerging, particularly with the rise of online 
social media, and that the loneliness epidemic is a myth. 
There are also debates about the relative importance of 
subjectivity: loneliness is the subjective experience of feeling 

Pinker 2014; Griffin 
2010; André 2000; 
Collins & Wrigley 
2014; Gore 2014; 
Eckermann 2013; 
Fischer 2011; Heylen 
2010; Margalit 2010; 
Perissinotto, Stijacic & 
Covinsky 2012; Victor, 
Scambler & Bond 
2008; Weiss, Westerhof 
& Bohlmeijer 2013 



inadequately connected to other people through social 
relationships, and this raises important questions about the 
degree to which loneliness is caused by ‘objective’ decline in 
quantity and quality of relationships, or by ‘subjective’ 
attitudes.  

Longevity, life 
expectancy  

Longevity means how long people actually live. It is the most 
important and most reliable indicator of social wellbeing. 
There is no stronger proof of modern social progress than the 
irrefutable evidence of spectacular improvements in longevity 
achieved worldwide over the past 100 years. ‘Life 
expectancy’ is a research term for estimations of how long 
people can expect to live, based on current longevity data – 
normally referring to populations, although individual life 
expectancy can also be estimated by adding further 
information on personal characteristics such as residence, 
wealth, health, and lifestyle. Surprisingly, neither longevity 
nor life expectancy are commonly mentioned in discussions of 
wellbeing policy and wellbeing assessment, most of which is 
focused on how well people are living at any one time.  

Butler & Jasmin 2012; 
Farrant 2010 

Longitudinal 
(diachronic) 
studies 

Any research that tracks people over a significant period is 
‘longitudinal’ or ‘diachronic’. A subcategory of these studies 
is ‘cohort’ studies which track a group or demographic 
category of people who have some specific temporal 
experience in common that makes them in some sense a 
cohort or generation, such as being born in the same year or 
entering college at the same time. When the collection of 
longitudinal information is planning systematically in advance 
of the time elapsing, the information is called ‘panel data’. 
But longitudinal research can also be done retrospectively, as 
in the secondary interpretation of personal diary records or life 
narratives. High-profile examples of planned longitudinal 
studies of wellbeing include the Framington Heart Study, the 
English Longitudinal Study of Ageing, the Lothian Birth 
Cohort Study, the Whitehall cohort study, and George 
Vaillant’s Harvard Study of Adult Development. Since most 
wellbeing research is ‘snapshot’ (or ‘cross-sectional’) research 
of how well people are living at any one time, longitudinal 
studies provide important opportunities to move closer to 
understanding the causal pathways to wellbeing. 

Danner, Friesen & 
Collier 2008; Alcock et 
al. 2014; Diener & 
Chan 2011; Gale et al. 
2014; Kokko et al. 
2013; Martin et al. 
2014; Nowok et al. 
2013; Okely & Gale, 
2015; Schuller et al. 
2012; Yap, Anusic & 
Lucas 2014 

Love  A loose and emotionally-charged term for the experience of 
feeling strong and mostly positive connections to other 
people. It can also refer to unrequited passion and 
disconnection. Despite its obvious importance at personal, 
relational, and social level, in the modern era systematic 
scholarly treatment of love has been remarkably sparse until 
very recently. For example, anthropologists and sociologists 
have for the most part studied close bonds without even trying 
to make systematic sense of the feelings associated with those 
bonds.  

Simpson & Campbell 
2013; Borelli et al. 
2015; Bennett 2000; 
Kansky 2018; Pharo 
2015; Rusu 2018; 
Pileggi Pawelski & 
Pawelski 2018; 
Roberson et al. 2018; 
Bucher et al. 2018; 
Earp & Savalescu 2018 

Marriage, 
marital quality, 
and marital 
equality  

There is now copious and varied research from many 
countries confirming the benefits of marriage to happiness, 
health and longevity, and noting the importance of marital 
qualities, good cultural and legal support, and equalities. This 
research provides important complementarity to the already 
substantial research on marital dysfunctions, divorce, and 

Roberson et al. 2018; 
Bucher et al. 2018; 
Roberson et al. 2018; 
DeMaris 2018; 
Gustavson et al. 2015; 
Carr et al. 2014; 



associated pathologies. Loosely defined, marriage means 
long-term formalised relational commitments, often but not 
always linked with cohabitation, sexual relations, mutual care, 
procreation, childrearing, productive collaboration, and 
property sharing. Such bonds are culturally universal but 
highly variable. Given the importance of all of these for social 
wellbeing, marriage rules and norms are some of our most 
crucial social institutions. Marriage has important spillover 
effects on all domains of personal wellbeing, family 
wellbeing, working life, and social quality. 

Vanassche, Swicegood 
& Matthijs 2013; Steil 
1997; Wadsworth 2016; 
Perelli�Harris & Styrc 
2018; Blekesaune 2018; 
Demaris 2018; Ogolsky 
et al. 2019 
 

Materialism and 
postmaterialism 

Until recently, the normal scholarly sense of ‘materialism’ 
was the idea that physical processes (natural environments, 
built environments, tools, bodies) have strong influence on 
cultural and social processes. Confusingly, positive 
psychologists and consumption studies scholars have 
popularised a very different sense, referring to the love of (or 
even addiction to) money and the things that money can buy. 
This is unhelpful. Money is better understood as a symbolic 
abstraction rather than as a material thing. And in any case, 
many of the most important things money buys aren’t 
material. In wellbeing discourse, concerns about ‘materialism’ 
in this sense tend to be about the possibly adverse social and 
psychological effects that derive from combinations between 
status anxiety, obsessive purchasing, and an unhealthy degree 
of interest in money-related motives. ‘Post-materialism’ is 
about how an ‘abundance mentality’ (q.v.) allows us to free 
up mental space for interests that transcend basic provisioning 
and status competition. 

Inglehart 1977, 2018; 
Kasser 2002; Inglehart 
et al. 2008; Delhey 
2010; Dittmar et al. 
2014; Ng & Diener 
2014; Basáñez & 
Inglehart 2016 

Measurability 
bias  

One of the perverse, unintended outcomes from an interest in 
quantification is to steer attention towards those proxy 
indicators that lend themselves to numerical representation, 
instead of towards learning more directly about what really 
matters. Particularly when indicators become targets, either 
explicitly so (e.g. the set of numerical targets associated with 
the Millennium Development Goals) or only implicitly so (as 
in most uses of GDP), they introduce a bias in policy and 
practice towards bringing about measurable changes, rather 
than bringing about changes may be more important but 
harder to measure. 

Muller 2018; Thin 2016 

Mental health  Popular but unhelpful euphemism for mental illness, e.g. in 
phrases like ‘mental health issues’ and ‘mental health 
strategy’. There are three main kinds of trigger for diagnosis 
of ‘mental illness’: dysfunction (loss of functional capability); 
distress (pain or adverse emotional experience) and disorder 
(threat to predictability or safety at personal or public levels). 
These three may or not be combined in the same person, or 
mental illness event or process. Conversely, the wellbeing of 
people suffering mental illness can be recuperated in any of 
these three ways – by recovering capabilities in the hope that 
people will function better; removing distress so that people 
feel better; or reducing disorder so that personal, family and 
public order and security are recovered. Logically, ‘mental 
health’ ought to mean the same as ‘mental wellbeing’ or 
‘psychological wellbeing’ and it is possible that it could one 
day be recaptured for this useful purpose. ‘Positive mental 

Jahoda 1958; Walsh 
2011; Keyes 2013; 
Hanlon & Carlisle 
2013; Gilmour 2014; 
Hodes and Shur-Fen 
Gau 2016; Cai et al. 
2017; White and Eyber 
2017; Riba, Parikh & 
Greden 2019 



health’ has recently emerged as a new rubric for efforts to 
transcend the pathologism and remedialism of traditional 
mental medical services.  

Mental or 
psychological 
wellbeing  

Like ‘positive mental health’, these terms aim to offset the 
default pathologism of ‘mental health’. Carol Ryff proposed 
six universal criteria for psychological wellbeing: autonomy, 
environmental mastery, positive relations with others, purpose 
in life, personal growth, and self-acceptance. 

Ryff 1989; Diener & 
Biswas-Diener 2008; 
Foresight Mental 
Capital 2008; Keyes 
2013; Kinderman & Tai 
2009; Oishi 2012; Ryff 
1989; Wells 2010; 
Millar & Donnelly, 
2014; Vaillant 2012; 
Yin et al. 2013 
 

Microaggression
s 

This is an important example of the need for careful 
consideration of the pros and cons of deliberately trying to 
modify the social climate of institutions and workplaces. 
‘Microaggression’ is a recently popularised term for 
unintentionally inconsiderate behaviour by comparatively 
privileged people towards minorities and less privileged 
people. While it clearly is true that multiple instances of 
inconsiderate interactions are bad for social wellbeing, 
microaggression discourse and policies have become highly 
controversial due to overuse by people who seem more 
interested in spreading mistrust and guilt than in fostering a 
benign social climate. 

Sue 2010; Campbell & 
Manning 2018; 
Lilienfeld 2017 

Microplaces Small-scale socially meaningful environments, such as homes, 
pubs, or playparks. Although largely used by criminologists, 
this concept could useful for social wellbeing research and 
planning. 

Radice 2017 

Minimal 
standards 

This threshold concept for decisions about ‘good-enough’ 
standards means the same as the ‘OK line’. For purposes of 
ethical debate, public investment and planning, decision-
making, and discussions about wellbeing, all societies need 
standards against which to judge whether a life is going well 
or badly, and whether resources are available at a level of 
adequacy to make this possible. In medical ethics, ‘therapy’ 
means moving someone towards the normal standard of 
minimal adequacy, whereas ‘enhancement’ means trying to 
transcend that standard to achieve more positive wellbeing or 
excellence. Minimal standards are always culturally defined 
and often implicit but may also be bureaucratically defined – 
for example, national ‘poverty lines’ and ‘human rights’ are 
minimal standards that urge states to take remedial action 
when people fall short of the line.  

Wouters et al 2017; 
Birchley 2018 

Mission 
statements 

Organisations that want to become more purpose-driven and 
values-led, and to signal this to the public, develop mission or 
vision statements of what they believe they are meant to be 
‘good for’. Good mission statements say something about 
wellbeing, but most only hint at this, and many indicate only 
remedial rather than aspirational purposes. Mission, or 
purpose, matters for social wellbeing not only because 
wellbeing is a core purpose, but also because having a sense 
of purposefulness is an important part of wellbeing.  

Covey 2013; Alegre et 
al. 2018; Andrade & 
Lundberg 2018; 
Wilkerson & Evans 
2018; Li, Frohna & 
Bostwick 2017; Martin, 
Cowburn & MacIntosh 
2017; Amato & Amato 
2002; Davis, Lee & 
Rajadhyaksha 2007; 



Morphew & Hartley 
2006; Braun et al. 
2012; Nolan 2015; 
Argenti 1993/2018 

Mixed methods 
research 

Normally this refers to mixing of quantitative and qualitative 
data gathering. Most serious research involves some degree of 
mixing of methods. Quantitative research is always mixed 
because qualitative reasoning and interpretation are needed to 
make sense of numbers. Qualitative research may not involve 
any quantification, but is often ‘mixed’ in the sense that it 
uses diverse methods of enquiry and interpretation 

Rihoux & Grimm 2006; 
Jones & Sumner 2009; 
Tonon 2015 

Mood  Moods are moderately short-term feelings of individuals, 
lasting longer than transient emotions and ranging from a few 
moments to months. Compared with ‘wellbeing’, ‘living 
well’, ‘flourishing’, or ‘happiness’, it may seem that ‘being in 
a good mood’ is rather a superficial objective. Nonetheless, 
this is a major part of what most people want from life. 
Additionally, moods are socially contagious and they affect 
people’s ability to function, so they are an important practical 
concern when thinking about organisational climate and co-
responsibility. As technologies for artificial mood regulation 
improve, we will also collectively face debates about ethics 
and procedures for promoting or restraining their use. 

Yap et al. 2017; 
Ekkekakis 2013; 
Bastian et al. 2012; 
Thayer 1996; Nyklícek, 
Vingerhoets & 
Zeelenberg 2010; Bloch 
2002 

Moral economy Having been used frequently and in various ways since the 
Enlightenment, the ‘moral economy’ concept was revived by 
economic historians such as R.H. Tawney, Karl Polanyi, E.P. 
Thompson, and James Scott as vehicle for stoking interest in 
the moralities and immoralities of production and distribution 
systems. Essentially, it is a reminder to pay attention to the 
ways in which people look for principles and valued outcomes 
that transcend the pretence of amorality in market exchange. 

Rogan 2017; Gregory 
& Altman 2018; 
Milgram 2008; Sandel 
2012; Sayer 2015 

Morale  Morale is one of the most important but also vaguest social 
wellbeing concepts. It is a close cognate of societal or 
organisational happiness, usually with an emphasis on 
collective moods and motivations, expectations, engagement 
and readiness for action. It is a general term for confidence, 
optimism, and self-esteem. It tends to refer to short to 
medium-term mindsets, rather than lifelong character traits. It 
is often assessed in avoidance terms, i.e. using indicators of 
bad feelings (depression, anger, fear etc.), and used in 
contexts where teams or populations are required to respond 
to the threat of adversities. It has been used most extensively 
in military strategising and in association with the deliberate 
manipulation of national mood in wartime. It has also been 
used in business management, in gerontological and geriatric 
care studies, and in team-building. 

Ushishkin 2017; Klann 
2007; Bowles & 
Cooper 2009; Peterson 
et al. 2008; Watson 
2009 

Motivation 
(approach 
versus 
avoidance) 

This is the anticipatory part of wellbeing, and is a capability 
developed individually through learning and self-persuasion; 
interactively through enlisting the support of others in 
sustaining motivation; and collectively, insofar as whole 
organisations, crowds, and societies achieve collaborative, 
joint motivation. In reference to the goals that motivate us and 
the self-regulatory disciplinary attitudes that enable to pursue 
them, psychologists make an important distinction between 
negative ‘avoidance’ goals and ‘prevention’ motivation on the 

Elliot 2013; Kurman & 
Hui 2011; Cornwell, 
Franks & Higgins 
2014; Barclay & Kiefer 
2014 
 



one hand, and positive ‘approach’ goals and ‘promotion’ 
motivation on the other. 

Multiple 
Discrepancies 
Theory  

Based on a ‘desire theory of value’, this approach was 
developed by Alex Michalos for systematic examination of 
people’s life domain satisfactions. It simply means comparing 
what people say they want with what they get.  

Michalos 1985; Blore 
et al. 2011; 
Kainulainen, Saari & 
Veenhoven 2018 

Mutual self-help  If the study of wellbeing is to become effectively self-
transcendent, mutual influences and mutual interests must 
become central themes. Until the post-Enlightenment 
individualistic pursuit of ‘self-help’ took off, people’s main 
means of improving their situation or cheering themselves up 
was mutual self-help in friendships, couples, families, small 
communities, or other kinds of social grouping. Mutual aid 
mainly focused on livelihood security and collective safety, 
but also included psychological mutualism such as collective 
joy and emotional support. Adam Smith recognised the 
potential of free markets to encourage mutualism through the 
‘hidden hand’ of self-interested exchanges. Today, with 
increasing recognition of the social pathologies associated 
with the fragilities, volatilities, and long-term unrealiabilities 
of both capitalist and welfarist socio-economic processes and 
institutions, people in many countries worldwide are 
consciously trying to invent new forms of social mutualism 
both for practical livelihood purposes and for psychological 
support. The emerging concept of the ‘sharing economy’ 
(q.v.) is a crucial analytical and policy term for appreciating 
mutual self-help. 

Kropotkin 1902/1914; 
Borkmann 1999; Ricard 
2015; Shantz 2013; 
Gabel 2018 

Narrative 
research 

Narrative research elicits the stories through which people 
make sense of how well their lives are going. Wellbeing is a 
paradigm case of an ultra-complex, dynamic, and elusive 
policy theme that is not in any simple way amenable to 
‘rational’, ‘evidence-based’ planning, and that can’t plausibly 
be evaluated solely via normal ‘cost-benefit’ analysis. The 
greater the complexity of any emergent theme like wellbeing, 
the more important it becomes to triangulate your learning 
methods and to complement any factitious or statistical 
approaches with discursive interpretations and narrative 
approaches.  

Mattingly 2000; Charon 
& Montello 2002; 
Bauer, McAdams & 
Pals 2008; Charon 
2006; Skultans 2007; 
Bold 2012; Goodson et 
al. 2012; Goodwin 
2017; and see 
‘biographical 
wellbeing’ 

National 
wellbeing 
visions, 
strategies, and 
plans  

Many countries are developing visions of progress that 
transcend the economistic reductionism of ‘GDP’ measures, 
shifting attention from the means to the ends of development 
planning – from things and technologies to people and 
enjoyments; from merely instrumental values to ultimate 
values; and from basic needs and living standards to quality of 
life and aspirations for personal and social excellence. 
Sometimes, this move is associated with disparagement of 
economic growth, with fears about environmental 
unsustainability, and with sceptical critiques of the ills of 
(Western-inspired) modernity. Such themes have been 
particularly prominent in the national wellbeing rhetoric of 
Bhutan, Thailand, and several Latin American countries such 
as Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, Colombia, and Chile. Although 
some substance is added by the adoption of associated formal 
strategies and monitoring frameworks (as for example in 
Bhutan and Scotland), there may be little change unless 

Brooks 2013; Elinoff 
2014; Thomson 2011; 
Radcliffe 2012; 
Ruttenberg 2013; 
Vorster 2012; Vanhulst 
& Beling 2014; Durand 
& Exton 2019 
See also: ‘wellbeing 
budgets’ 
 



budgetary allocations are formally linked to wellbeing 
outcomes. 

Nature 
relatedness and 
mismatch theory 

These theories respond to the study of evolved preferences for 
contact with nature, and to perceived epidemics of ‘nature 
deficit disorder’ in modern urban populations. Although most 
aspects of wellbeing have improved dramatically worldwide 
over the past 100 years, urbanisation and (even for rural 
people) excessive time spent indoors have resulted in 
disconnections from the natural world, to the detriment of 
wellbeing. According to ‘mismatch’ theory, a large and 
increasing proportion of humanity today suffers from major 
discrepancies between the environments they inhabit and the 
environmental conditions in which most human genetic 
evolution took place. When people who have been deprived of 
natural environments make an effort to reconnect with nature 
even in modest ways such as gardening, caring for house 
plants, or going on excursions to parks or the seaside, they do 
tend to experience at least temporary improvements in their 
wellbeing.  

Gluckman & Hanson 
2006; Grinde 2012; 
Louv 2005/2011; 
Nisbet, Zelenski & 
Murphy 2009; Zelenski 
& Nisbet 2014; Grinde 
2015; Giphart & van 
Vuyt 2018 

Negative 
utilitarianism 

Implausible philosophical argument, proposed by Karl Popper 
(1963/1974), that we have a moral duty to minimise harm and 
suffering but not to promote pleasure or happiness, and that 
avoiding pain matters more than seeking pleasure. A more 
modest but still overconfident version of this was proposed by 
the UK economist and politician Richard Layard, who argued 
that public policy in general should ‘give extra weight to 
removing misery’ (Layard 2005: 231). What this leaves out of 
the conversation is the enormous complexity of choosing 
which forms of misery to fight, and how. A strong fan of 
government interventionism, high taxes, and state welfare 
‘generosity’, Layard largely ignores the moral hazards, 
indignities, and learned helplessness associated with 
government efforts to fight miseries with welfare payments.  

Popper 1963/1974; 
Layard 2005 

Negative versus 
positive liberty 

Negative liberty is freedom from interference. This way of 
thinking about freedom is contrasted with ‘positive liberty’, 
which is more aspirational, concerning the freedom to achieve 
one’s potential. If a carer, or a state, is only concerned about 
your negative liberty, all they need to do is not restrict you. If 
they care about your positive liberty, they should take a more 
interest in facilitating your wellbeing and your pursuit of 
important life goals. This distinction was made prominent first 
in Erich Fromm’s Fear of Freedom (1941), and then in Isiah 
Berlin’s lecture ‘Two concepts of liberty’ (1958). 

Fromm 1942; Berlin 
(1958/1969); Sen 1999; 
Carter 2019 

Non-
communicable 
diseases (NCDs)  

Medical researchers use the term NCDs for those ailments that 
aren’t communicated by bacteria, viruses, or parasites. 
Nonetheless it is very important for social wellbeing 
researchers to recognise that NCDs are in fact communicable. 
They are strongly related to communication between humans. 
They spread through social networks, cultural and 
socioeconomic patterns, and collective habits. The world 
illness map has altered dramatically in recent decades, making 
NCDs rather than communicable disease the main health 
threat in most countries. In the UK, for example, only 2% of 
deaths are nowadays due to infectious disease, whereas NCDs 
in old age account the overwhelming majority of mortality 

McQueen 2013; 
Christakis & Fowler 
2010; Rayner et al. 
2017 



(circulatory NCDs 34%; cancers 27%; respiratory 14%). The 
threats that these pose are all susceptible to amelioration 
through psychological and physical wellbeing promotion. 

Nudge planning, 
soft paternalism, 
and choice 
architecture 

Perhaps the biggest excitement about happiness and wellbeing 
research, from a policy and planning perspective, is that it has 
blown apart many of the traditional lazy assumptions 
economists (and consequently planners) have made about 
‘rational choice’, i.e. about whether people actually fully 
understand and act on their own best interests as free agents in 
a free market. People often seem to make decisions about 
earnings, investments, and expenditures that don’t enhance 
their wellbeing. Behavioral economists have joined forces 
with wellbeing researchers to explore the many psychological 
and interactive factors that influence real-world decision-
making. In recent years, governments in several countries 
(particularly USA and UK) and shown strong interest in the 
idea of using this evidence from wellbeing and behavioural 
economics to shape and justify ‘soft’ or ‘liberal’ forms of 
paternalism, popularly known as ‘nudge’ politics after the 
highly successful book of that name.  

Thaler and Sunstein 
2008; Oliver 2013; 
White 2013; Egan 
2017; Halpern 2016; 
Sunstein 2015; Nagatsu 
2015; Angner 2015 
 

Objective 
happiness 

This has two meanings: a weak sense of ‘happiness reflected 
on as an object’; and a strong sense of ‘objectively true 
happiness’.  

Kahnemann 1999 

Occupational 
health and 
wellbeing  

Whereas ‘occupational health’ has generally just been used as 
a euphemism for concerns about unhealthy working 
environments, ‘occupational wellbeing’ offers (in principle, 
though not always in practice) a more aspirational concept for 
positive wellbeing promotion through workplace and work-
related initiatives. Compared with ‘work satisfaction’, 
occupational wellbeing covers a much broader range of social, 
mental, and bodily processes. 

Cortini, Tanucci & 
Morin 2011; Wright & 
Huang 2012; Schulte 
2015; Christensen, 
Saksvik & Karanika-
Murray 2017 

Organisational 
psychology 

There are two very different but connected senses in which 
psychology can be ‘organisational’. One, the ego-centric 
approach, is to consider organisations as a kind of context, 
and explore individual and interpersonal psychological 
processes in that context. And the other, the social approach, 
is to consider organisations as social units and explore the 
relevance of psychology to understanding organisational-level 
phenomena. For example, an ego-centric approach might 
explore how individuals’ social anxiety influences and is 
influenced by their feelings and activities at work. A social 
approach might look at whether the social climate of 
organisations varies in its degree of anxiety – is the workplace 
atmosphere relaxed or tense? 

Kozlowski 2012; Lewis 
2015; Ones et al. 2017 

Outdoor 
education 

Response to some of the adverse effects of the long-term 
Western cultural experiment in mass indoor schooling. 
Originally devised as a convenient way of keeping children 
out of harm while parents worked, schooling has resulted in a 
multitude of physical and mental harms caused by excessive 
sitting, disengagement, and passive learning. School reformers 
and creative schools have devised various forms of outdoor 
education as ways of both directly enhancing wellbeing 
through contact with natural and stimulating environment, and 
providing opportunities for interactive learning. Outdoor 
education promotes personal and social wellbeing both 

Louv 2005/2011; 
Humberstone & Stan 
2009; Robertson, 
Lawrence & Heat 2015; 
Sobel 2015; 
Humberstone, Prince & 
Henderson 2015; Link 
2018; Crowther 2018; 
Mcphie 2019 



immediately and over the longer term, by combining 
adventure, teamwork, leadership, challenge, relaxation, 
interest, aesthetics, and physical activity.  

Parental anxiety Parental wellbeing and parental effectiveness are threatened 
by two main factors in the modern era. First, with smaller 
families and increased family seclusion, opportunities to learn 
parenting skills through observation of our own parents and 
through practising on younger siblings, neighbours, etc. are 
greatly reduced in most parts of the world compared with a 
generation or two ago. Second, with increased public 
awareness of the child safety threats and of the long-term 
damage caused by negligent parenting, parents are exposed to 
multiple sources of concern for their children’s wellbeing. So 
there is great potential worldwide for parenting interventions 
to enhance lifelong wellbeing of parents and their offspring. 
To avoid pathologies such as ‘paranoid parenting’, ‘over-
scheduling’, and ‘helicopter parenting’, concepts such as 
‘good-enough parenting’, ‘slow parenting,’ ‘simplicity 
parenting’ and ‘free-range parenting’ have been deployed. 
These ideas provide comforting and potentially effective 
responses to the pervasive moral panic about pathological or 
merely inadequate parenting. 

Rubin 2006; Furedi 
2008; Hodgkinson 
2009; Cooper & 
Redfern 2015; Juffer, 
Bakermans-Kranenburg 
& van Ijzendoorn 2012; 
Selin 2014; Stewart-
Brown 2014  
 
 

Passive 
entertainment, 
passive leisure  

Good societies provide good quality entertainment for 
citizens, alleviating boredom and providing opportunities for 
relaxation, while also offering education and intellectual 
stimulation. Not all entertainment needs to be – or even can be 
– ‘active’. But there are legitimate concerns that too much 
opportunity for passive enjoyment of entertainment may 
damage social wellbeing, distracting people from active 
participation in social processes. Generally, the evaluative 
socio-psychological literature on passive entertainment 
emphasises the mental harms and long-term health risks and 
lost opportunities of time spent on passive entertainment such 
as watching films and TV, and spectating at sports games 
rather than playing sports. So one of the functions of 
wellbeing research ought to be to help individuals decide for 
themselves what a good ‘balance’ might be between active 
and passive leisure, and whether and if so how they might 
achieve this. 

Postman 1985; Winter 
2002; Bryant & 
Vorderer 2006/2011; 
Wirth, Hofer & 
Schramm 2012; McKee 
2016; Harrington 2017 

Paternalism This is a critical term for actions or attitudes (e.g. by 
governments or employers or professional bodies) that are 
deemed to be inappropriately parental. This isn’t always crass 
authoritarianism. Usually paternalism is more subtly 
condescending in implying that free citizens must be protected 
from harming themselves. This is seen as ‘illiberal’ – not 
respecting the freedom of individuals to make their own 
mistakes in pursuit of their own vision of the good life. 
Paternalism is often justified with reference to utilitarian 
benefits to citizens’ wellbeing. ‘Hard’ paternalism includes 
actions like rules for wearing seatbelts and banning public 
smoking. ‘Soft’ paternalism includes ‘nudge’ practices such 
as making pension top-ups the default option for employees, 
or making healthier foods more accessible and at eye level in 
school cafés. It is ironic that the metaphor of the father is used 
here almost invariably as a term of abuse, as if fatherly ways 

Saint-Paul 2011; White 
2013; Fischer & Lotz 
2014; Kalliris 2017; 
Grill & Hanna 2018; 
Hanna 2018; Snowden 
2018; See also ‘Nudge’ 



of caring about people’s wellbeing were an obviously bad 
thing. Mothers are spared this abuse, but female carers are 
similarly slandered in the related term ‘nanny state’. Insofar as 
we are all co-responsible for one another’s wellbeing, it is not 
possible to recognise and fulfil that co-responsibility without 
being accused of ‘paternalism’. 

Pathologism and 
remedialism 

These attitudes and practices, particularly common in today’s 
social studies are about taking more interest in harms than in 
goods, in deficits than remedies, and in adverse trends than in 
progress. These tendencies are particularly rife in most areas 
of social science (especially sociology, social policy, and 
sociocultural anthropology) and social professions such as 
‘social work’, ‘mental health’, ‘health’, and ‘social sector’ and 
‘environmental’ organisations, and in most varies of public 
news media. Concepts such as ‘environmental’, ‘social’, 
‘gender’, and ‘mental’ seem to be overwhelmingly associated 
with pathological mindsets, steering our attention to problems 
rather than goods. Social science and environmentalist 
disciplines largely reflect and perpetuate this pathologism in 
their publications, pedagogy, and research. There seems no 
obvious reason why this pathologism can’t be rectified 
through paying more attention to strengths, benefits, and 
progress. From a wellbeing perspective, pathologism and 
remedialism aren’t always misguided. The moral justification 
for pathologism, if there is one, is that recognition of harms 
matters more because it leads to crucial remedial efforts which 
can not only massively enhance the lives of sufferers, but also 
prevent the spread of socially contagious bad feeling.  

Thin 2005; Piotrowski 
2006; Nyden 2010; 
Miller 2010; Stebbins 
2011; Cieslik 2015 

Peace, 
nonviolence, and 
security 

Peace is largely conceived negatively as nonviolence, though 
both peace and nonviolence can be construed as positive and 
deliberate forces of moral goodness. Violence is a flexible 
term covering a wide variety of forms of aggression in many 
different kinds of situation – physical and psychological, 
between intimates and between strangers, interpersonal and 
collective, between peers or between unequals. Partly because 
of the moral horror it evokes among civilised people, violence 
is often poorly researched, discussed in misleading ways, 
weakly understood, and incompetently legislated and 
addressed. Violence, and fear of violence, and responses to 
fear of violence, are major causes of illbeing in all human 
societies. No serious conception of wellbeing could construe a 
good life as one in a person performs or suffers acts of 
gratuitous violence. Conversely, it seems logical to suppose 
that we can enhance wellbeing by promoting nonviolence (or, 
more positively, love, empathy, and peaceability) at 
individual, collective, and institutional levels worldwide. We 
may indeed be about to see the first ever era of generalised 
global peace – which, like the eradication of poverty, was 
barely imaginable a couple of generations ago. 

Sponsel & Gregor 
1994; Aijmer & Abbink 
2000; Kemp & Fry 
2003; Pinker 2011; 
Cohrs et al. 2013; 
Lindert & Levav 2015  
 

People-friendly  This is a euphemism applied to nations, cities, organisations, 
and budgets that address some kind of disadvantage that is 
believed to be caused by bias or neglect (for example, 
‘people-friendly cities’ are those that avoid unfairly favouring 
motorists or privileged classes). Along with related terms like 
‘patient-friendly’, ‘customer-friendly’, ‘user-friendly’, 

Tibbalds 1992; Boy 
2013; Abdul Rahman et 
al. 2017 



‘human-centred’, and ‘pedestrian-friendly’, it is a general 
reminder that designers and service providers should be 
considerate and try to empathise with users. 

PERMA model 
of wellbeing 

Responding to criticisms about ethnocentrism and hedonistic 
naivety in the Positive Psychology movement, Martin 
Seligman has proposed the PERMA model of holistic 
wellbeing or ‘flourishing’: Positive emotion, Engagement, 
Relationships, Meaning and Accomplishment.  

Seligman 2011 

Person-
environment fit 

Based on the broader concept of ‘person-environment 
psychology’, PEF refers to the degree to which personal 
characteristics ‘match’ (and by implication interact in benign 
ways with) important aspects of an environment such as a 
community, educational institution, or workplace. The terms 
‘Organisational Fit’ or ‘Person-Organisation Fit’ are also used 
when it is specifically about a whole organisation. According 
to material determinist, or environmental determinist, or 
cultural determinist accounts, people’s wellbeing is shaped in 
fairly straightforward ways by external influences. According 
to interactionist and ‘person-environment fit’ theories, by 
contrast, external factors have very different kinds of 
wellbeing outcomes for different people. People have 
different character traits that make them respond differently to 
those influences, but also the ways they interact with 
environments varies according to moods, situations, and 
choices. People can learn to modify their behavioural, bodily, 
and mental interactions with environments. 

Kristof-Brown & 
Billsberry, 2013; 
Chuang et al. 2015; De 
Leersnyder et al. 2013; 
Edwards et al. 2006; 
Fulmer et al. 2010; 
Gilbreath & Nichols 
2011; Jiang & Jiang 
2015; Lakey 2013; 
Ostroff & Judge 2008; 
Rantakokko et al. 2013; 
Wooden, Warren & 
Drago 2007; Ahuvia et 
al. 2015 

Phenomenology This is arguably an unnecessary jargon term for a family or 
research approaches which emphasise how people experience 
their environments and events. Phenomenologists are not, 
however, satisfied with mere ‘experience’, preferring instead 
to talk tautologically of ‘lived experience’. They study how 
people develop a sense of meaningful engagement through 
mental and physical interactions. Influenced by some 
excruciating writing by German and French philosophers, 
phenomenologists are prone to self-indulgent, obscurantist 
writing that severely limits public respect for their work. 
Phenomenological research tends to involve explicit attention 
to the ‘lifeworld’, a loose term which refers to mind–body or 
mind–body–environment interactions. Roughly, this means 
that if you take wellbeing seriously in research or in planning, 
you are a ‘phenomenologist’ regardless of whether you ever 
choose to use that term or engage with the difficult writings of 
self-declared phenomenologists.  

Spinelli 1989/2005; 
Bullington 2013; 
Churchill & Wertz 
2001; Larkin, Eatough 
& Osborn 2011; 
Moustakas 1994; 
Nnoruka 2007; 
Rehorick & Bentz 
2008; Galvin & Les 
Todres 2013; Szanto & 
Moran 2015; Guse 
2017; Simmons & 
Hackett 2016; Salice & 
Schmid 2016 
 

Place-making, 
place 
attachment, 
‘third places’, 
and ‘non-places’  

Among urban planners, architects, urban sociologists and 
human geographers, there has been a resurgence of interest in 
the social qualities of neighbourhoods and places, and in their 
roles in facilitating wellbeing at individual and collective 
levels. These researchers and planners tend to agree that 
‘place’ is a socialised, culturally inflected kind of entity as 
distinct from the inert biophysical concept of ‘space’. Hence, 
‘place-making’ is becoming an important part of deliberate 
attempts to facilitate wellbeing by designing ‘convivial’ 
environments that offer the best chance of enabling people to 
enjoy good social lives. The concept of ‘third place’ is a 
specific part of this theorising that emphasises the importance 

Oldenburg 1989; Augé 
1995; Shaftoe 2008; 
Relph 1976; Atkinson, 
Painter & Fuller 2012; 
Brotchie 2014; Burton 
2015; Campbell 2014; 
Carpiano 2009; Eyles 
& Williams 2008; 
Greenspace Scotland 
2013; Orford 
1992/2008; Rollero & 
De Piccoli 2010; 



for most people of having access to places where they can 
enjoy socialising away from both home and workplace. Place-
making can be about homes, workplaces, or ‘third places’, or 
all three. A fourth general category might be called simply 
‘outdoors’, though terms such as ‘natural environments’, 
‘wilderness’, ‘greenspace’, and ‘bluespace’ are used. It has 
also been suggested that some people are spending an 
unhealthy percentage of their time in ‘non-places’ such as 
public transport and airports where chances of socialising or 
of feeling a sense of belonging are heavily restricted.  

Scottish Government 
2010; Sandoford & 
Divers 2014; 
Architecture and 
Design Scotland 2015; 
www.pps.org; 
www.placestandard.sco
t 

Policy mapping When desired policy outcomes are complex, emergent, and 
highly uncertain – as is the case with generalised ‘wellbeing’ 
– then ‘linear’ or ‘rational’ planning methods are of limited 
use. Policy mapping offers a much more informative 
alternative to the default ‘linear planning’ practice of 
imagining simple lines of causation from problem-
identification, through goal-setting and activities, to desired 
outcomes. Linear metaphors are likely to blind planners to 
their co-dependence on a host of other actors and factors. So 
to help us learn about how wellbeing emerges from complex 
dynamic interactions over time, policy mapping can be 
helpful. This involves things like: identifying multiple explicit 
and implicit objectives; stakeholder analysis; critical path 
analysis; force-field analysis (power and interest); knowledge 
mapping; and exploring responsibilities and institutional 
relationships and procedures for agenda-setting, consultation, 
decision-making, implementation, and evaluation.  

Sifer, Sulek and Mayer 
2011; Helms & Biggs 
2008 

Politeness Interactive intelligence and considerateness lie at the core of 
relational wellbeing. In all cultures, there are elaborate and 
often not very explicit rules and norms that encourage us to 
interact cautiously with other people, so as not give gratuitous 
offence, and so as to protect other people’s ‘face’, i.e. their 
need to be appreciated, heard, and approved, rather than 
disparaged or offended. Typically, we perceive a stronger 
need to be polite to strangers or people at considerable ‘social 
distance’ from us, to social superiors or people who have 
power over us, and in situations that don’t require urgent 
action. But there is no need for considerate behaviour to be 
restricted to these kinds of encounter: there may be many 
benefits in helping everyone to interact in more kindly ways 
with everyone else. 

Brown & Levinson 
1987; Kádár & Haugh 
2013;  
see also ‘gratitude’, 
‘kindness’, and 
‘microaggressions’  

Positional goods Positional goods are those which people want not for their 
intrinsic value but for what they communicate (to the holder 
and to others) about their social position. Often the so-called 
‘materialism’ of modern society, and the ‘materialist’ motives 
of people who chase higher incomes, are not so much about 
consumption habits but about the relentless competitive 
pursuit of status. Zero-sum status competition is of course 
collectively self-defeating, and is widely believed to be a 
cause of modern unhappiness. 

Kasser 2002; De Graaf, 
Wann and Naylor 
2001/2005 

Positive and 
negative emotion  

Good surveys intended to evaluate national happiness tend not 
only to assess emotion (or ‘affect’) separately from cognitive 
evaluations such as ‘life satisfaction’, but also to assess good 
(‘positive’) feelings separately from bad (‘negative’) ones. 
Although the preponderance of good feelings does tend to 

Watson & Tellegen 
1988; Peeters & 
Czapinski 1990; 
Bagozzi 2003; 
Kuppens, Realo & 



correlate negatively with the preponderance of bad feelings, 
this may not be so as some people have more emotionally 
high-contrast lives than others. The standard good/bad 
opposition is known as ‘valence’, referring to the valuation 
implied. In reality, a great deal of emotional experience is 
poignant or ambivalent, hence resistant to such classification. 
Also, even generally adverse emotions such as anger, hate, 
and fear evidently evolved because they served useful 
purposes, some of which are likely to remain useful to both 
individuals and to larger social entities today. So labelling 
them ‘negative’ is controversial.  

Diener 2008; 
Ashkanasy & Härtel 
2014; Kashdan & 
Biswas-Diener 2014 
 
 

Positive deviance Like ‘positive health’ (q.v.), ‘positive deviance’ in personal 
health behaviour, or lifestyle recognises the value in learning 
about wellbeing from people who are doing exceptionally 
well rather from those doing exceptionally badly. The same 
concept can apply also at organisational level, referring for 
example to strategic ‘best practice’ learning from high-
performing wards in hospitals, ideal communities, or excellent 
businesses. 

Lewellyn Jones 1998; 
Spreitzer & Sonenshein 
2003; Marsh et al. 
2004; Heckert & 
Heckert 2007; Allio 
2011; Baxter et al. 2015 

Postgrowth 
societies and 
dematerialised 
economies 

‘Beyond GDP’ is perhaps the best-known slogan of the global 
movement giving wellbeing greater salience in public policy 
and development discourse. Making GDP less salient doesn’t 
entail being anti-growth, and it may prove possible for 
wellbeing to be improved through more ‘weightless’ or 
‘dematerialised’ forms of growth. But increasingly sustainable 
development theorists and campaigners are urging us to 
consider future ‘circular economies’ that are no longer based 
on growth. Given the overwhelming evidence that growth has 
hitherto boosted wellbeing, and that recessions and austerity 
measures have been damaging for wellbeing, the immense 
challenge is to identify ways of managing deliberate recession 
without damaging wellbeing. Frugalism at personal level is an 
easy route to wellbeing, whereas collective frugalism is much 
more challenging and risky. 

Jackson 2009, 2019; 
Batker & de Graaf 
2011; De Neve et al. 
2015; Sachs 2016; 
O’Brien 2016; 
Alexander 2016; 
Leblanc 2017; Büchs & 
Koch 2017; Bregman 
2017; Gough 2018  

Posthumanism We are becoming ‘posthuman’ insofar as important aspects of 
our identities and experiences are ‘extended’ and ‘enhanced’ 
prosthetically through the Internet and a variety of 
enhancement technologies such as genetic editing. ‘Human 
enhancement’ refers to the use of new technologies for 
aspirational enhancements that go ‘beyond therapy’, 
advancing us towards happiness or excellence rather than 
merely away from suffering or impairment. Some of these are 
seen as ethically questionable, particularly if they involve 
disruptive transcendence of traditional human limitations to 
our capabilities or to our longevity. Just as there are question 
marks over whether improvement of someone’s wealth or 
status enhances their wellbeing, there are similar doubts about 
whether specific gains in physical or mental capabilities 
translate into better lives. Whether done by gene editing or by 
pills, ‘moral bioenhancement’ can make our lives both better 
and longer, but arguably at the cost of blurring the boundary 
between human and nonhuman. Many of the ethical debates 
about bio-enhancement have, so far, paid attention mainly to 
the individual as a rational decision-maker in pursuit of 
wellbeing. But decisions about acceptance or rejection of 

Kass 2003; Merkel et 
al. 2007; Agar 2010, 
2015; Buchanan 2011; 
Brassington 2013; 
Cabrera 2015; Parens 
2014; Savulescu, ter 
Meulen & Kahane 
2011; Bateman 2015; 
Danaher 2015; de 
Melo-Martin & Salles 
2014; Miller & 
Wilsdon 2006; Nagel 
2014; Roduit, Heilinger 
& Baumann 2015; 
Savulescu 2001; 
Specker 2014; Smith 
2019 
 



these changes affect social quality, and so can’t be left to 
individuals. 

Possible selves The ‘possible self’ concept is about both self-knowledge, 
motivation, and self-presentation. It is about imagining life 
choices that would lead towards or away from significant 
identities. Humanity’s evolved capacities for versatility, self-
determination, and choice give every individual multiple 
pathways to an excellent life. New technologies have further 
increased our scope for exploring diverse cyberidentities and 
for radically changing our bodies. Yet as social beings, we 
must limit our identities by making them stable enough to 
allow other people to trust us in repeat interactions over time. 
With most people in the world now receiving school 
education plus opportunities for lifelong learning, most of us 
have unprecedented flexibility in ways of flourishing. In 
addition, we all have co-responsibilities for other people’s life 
choices, through mutual life coaching and sharing of stories 
about possible selves. This means that good societies must 
also help people to choose wisely among possible selves, to 
enjoy significant changes in their identities if they want, and 
to avoid ruminating over the many of our potential capabilities 
and identities that we must all neglect. Possible self theory 
(commonly called ‘Identity Based Motivation’ theory) has 
been called a ‘lens’ through which to view and discuss both 
approach and avoidance motivation in many life domains. It 
offers important protection against the moral hazards of both 
passive fatalism and restrictive forms of positive fatalism such 
as ‘true self’ ideologies which unrealistically urge people to 
‘be the best they can be’ by finding and pursuing one single 
destiny. It can also protect against the socially divisive 
excesses of ‘identity politics’. 

Markus & Nurius 1986; 
Hock, Brasseur & 
Deshler 2009; Dunkel 
& Kerpelman 2006; 
McGee 2005; 
Hoyle & Sherrill 2006; 
Barreto & Frazier 2012; 
Parish 2008; Oyserman 
2015; Thin 2018; 
Harrison 2018  

Progressive 1. Attitudes, policies, and practices of prosocial individuals or 
organisations who want to make lives go better; 2. (ill-advised 
usage common in USA) euphemism for ‘left-wing’ policies 
favouring egalitarian redistribution, policing social 
inequalities, and promoting the interests of disadvantaged 
minorities. 

Williams 1976/1983; 
Taylor-Gooby 2012; 
Miller 2015; 
Christiansen 2015; 
Talbot 2013; Horn 
2015; Yukich 2013; 
McKinley and Weeks 
2009; Shapiro and 
Tomain 2014; Eisenach 
2006; Winegard, 
Winegard & Geary 
2015; Stirling, 
O’Donovan & Ayre 
2018; Wright et al. 
2018 

Prosocial 
attitudes and 
activities 

These are a sub-category of ‘altruistic’ behaviour specifying 
that the purpose is to enhance the greater social good rather 
than just strengthen one particular relationship. A great deal of 
research has found that doing things for other people or giving 
things to them is good for happiness and sense of purpose in 
life. This is commonly known as the ‘warm glow effect’ of 
altruism. What is less clear is the different wellbeing 
implications of highly personalised altruism (where there is 
usually an obviously and fairly direct potential for the altruist 

Padilla-Walker & Carlo 
2015; Ahmadi 2013; 
Aknin et al. 2010; 
Binder 2014; 
Borgonovi 2008; Choi 
& Kim 2011; Dekker & 
Halman 2012; Dunn & 
Norton 2013; Glomb et 
al. 2011; Levine 2003; 



to be rewarded) versus impersonal and distant or generalised 
prosocial altruism (also referred to variously as ‘civic-
mindedness’, ‘civic engagement’, or ‘active citizenship’). 

Luks & Payne 2001; 
Son & Wilson 2012; 
Snyder & Stuermer 
2010; Colin 2014; 
Weinstein, Przybylski 
& Ryan 2009; 
see also ‘kindness’ 

Psychic wages 
and 
psychological 
contracts 

Related to ‘spillover’, ‘emotion work’, and also to the broader 
concept of the ‘moral economy’, the term ‘psychic wages’ 
recognises that people tend to gain important mental benefits 
from employment, over and above any financial payments. 
(‘Psychological wage’ would be confusing in USA because 
there it has a different meaning concerning race relations.) 
The term ‘psychological contracts’ has been devised to refer 
to the usually implicit ways in which workplace relationships, 
especially between employers and employees, influence 
psychological processes and outcomes. Particularly for 
younger employees, it has often been argued that 
psychological contracts and the sense of belonging to the 
company are crucial for reducing staff turnover. 

Lucas 1977; Rousseau 
1995; Rousseau & 
Schalk 2000; Conway 
& Briner 2005; 
Pesqueux 2012; Guest, 
Isaksson & De Witte 
2010; Corder & Ronnie 
2017; Dhanpat & 
Parumasur 2014; 
Duran, Woodhams & 
Bishop 2018; Liang 
2019; Anggraeni 2018 
 

Psychosocial 
wellbeing 

Since every intervention involving people has both 
psychological and social components, the term ‘psychosocial’ 
is somewhat redundant. It has become popular over several 
decades as a way of indicating careful attention to interactions 
between mind and social context, particularly in medical, 
therapeutic, humanitarian, and educational interventions. 
Effectively, it has become a loose term for research and 
interventions based on holistic appreciation of individuals’ 
embeddedness in not only social but also cultural, 
technological and physical contexts. 

Williamson & 
Robinson 2006; Roy 
2008; Castellá Sarriera 
& Bedin 2017; Misra 
2018 

Public health 
and wellbeing  

Research, policies, and practices intended to foster health and 
longevity, prevent illness, and promote mental wellbeing. In 
England, for example, ‘Public health and wellbeing boards’ at 
local level have, since 2012, been given primary responsibility 
for overseeing promotion of health and wellbeing. The term 
‘population health’ is sometimes used to put a more positive 
spin on health as well as point towards higher-level social 
influences. 

Brown, Learmonth & 
Mackereth 2015; Eaton 
2012; Lueddeke 2016; 
Orme et al. 2003/2007; 
Walker & John 2011; 
Lang & Rayner 2012; 
Murphy 2012 

Public interest 
and public goods 

‘Public interest’ refers to factors deemed relevant to the 
wellbeing of the general public, usually of a nation. Yet 
remarkably few analytical texts on ‘public interest’ and public 
policy evaluation pay serious attention to what wellbeing 
means or how it should be taken into account in public interest 
assessments. If public debate were genuinely dominated by 
utilitarian philosophy, as some people claim, wouldn’t we 
expect to see wellbeing and happiness in the forefront of 
debates about ethics, public interest, and policy decision-
making? Wellbeing is central to public interest, and public 
interest must be a core concept in social planning for 
wellbeing.  

Sunstein & Posner 
2010; Bok 2009; 
Diener et al. 2009; 
Jordan 2008; Ng & Ho 
2006; O’Donnell 2014; 
Knifton & Quinn 2013 

Pupil wellbeing  This refers to positive school experiences and the wellbeing of 
children as pupils, as distinct from the broader responsibilities 
that schools have for considering children’s wellbeing out of 
school, as well as their future prospects of living well. 
Subjective pupil experience includes ‘school enjoyment’ 

Vostanis et al. 2013; 
Aggleton, Dennison & 
Warwick 2010; 
Chapman 2015; 
Gutman & Vorhaus 



(affective) as well ‘school satisfaction’ (cognitive). Despite 
popular myths about universal dislike of school, most pupils 
in most parts of the world report good levels of school 
enjoyment and satisfaction, although there are important 
exceptions especially in parts of the world where bullying and 
exploitation by teachers and fellow pupils prevail. Good 
school experiences matter both intrinsically and 
instrumentally, for the optimal development of various 
academic and non-academic capabilities during school years 
and for the lifelong benefits of having learned wellbeing skills 
at school.  

2012; Public Health 
England 2015; Jiang et 
al. 2014; McInnes, 
Diamond & Whitington 
2014; Noble 2017; 
Mclaughlin 2018; Allen 
& Kern 2017; Cefai & 
Cooper 2017; Harris & 
Cale 2018; Bethune 
2018; Sibnath 2019 

Qualitative 
research 
methods 

‘Qualitative’ is a residual term referring to all learning 
methods that aren’t primarily focused on numerical 
representations of reality. All methods of studying wellbeing, 
therefore, even those that do use numbers, are largely 
‘qualitative’. It is an important mistake to propose a stark 
distinction between qualitative and quantitative methods, 
because all quantification has to be based on complex 
qualitative evaluations and inferences. It is also important to 
recognise an asymmetry between qualitative and quantitative 
methods. Non-quantitative research is possible, and common, 
whereas non-qualitative research is clearly not possible. You 
can’t do quantification without a lot of qualitative (i.e. 
interpretive, observational, analytical, etc.) support.  

Tonon 2015; Thin 2018 

Quality 
Adjusted Life 
Years (QALYs) 
and Health-
Related Quality 
of Life 
(HRQOL) 

The concept of QALYs (along with related concepts like 
Healthy Life Years, Healthy Life Expectancy, Health-Related 
Quality of Life, and Active Life Expectancy) is in principle 
similar to the concept of Happiness Adjusted Life Years. But 
in practice since the idea came from medical ethics it is a 
much more domain-specific term than ‘quality’ implies, so 
generally QALYs really means ‘Healthy Life Years’ or, less 
euphemistically, ‘illness and disability adjusted life years’. 

Nord 1999; Veenhoven 
2005; Dolan 2008; Eyal 
et al. 2013; Wouters et 
al. 2017; Cohrdes, 
Mensink & Hölling 
2018 

Quality of life  This is a synonym for wellbeing that is more neutral than 
‘thriving’ or ‘flourishing’. It is associated with both the means 
(living conditions or living standards) and ends (health, 
activities, happiness) of wellbeing. Since the methodical use 
of the term originated from medical ethics, however, it retains 
a strong association with illness and suffering, i.e. with bad 
quality of life. The Springer Encyclopedia of Quality of Life 
and Well-being Research (Michalos, ed., 2014), for example, 
has hundreds of entries on illnesses and is overall dominated 
by interest in adversity rather than wellbeing). QoL 
researchers tend, similarly, to be more interested in patients 
than they are in humanity in general. A second bias is that, 
counterintuitively, professional users of the concept tend to 
put a lot more effort into systematically quantifying qualities 
of life than they put into analysing qualities and qualitative 
methods. 

Glatzer et al. 2015; 
White & Abeyasekera 
2015; Thin 2018; Kraut 
2018 

Relational goods 
and relational 
wellbeing 

Individual wellbeing is strongly dependent on the quantity, 
variety, and quality of one’s social relationships. Although 
some people conceive of wellbeing solely as a property of 
individuals, arguably some aspects of wellbeing pertain to 
interpersonal relationships or collectivities. At individual 
level, we can simply refer to the quality of interpersonal 
relationships as ‘relational wellbeing’. But relational goods 

Leach 2014; Roffey 
2012; Eby & Allen 
2012; Simpson & 
Campbell 2013; 
Hestbaek, Joy & 
Handley 2015; 
www.thinknpc.org/publ



don’t ‘belong’ to any one individual, they belong to pairings 
and to networks, communities or organisations. Happiness 
happens in between people, in social space and not just in 
people’s heads. According to some research on cultural 
change and intercultural mobility, it is intergenerational 
relationships that are most under threat due to increased 
mobilities and increased pace of changes in language and 
politeness rules, so that parents and grandparents are finding it 
increasingly hard to communicate with and understand their 
children and grandchildren. On the plus side, new 
communications technologies are allowing continuation of 
relationships that would fade away without their help. 
Wellbeing researchers need to explore not only the strengths 
and enjoyments of interpersonal relationships, but also the 
downsides, such as adverse ‘co-dependencies’ and intimate 
physical and psychological violence.  

ications/the-best-
medicine; Blatterer 
2015; Bruni 2016; 
White 2017 

Religion, 
religiosity, 
spirituality, and 
faith-based 
organisations 

Religion is a loose term describing activities, beliefs, roles and 
institutions that are in some way about personal and collective 
self-transcendence. ‘Faith’ and ‘spirituality’ are related terms, 
but faith can be secular, and ‘spirituality’ has never 
successfully been distinguished from religiosity either as an 
attitude or a kind of activity. Religionists look for hidden, 
often mystical sources of wisdom through acts of worship, 
contemplation, reading sacred texts, imagining how occult 
agents such as guiding spirits or deities might influence our 
lives, and imaging some kind of afterlife and thinking about 
how it might relate to our conduct and our life processes in 
this world. Many studies (predominantly in the USA) have 
established moderate positive correlations between various 
aspects of religiosity (beliefs, identity, worship, prayer, 
membership in religious organisations, etc.) and various 
aspects of wellbeing including health, recovery, mental health, 
and life satisfaction. Often those studies have lacked scientific 
rigour, and many have either been obviously biased 
(especially when conducted or funded by religious 
organisations), and the reporting has often failed to 
acknowledge limitations, or even to distinguish correlation 
and causation.  

Miller-Perrin & 
Mancuso 2014; 
Steedman, Atherton & 
Graham 2011; Delle 
Fave et al. 2012; 
Eichhorn 2012; Graham 
& Crown 2014; Levin 
2012; Sasaki, Kim & 
Xu 2011; Ngamaba & 
Debbie 2018; Oman 
2018 
 

Restorative 
environments 
and restoration 
theory 

Environmentalist research has found that visits to certain 
kinds of environment, or even just viewing them through 
windows or in photographs or videos, can facilitate restoration 
of mental capabilities such as attention and relaxation that are 
temporarily damaged by everyday stresses, as well as physical 
recovery from traumas such as heart operations.  

Cooper Marcus & 
Sachs 2013; Louv 
2005/2011. 

Safe spaces Associated particularly with the social qualities of places of 
study and work, this term is part of a broader cultural trend 
towards extending and inflating concepts of danger and 
violence to include words and thoughts that disadvantaged 
people find uncomfortable. Although originally intended to 
foster benign and ‘inclusive’ social climates, it has ironically 
become divisive particularly in North American and UK 
campuses. Like the associated concepts of ‘trigger warning’ 
and ‘microaggression’, it has become controversial through its 
deployment as a weapon against free speech, and as a 
justification for puritanical and socially toxic codes of 

Campbell & Manning 
2018; Lukianoff & 
Haidt 2018; Greene 
2013; Fox 2016; Hume 
2015 



conduct. Observing these trends can provide salutary lessons 
about how easily the promotion of social harmony can be 
hijacked and toxified through mishandling. 

Salutogenesis Salutogenesis, the causation of positive health, is the opposite 
of pathogenesis, the causation of illness. Though very close in 
meaning to the traditional sense of ‘hygiene’, it puts more 
emphasis on interpreting positive causation and less emphasis 
on defensive activities like cleaning. It was coined by Aaron 
Antonovsky, who was trying to promote more systematic and 
appreciative interest in positive synergies among 
psychological, physical, and social factors. At individual 
level, the emphasis is on the sense of coherence between 
multiple interacting factors. At collective level, it describes 
any kind of physical or socio-cultural environmental factor 
that is likely to promote health. Salutogenesis has become a 
popular as an emblem of the ‘preventive health’ movement 
which seeks to promote health (and wellbeing more generally) 
by improving people’s interactions with their environments.  

Antonovsky 1987, 
1996; Sagy, Eriksson & 
Braun-Lewensohn 
2015; Mittelmark et al. 
2017. 
See also: 
‘Biopsychosocial 
model of health’ 

School and 
classroom 
climate 

Universal mass schooling is one of humanity’s most 
significant and ambitious global social experiments. The 
wellbeing effects of which are generally assumed to be 
positive although in most countries massification is far too 
recent for us to appreciate the full range of costs and benefits 
with any confidence. One thing that is clear is that schools 
have everywhere become extremely important vehicles for 
local and national planning, including the deliberate evidence-
based promotion of wellbeing.  

White 2011; Chirkina 
& Khavenson 2018; 
Zullig et al. 2018; 
Aldridge & McChesney 
2018; Orpinas & Horne 
2006; Sánchez 2018; 
Lovern 2018; Ma et al. 
2014 

School 
engagement; 
pupil 
engagement; 
school 
connectedness 

These terms refer to the degree to which, and the ways in 
which, pupils feel a sense of interest, commitment, and 
belonging at school, and in relation to specific school 
activities such including studying and playing. There is also 
considerable research on engagement of students in higher 
education, though this tends to focus more on motivation for 
learning than on the general sense of connectedness to school. 

Zhang & McNamara 
2018; Azzolin 2019; 
Adesope & Rud 2019; 
Rodríguez-Fernández et 
al. 2016 

Security, safety, 
and social fear  

Good societies provide members with long-term experiences 
of security, including provision of livelihood needs and 
shelter, predictable opportunities to flourish, and freedom 
from fear of other people or of disease and environmental 
hazards. What threatens wellbeing is not just the objective 
incidence of crimes and physical abuse, but fear of them, 
whether or not those fears are well founded. And since fear is 
contagious, collective social fears can seriously damage 
everyone’s wellbeing. Although security is essentially an 
‘avoidance’ goal (i.e. avoiding deficits and dangers) it is still 
important for all wellbeing promotion because without 
adequate security any kind of wellbeing achievement is at 
risk. But as with ‘comfort’, too much security can itself be 
harmful. To thrive, we all need to face some challenges 
through the life cycle, and a degree of excitement, 
unpredictability, and interest in our daily lives. This helps us 
to understand the joys of reasonably ‘safe’ forms of danger; 
thrillers and horror films; paradoxical enjoyment of warfare; 
and the sometimes surprisingly beneficial impacts of traumas. 
Temporary loss of security can give people opportunities to 
thrive and to support one another that were previously denied, 

Valentine & 
Mckendrickt 1997; 
Glassner 1999; Low 
2004; Wuthnow 2010; 
Carroll, Arkin & 
Wichman 2015; Füredi 
1997/2002; Gardner 
2008; Hadler 2008; 
Idris, Dollard & 
Coward 2012; Linke & 
Smith 2009 



while also enabling people to appreciate security when it is 
not accompanied by years of boredom.  

Segregation  All societies practice some kinds of segregation - partitioning 
of groups or categories people from one another either totally 
or for specific activities or purposes. Segregation has both 
upsides and downsides. People may be subjected to 
involuntary exclusion, or they may voluntarily confine 
themselves to social cliques or ghettoised communities. These 
processes may be quite deliberate or unconscious and largely 
unnoticed. Segregatory principles or factors include age, 
gender, class, religion, ‘race’, ethnicity, occupation, and 
interests, and even things like height, weight, intelligence, and 
beauty. Although segregation is sometimes deliberately 
enforced for the sake of wellbeing, e.g. reducing the risk of 
sexual harassment by segregating boys from girls and men 
from women, or helping children with disabilities to progress 
through schooling without a sense of inferiority, probably 
most rigid forms of social segregation through human history 
have been bad for wellbeing and for social quality.  

Peach 1996; Jackson 
2001; Mehta & Strough 
2009; Kelton 2009; 
Nightingale 2012; 
Merry 2013; Espino 
2015  
 
 

Self-
determination 
theory  

SDT is an important school of positive psychology research 
drawing inspiration from research on motivation by 
psychologists Richard Ryan and Edward Deci in the 1970s. It 
draws attention to the differences between ‘autonomous’ or 
‘intrinsic’ motives which individuals choose for themselves 
because they themselves value something, and ‘extrinsic’ 
motives which individuals adopt under the influence or duress 
of other people such as domineering employers or pushy 
parents, or under the influence of extrinsic rewards such as 
money. Research shows autonomous motivation to be good 
for both wellbeing and for sustainable dedication to tasks. A 
key problem for some SDT claims, however, is that even in 
highly individualistic societies our motives and identities are 
inescapably intertwined with those of other people. As social 
beings, we must allow our goals to be influenced by other 
people’s goals, including the goals they have for us. No one 
can be entirely ‘self-determined’, and it would be a very bad 
idea to try to achieve this. At collective levels, social and 
political scientists continue to have irresolvable arguments 
over the value of ‘self-determination’ as a principle which 
sometimes seems to justify freedom and sovereignty for 
territories and ethnic groups, but has also been a source of 
many of the world’s most irresolvable chronic violent 
conflicts. 

Ryan, Huta & Deci 
2008; Ryan & Deci 
2017; Gomez-Baya & 
Lucia-Casademunt 
2018; Thomas et al. 
2017; Weller 2008; 
www.selfdetermination
theory.org 

Self-help  This is a broad term covering a variety of global sociocultural 
movements, businesses, and practices that emphasise 
individuals’ own responsibility for how well their lives go. 
The term was popularised by the Scottish Liberal politician 
Samuel Smiles in the title of his blockbuster book Self Help 
(1859) which used biographical sketches of ‘self-made men’ 
to inspire people (originally men) to pursue ambitious careers. 
Today, clients of the self-help industry are predominantly 
women. Although the self-help industry is largely unregulated 
and offers an easy platform for charlatans and writers of 
limited ability, today in some countries doctors and therapists 
prescribe bestseller self-help literature as ‘bibliotherapy’. 

Smiles 1859; McGee 
2005; Archibald 2007; 
Christopher & 
Hickinbottom 2008; 
Byrne & Bond 2013; 
Purser, Forbes & Burke 
2016; Madsen 2015; 
Puett & Gross-Loh 
2016 
 



Also, although arguably ethnocentric insofar as it encourages 
and thrives on individualism and narcissism, the self-help 
movement has also been a major factor in introducing several 
non-Western (particularly Asian) philosophies and practices 
to North American and European populations. 

Self-report A major driver and outcome of happiness research has been 
enhanced respect for self-reported subjective perceptions of 
wellbeing. For many aspects of wellbeing evaluation, 
individuals are generally the best judges of how well they are 
doing. They may also, though by no means necessarily, report 
their self-evaluations accurately if presented with survey 
questions, and when this is the case then self-report surveys 
offer a valid, reliable, and extremely cost-effective form of 
wellbeing research. There are, however, two crucial sceptical 
questions we must always ask of self-reports: 1. Do 
individuals really understand their own wellbeing better than 
external observers? 2. Do their self-reports reflect their self-
evaluations accurately or are they biased by their ‘response 
style’ or by their ‘need for approval’? 

Crowne & Marlowe 
1964; Beam 2012; 
Baker & Brandon 1990; 
Kitayama et al. 1997; 
Chang 2007; Lucas 
2018 

Self-
transcendence 

Maslow, in his later years, put this at the pinnacle of his 
hierarchy of ‘basic needs’, above ‘self-actualisation’. 
Although sometimes, particularly in ‘transpersonal 
psychology’, this term has been associated with some very 
woolly mysticism, it needn’t be any more complicated than 
the basic recognition that individualism has its limits, and that 
much of the substance of our wellbeing is to be found in our 
social and natural environments.  

Baumeister 1991; 
Friedman & Hartelius 
2013; Osin, Malyutina 
& Kosheleva 2016; 
Athota, Kearney & 
Cocodia 2015; Stellar 
et al. 2017; Frey & 
Vogler 2018  

Sentiment 
analysis 

Emerging methods for big data harvesting and analysis are 
providing fascinating new opportunities for social researchers 
to analyse collective ‘sentiment’ or ‘mood’ online 

Pozzi et al. 2017; 
Nakov 2017; Lansdall-
Welfare, Lampos & 
Cristianini 2012  

Sexual 
wellbeing, sexual 
guilt and sex-
positivity 

Sex must feature prominently in any comprehensive theory or 
portrayal of how personal and social wellbeing happen. Yet 
most research, policy, and teaching relating to sex is focused 
on sexual problems rather than pleasures. Although 
commonly used – like ‘sexual health’ – as a euphemism for 
sexual problems, ‘sexual wellbeing’ can in principle point to 
the positive roles of sex in constitution of wellbeing. As an 
important source of pleasure as well as a motivational factor 
in many relationships and life decisions, sexual gratification is 
a core feature of the good society, and it can’t just be left to 
individuals to work out the best ways of achieving this. In 
most societies there are beliefs and practices which cause 
significant sexual harm for some people, for example by 
promoting unrealistic aspirations, unduly restricting sexual 
opportunities, or fostering sexual guilt. Sexual frustration is 
one of the most potent and morally troubling forms of harm 
and disadvantage worldwide. Genital mutilation of boys and 
girls is still practiced worldwide on a terrifying scale, and is 
always associated with traditional pathologising of sexuality. 
Common targets for disapproval and regulation include: 
masturbation; pornography; diversity of sex acts; extramarital 
sex; sexual infidelity; homosexuality; inter-ethnic sex; sex 
between co-workers; commercial sex; non-consensual sex; 
sex between partners of widely differing age or power; 

Driel 2012; Price 2012; 
Price Tangney & 
Dearing 2002; 
Sarigianides 2014; 
Zimmerman 2015; 
Thomeer & Reczek 
2016; Fahs & Plante 
2017; Moriki 2017; 
Pachankis & Bränström 
2018; Kashdan 2018; 
Kansk 2018; Enok & 
Rolf 2018; Döring & 
Mohseni 2018; Gillen 
& Markey 2019; 
Štulhofer et al. 2019 



infertile sex; and sex outside of normal adult years of fertility.  
Sharing 
economy 

As people seek solutions to the personal and collective threats 
of unsustainable economic growth, the rapidly developing 
‘sharing economy’ offers multiple ways of providing new and 
flexible forms of production, sharing, and consumption that 
could reduce unsustainability while also increasing wellbeing 
and conviviality. Examples include sharing cars, bikes, 
accommodation, and tools. 

Malhotra & Van 
Alstyne 2014; 
Hawlitschek, Teubner 
& Weinhardt 2016; 
Coyle 2016; Meyer & 
Shaheen 2017; Rahim 
et al. 2017 

Simplicity, de-
cluttering, and 
slow living 

Due to overproduction and rampant consumerism, people in 
rich countries today tend to have more material possessions 
than are good for them. Along with related concepts such as 
frugalism, thrift, savouring, and slow-down, the idea of living 
well by simplifying and de-cluttering one’s life has over 
recent decades become an important wellbeing and lifestyle 
theme in postindustrial societies.  

Elgin 1981/2010; 
Doherty & Etzioni 
2003; Osbaldiston 2013 

Sleep hygiene This is the discipline of ensuring regular adequate length and 
quality of sleep. It is a crucial life skill that is also strongly 
dependent on supportive socio-economic, cultural, and 
physical environments. With increased awareness of unequal 
opportunities to achieve adequate sleep, some researchers are 
now talking of a ‘global sleep crisis’. 

Williams 2011; Barnes 
& Drake 2015; Mueller, 
Bridges & Goddard 
2011; Van Den Bulck 
2015; Walch, Cochran 
& Forger 2016 

Sociability Attitudes, character traits, and practices of people and 
organisations that are well disposed towards convivial 
engagement. By extension (or transferred epithet), it is also 
often said to be an attribute of places and events. 

Brownlee 2016; 
Capecchi, Iannario & 
Simone 2018; Cook, 
Halsall & Wankhade, 
2015; Jenkins, Ito & 
Boyd 2015; Tsai 2016; 
Kaplan 2018  
 

Social brain, 
social 
neuroscience 

Some of the most promising areas of future wellbeing 
research and interventions concern neurological evidence and 
neuroplasticity. Increasingly, it is being recognised that brain 
development and brain activities are constantly interacting 
with sociocultural environments.  

Cacioppo et al. 2010; 
Costa & Wilson 
O’Leary 2015; Decety 
& Ickes 2009  

Social 
capabilities and 
social 
intelligence 

These terms refer to the ability to get along with other people 
– i.e. to the most important abilities all humans require. Other 
people are our most important resource, environment, interest, 
and value, hence the ability to conduct social interactions 
well, and to enjoy social life, is of central importance. 
Understanding other people is what stimulates our minds 
more than anything else. And among our ultimate values, 
nothing matters more than to be able to admire and be 
admired, to love and be loved, and to notice and be noticed by 
other people. So no matter how socially engaged or 
disengaged we may be, our social skills are crucial to our own 
wellbeing, and to that of people we encounter or influence.  

Goleman 2007; Gore 
1997; Comim 2008; 
Stewart 2013; OECD 
2015; Otto, Walker & 
Ziegler 2018  
 

Social capital This term has since the 1990s been favoured by economists as 
a way of highlighting the instrumental value of patterns of 
social connection that synergise with trust and cooperation. It 
can refer to person-centred networks of relations, or to 
characteristics and interactional behaviour patterns of whole 
populations such as neighbourhoods or cities. It includes local 
as well as more distant relationships, and peer relationships as 
well as relations based on inequality. 

Calvo et al. 2012; Thin 
2002; Fetchenhauer et 
al. 2006; Klein 2012; 
Pena-Lopez, Sanchez-
Santos & Menmbiela-
Pollan 2017; Jones 
2019 

Social climate The ‘climate’ metaphor, like ‘atmosphere’, is commonly used Ashkanasy, Wilderom 



to refer to the wellbeing implications of collective behaviours 
and physical environments at various levels, such as 
‘classroom climate’, ‘school climate’, ‘climate of opinion’, 
and ‘organisational climate’. As well as considering the many 
ways in which different kinds of social situation influence 
people’s interactions, moods, and wellbeing, there are two 
further ways of adapting the ‘social climate’ or ‘social setting’ 
concept as a tool for understanding wellbeing. First, the 
‘person-environment fit’ concept (q.v.) can be used to 
appreciate the very different ways in which people respond to 
social situations depending on their character or mindset, or 
their social skills (q.v.), or their roles in those situations. 
Second, the ‘spillover effect’ concept (q.v.) helps us 
appreciate interaction effects, in the lives of every individual, 
between the different social roles, institutions, and settings 
they inhabit in their daily lives. In other words, the influences 
that social situations have on wellbeing are mediated by 
individual character traits, and by other roles and situations. 

& Peterson 2011; 
Cohen 2013; Schneider 
& Barbera 2014; 
Zandvlie 2013; Daniels, 
Watson & Gedikli 2017 

Social cohesion Closely associated with other social quality concepts such as 
social inclusion, social capital, trust, social integration, 
neighourhood cohesion, community cohesion, etc., this refers 
to desirable aspects of the ‘fabric’ of society (friendliness, 
cooperation, trust, predictability, empathy), that are essential 
for wellbeing, particularly for the sense of belonging. 
Cohesion is one of several major categories of positive social 
qualities, along with justice, participation, and security  

Thin 2002; Eurofound 
2014; Bachtler et al. 
2017; Healy, 
Arunachalam & 
Mizukami 2016; 
Piattoni & Polverari 
2017; Kyllönen 2018; 
Ruiz, Scholes & Bobak 
2018; Aelbrecht & 
Stevens 2019  

Social 
comparison 

By comparing our lives with other people’s, and by observing 
other people’s social comparisons, we make our lives 
interesting, entertaining, dynamic, and joyful. But if we do 
this badly – for example if we choose unrealistically high 
comparison standards or lose friends by indulging in 
embarrassing or unkind status comparison games – we can 
make ourselves and other people miserable. We are 
collectively co-responsible for the social processes and 
institutions that foster good or bad social comparison 
practices.  

Guimond 2011; Davis 
& Wu 2014; Buunk & 
Dijkstra 2017; Morry, 
Sucharyna & Petty 
2018; Bárcena-Martín 
et al. 2017  
 

Social contagion 
and social 
epidemiology  

The term ‘contagion’ is, in principle, a neutral term meaning 
that something spreads through contact. There is a wealth of 
literature on ‘toxic’ people and on adverse forms of social and 
emotional ‘contagion’. There is no reason why we should 
limit concepts like ‘contagion’, ‘epidemiology’, and ‘viral’ to 
diseases. We need to learn how good things and good ideas 
and feelings spread through social networks and venues. 
Appreciating the importance of social and emotional 
contagion is crucial to recognition of people’s co-
responsibility for other people’s wellbeing, particularly that of 
close associates such as spouses, offspring, and co-workers.  

Christakis & Fowler 
2010; Hatfield, 
Cacioppo & Rapson 
1993; Berkman & 
Kawachi 2000; Garland 
et al. 2010; Coviello 
2014; Barsade et al. 
2019  
 

Social 
desirability and 
self-
enhancement 
bias 

In order to make effective use of self-report survey data for 
comparisons between populations or over time, we need to 
consider carefully the many ways in which self-reports can be 
biased by factors that don’t reflect the phenomena being 
studied. ‘Self-enhancement’, the tendency to hold beliefs or at 
least to communicate beliefs that unrealistically enhance self-

Pedregon et al. 2012; 
Paunonen 2016 



evaluations, is an important general category of response 
biases. It has been shown to be a general pattern that varies 
markedly between culture areas, influencing a wide range of 
kinds of self-evaluation. Although no doubt all humans would 
prefer to think well of themselves, the desire for positive self-
regard and/or positive self-portrayal is much stronger in some 
cultures than in others.  

Social 
determinants 

‘Social determinants of health’ is one of the most inept and 
unhelpful terms in applied social research. Users tend to 
reduce ‘social’ factors to major structural inequalities rather 
than considering the full variety; they don’t really mean 
‘determinants’; and they usually mean illness, not health. 
Upstream factors like class inequalities, urban layout, 
transport, and cultural values are all crucial influences on 
health and wellbeing. But if you call them ‘factors’ rather than 
‘determinants’, you will show more respect for people’s own 
room for manoeuvre in responding to these factors. 

Dahlgren & Whitehead 
1991; Marmot & 
Wilkinson 1999/2009; 
CSDH 2008; Carrera 
2018  

Social dilemmas Usually, this term is used mainly by decision scientists such as 
‘new institutional economists’ and social psychologists to 
refer to what would be more accurately called ‘cooperative 
dilemmas’. These occur in any kind of circumstance in which 
individuals seem to be better off behaving competitively or 
antisocially, yet everyone is better off if they all cooperate to 
solve the dilemma. Logically, ‘social dilemma’ is actually a 
broader concept which could refer to other kinds of dilemma 
such as ideological dilemmas, choosing between rival 
beneficiaries, and trade-offs between life domains or between 
highly valued but incommensurable life goals. The classic 
example of cooperative dilemma is the challenge of ensuring 
that crowds stay seated. A few individuals may improve their 
view by standing up, but if everyone stands up there is no net 
gain. ‘Tragedies of the commons’ such as overuse of limited 
open-access resources (common grazing) or absorptive 
capacity (litter, pollution) are important kinds of cooperative 
dilemmas. Other examples include positional competitions 
such as inflationary dress competitions in schools and 
workplaces; competitive body modification (muscle-building, 
plastic surgery, tanning); and extravagant generosity 
competitions (weddings, parties). 

Kramer, Tenbrunsel & 
Bazerman 2009; van 
Lange, Rockenbach & 
Yamagishi 2014; Biel 
et al. 2007; Van Lange 
et al. 2013; Van Lange 
et al. 2014; Kerr 2012; 
Pletzer et al. 2018; van 
Lange, Rockenbach & 
Yamagishi 2017 

Social economy Since ‘the economy’ is a sociocultural construct, the term 
‘social economy’ is a redundant term. Because economists 
tend to use ‘the economy’ to refer to a narrow set of 
commodified goods and transactions, ‘social economy’ is 
used to refer loosely to valuable activities and goods that tend 
to go unmeasured and uncommodified. A wellbeing lens 
should encourage us to look at the ‘whole economy,’ not just 
the marketed or monetised or commodified bits of it.  

Matsui, Noriatsu & 
Ikemoto 2015; Mook et 
al. 2015 

Social emotions Some kinds of feeling pay particularly strong attention to 
other people. In practice, most literature on these ‘social’ 
emotions focuses on adverse emotions such as guilt, pity, and 
fear. But positive emotions such as love, empathy and 
belonging are social too. 

Weiner 2006; Brans et 
al. 2013; Stellar 2017 

Social goods Although economists misuse ‘social’ as a synonym for 
‘shared’ or ‘public’, properly speaking ‘social goods’ are not 
just any kind of shared or public good, but those that have a 

Taylor, 1990/1995; 
Carrera 2018; Stoeckl 
2018; Gore 1997; 



social (institutional, relational, or cultural) character. Thus a 
public park isn’t in itself a social good, but the norms and 
practices that enable people to enjoy one another’s company 
in the park are social goods. Money is a private good, but a 
monetary system is a social good. Social goods are features of 
a good society that are desirable in themselves, and/or for 
their role in facilitating wellbeing. Core social goods include: 
conviviality; security; trust; engagement; and justice. 

Deneulin & Townsend 
2007; Smith & 
Weinstock 2019 

Social mind, 
social brain 

Despite universal recognition that we are a highly social 
species, in individualistic societies there is still a tendency to 
discuss individuals and their minds and identities with 
minimal recognition of their social dimensions. ‘Social mind’ 
theories and research offer important correctives, reminding 
us that our thoughts, our feelings, and our identities are social 
compositions. We have extended minds that are socially and 
environmentally constituted, and we shouldn’t invest naïve 
belief in ‘real me’ identities that we imagine as some mystical, 
autonomous, and sacred life force. 

Emery, Clayton & Frith 
2007; Lieberman 2013; 
Costa & O’Leary 2015; 
Schutt, Seidman & 
Keshavan 2015; 
Sloman & Fernbach 
2017; Lavelle 2019 

Social mood Like other collective psychology terms such as ‘morale’ 
(q.v.), ‘national mood’, ‘public mood’, this is a loose term for 
short to medium-term variations in collective sentiments or 
‘emotional climate’ such as general optimism/pessimism. It is 
used more by journalists than by academics. Moods are 
vaguer and longer-term than emotions. Robert Prechter’s 
niche discipline of Socionomics uses big data to conduct 
predictive social mood research. Such research tends to 
simplify the concept to positive versus negative ‘wave 
patterns’. Social media such as Twitter and Facebook have 
been used to assess national and local mood shifts and hence 
to predict markets and elections. Some social mood research 
uses the ‘circumplex model of affect’, which adds calm versus 
excitement as a separate dimension. ‘Policy mood’ 
researchers go beyond the blunt ‘left/right’ ideological 
distinction to look at relations between sentiments and 
specific policy issues.  

Casti 2010; Bollen et 
al. 2011; Prechter et al. 
2012; Atwater 2012; 
Lampos et al. 2013; 
Chen et al 2019; 
www.socionomics.net; 
hedonometer.org 

Social 
motivation  

This refers to the real or imagined presence of other people, 
either specific others or generalised sociocultural forces, in 
human motives for action. This is a key theme in the study 
and promotion of wellbeing, since wellbeing is both affected 
by and comprised of motivation. Human motivation is always 
to a large extent ‘social’. It can be about emotions, thoughts, 
or actions, and it can persuade people to desire or do 
something, or to shun something. Social motives and goals 
have both an ego-centric and collective senses – individual 
motives and goals relating to improvement of social 
relationships or status, and collective motivation to improve 
society. The two overlap when individuals recognise their 
own social motivations as being part of some common 
purpose such as community vitality or the justice system. 

Geen 1991; Baumeister 
& Leary 1995; Kornadt 
2002; Weiner 2006; 
Akerlof 2006; Dunning 
2011; Stoykova 2013 
 

Social 
participation 
and citizen 
engagement  

One of most important indicators of the social quality of a 
nation, organisation, or local community is the level and 
quality of active participation in social affairs. ‘Participation’ 
mainly refers to active involvement, for example in decision-
making, voting, attending public events and meetings, and 
providing practical contributions to public goods. 

Rai 2011; Sandstrom & 
Dunn 2014; Paterson 
2014; Zhang & Zhang 
2015; Pavlova, 
Silbereisen & Silko 
2014; Elham et al. 



‘Engagement’ complements and overlaps with this, tending to 
refer more to mental effort of keeping up with public affairs, 
and to participation in conversations and debates about 
governance. Most of the research explicitly linking social 
participation and wellbeing focuses only on disadvantaged 
populations, particularly people who are ill, old or disabled 
and at risk of social exclusion. 

2017; Clark, Biggeri & 
Frediani 2018; Hunner-
Kreisel & März; Lim, 
Kim & Cha 2019  
 

Social planning  Most adults in modern societies engage in some kind of social 
planning, although this term is surprisingly rarely used. More 
versatile and broader than related concepts such as ‘social 
policy’, ‘urban planning’, ‘rural planning’, ‘social 
innovation’, ‘social administration’, ‘social activism’ and 
‘social work’ (all of which it encompasses), social planning 
refers to any kind of explicit and reasonably systematic 
promotion or maintenance of social goods. It complements the 
similarly versatile term ‘social action’. Planning includes not 
only policy-making but also problem definition, finding 
solutions, prioritising, engaging stakeholders, delivering 
activities, monitoring, and evaluating. Professional social 
planners include not only state actors, but business managers, 
and anyone with planning roles in educational, religious, 
leisure, and community organisations. Social plans can relate 
to discrete social interventions, or part-plans addressing social 
dimensions of infrastructural or technical projects. They can 
be innovative and transformative, or focused on maintaining 
the status quo; diffuse and participatory or focused and expert-
led; and remedial (focused on alleviating problems) or 
aspirational (focused on building excellent social qualities). 

Poon, Button and 
Nijkamp 2006; Maser 
2010; Manzini 2015; 
Thin 2015, 2016; 
Abbott, Wallace and 
Sapsford 2016; 
Twelvetrees 2017; 
Westley & McGowan 
2017; Brundenius et al. 
2017; Leon-Guerrero 
2018; Peris-Ortiz, 
Alonso Gómez & 
Marquez 2018; 
Banerjee, Carney & 
Hulgard 2019 

Social policy Strongly patterned through not necessarily explicit or formal 
principles and approaches for maintaining or developing good 
societies. The default referents of social policy in academia 
tend, however, to be much narrower, focused almost 
exclusively on remedial work rather than more aspirational 
social planning, and on governmental policies rather than 
social policy in general. 

Van Oorschot, Opielka 
& Pfau-Effinger 2008; 
Harrison & Sanders 
2014; Taylor-Gooby & 
Leruth 2018; Baglioni 
& Sinclair 2018 

Social 
prescribing 

This is an emerging practice, particularly in UK and USA, 
which links state medical services with voluntary social 
support services to provide nonmedical support for patients 
with complex problems. This is an innovative approach to 
addressing the needs of medical patients whose symptoms 
appear to be particularly strongly linked with complex social 
causes such as poverty, stress, and loneliness. Instead of just 
treating physical symptoms (the default approach for patients 
who are frequent visitors to their doctors), a new collaborative 
system is established where routes to health and wellbeing are 
sought through social facilitation, usually with the help of 
community care workers, links to befriending organisations, 
and sociable leisure activities such as exercise and arts clubs.  

Bickerdike et al. 2017; 
Chatterjee et al. 2018; 
Sheffield Hallam 2018; 
Alderwick et al. 2018; 
Drinkwater, Wildman 
& Moffatt 2019; 
www.westminster.ac.uk
/perspectives-in-
health/projects/social-
prescribing-network 

Social progress Social progress has two main meanings: 1. A general term for 
life getting better for whole populations; 2. more specifically, 
improvements in social qualities (such as trust, friendliness, 
freedom, or fairness). When theorists, planners, and activists 
discuss social progress and describe policies as ‘progressive’, 
there are commonly two major weaknesses: a failure to 
articulate nonremedial, nonadversarial visions of inclusive 

Sklair 1970; Nisbet 
1980; Thin 2002; Baker 
2011; Christiansen 
2015; Fleurbaey & 
Bouin 2018; Nugent 
2010; Shields & Dunn 
2016; Talbot 2013; 



improvements in wellbeing; and a failure to say what is 
‘social’ about the forms of progress envisaged. Genuine 
visions of social progress transcend partisan politics and 
egalitarianism to specify how it may be possible to bring 
about social qualities that are intrinsically good, i.e. part of 
people’s wellbeing. 

Aubrecht 2013; 
Miyamoto, Huerta & 
Ikesako 2015; Etzioni 
2016; Messner 2016; 
Kitcher 2017; Fehder, 
Porter & Stern 2018; 
Fosu 2018; Hart 2001; 
Heath 2018; McIntosh 
2018; Richardson & 
Schokkaert et al. 2019  

Social quality This is an important and under-used neutral concept referring 
to qualities of the sociocultural environment (relationships, 
institutions, attitudes, beliefs, traditions, rituals), which, like 
‘quality of life’, can be used to assess undesirable or desirable 
aspects of life. Commonly, like most ‘social’ terms, in public 
planning discourses this term has been reduced to the status of 
a residual concept, referring to factors not fully incorporated 
into the market-dominated concept of ‘the economy’.  

Thin 2002; Hayden 
2005; Taipale, Beham 
& Nätti 2011; Águeda 
Marujo & Neto 2014; 
Lin & Herrmann 2015; 
Phillips & Wong 2017; 
Wise & Noble 2017; 
Uslaner 2018; Kaplan 
2018; Kelso 2018 

Social value and 
‘Social Return 
on Investment’. 

In the UK, the Public Services (Social Value) Act 2012 made 
it mandatory for various public service providers to assess the 
‘social impact’ or ‘social value’ of their work. To draw 
attention to social value is to point out the need to transcend 
the limited scope of the market values traditionally studied by 
economists. Although this makes sense in principle, the 
quantification of uncertain and incommensurable values in 
practice renders highly suspect many of the truth claims made 
by evaluators involved in assessment of ‘Social Return on 
Investment’. What matters, morally, is whether the process of 
trying to use numbers to help decision-making actually fosters 
more intelligent conversations and better decisions.  

Nicholls et al. 
2009/2012; Fujiwara 
2013; Carrick 2013; 
Fujiwara, Kudrna & 
Dolan 2014; Burke & 
Richardsen 2014; 
Bonham-Carter & 
Mann 2017; Hebb 
2017; Kiser, Leipziger 
& Shubert 2017; Thin 
2018; Australian Social 
Value Bank 2018; 
socialvalueint.org 

Social wellbeing Sociologically, this refers to collective and positive qualities 
of the social fabric: collective trust, solidarity, resilience, and 
vitality. Economists use this term residually, to refer to public 
goods that are not directly covered by ‘economic’ measures 
such as GDP. Psychologists sometimes use it egocentrically, 
meaning the social dimensions of individual wellbeing, such 
as social confidence, the ability to love and empathise, and the 
avoidance of loneliness, anomie, and social exclusion.  

Keyes 1998; Figart & 
Marangos 2011; 
Marangos & 
Karagiannis 2013; 
Romano 2015; Daniels, 
Watson & Gedikli 
2017; Capone, 
Donizzetti & Petrillo 
2018; Johnson et al. 
2018; Appau, Churchill 
& Farrell 2019 

Social work Professional services traditionally focused on understanding 
and mitigating the sources and adversities of extreme social 
disadvantage. But it would also make sense for the discipline 
to promote social transformations that concern everyone, such 
as the deliberate promotion of prosocial attitudes, kindness, 
and conviviality. There is ongoing debate about the identity 
and purpose of the discipline, and its leading professional 
body the IFSW has announced a more aspirational definition 
of the discipline’s purposes, including the promotion of 
‘social change and development, social cohesion, and the 
empowerment and liberation of people’, ‘principles of social 
justice, human rights, collective responsibility and respect for 

Beddoe & Maidment 
2014; van Heugten & 
Gibbs 2015; ifsw.org 



diversities’, in order to ‘address life challenges and enhance 
wellbeing’. 

Sociology Although in theory this means the study of society, in the 20th 
century this was generally narrowed to the study of social 
problems in modern industrialised societies. This involved 
two lens: 1. a ‘pathological’ lens, focusing attention on harms 
and injustice; and 2. a ‘Western’ lens specialising in modern 
industrialised Western contexts. Recently, both these lenses 
have been challenged, through still only by a small minority 
of sociologists who are either interested in wellbeing and 
social goods, or interested in non-Western societies, or both. 

Schuessler & Fisher 
1985; Veenhoven 2008, 
2012, 2014; Kroll 2011; 
Stebbins 2011; Thin 
2014; Yogan 2014; 
Hyman 2014; Leach 
2014; Greco, Holmes & 
McKenzie 2015; 
Cieslik 2015, 2016; 
McKenzie 2016; 
Brownlie & Anderson 
2017; Holmes & 
Mackenzie 2019  
 

Solo living In most human societies solo living has been a rarity and 
generally looked on with pity, mistrust, or horror, unless 
sanctioned as part of a ritual or exception ritual status such as 
ascetic monkhood. Today, residential independence 
(voluntary and involuntary) is rapidly on the rise in most 
countries worldwide due to changes in marriage practices, 
optional celibacy, labour mobility, and longevity. Emerging 
forms of robotic assistance and companionship may radically 
alter people’s ability and willingness to live alone. These 
trends can be seen as one of the most important, interesting 
and challenging global social experiments humanity has 
undertaken, and it is vitally important that we try to learn 
about its effects on wellbeing – both on the wellbeing of those 
who live alone, and on the wellbeing of those who don’t. Most 
research on solo living is pathological, focused on problematic 
and involuntary isolation, rather than on voluntary and benign 
forms of independent living. Social research is crucial because 
the wellbeing implications of living alone depend greatly on 
personal social networks, neighbourhood factors, public 
services, and cultural factors such as norms and technology. 

De Paulo 2011; 
Jamieson & Simpson 
2013; Klinenberg 2012, 
2016; Luken & 
Vaughan 2008; Yeung, 
Jean & Cheung 2015; 
Bergland et al. 2016; 
Lehoux & Grimard 
2018; Djundeva, 
Dykstra & Fokkema 
2018 

Spillover effects These happen when factors in one life domain (e.g. domestic 
life) influence another (e.g. working life). This may refer to 
adverse or beneficial effects, so it is common to specify 
‘negative’ or ‘positive’ spillover effects. A related term is 
‘crossover’, which refers to the transference of wellbeing or 
illbeing from one person to another through a close dyadic 
relationship. Evidently spillover and crossover tend to operate 
together, so that if a work benefits from a spouse’s wellbeing 
this will tend to correlate with positive synergies between 
work and domestic life.  

Rodríguez-Muñoz et al. 
2014; Sanz-Vergel & 
Rodríguez-Muñoz 
2013; Kinnunen et al. 
2006; Hanson, Hammer 
& Colton 2006; 
Montes-Maroto et al. 
2018 

Spiritual 
wellbeing, 
spiritual capital, 
and spiritual 
intelligence 

These are popular term for a bewildering variety of religious, 
mystical, or generally elusive aspects of wellbeing. They 
generally refers just to the enjoyment of religious practices 
such as prayer and worship) or some kind of mystical (i.e. not-
quite-explicable, nonordinary) experiences. Although 
spirituality doesn’t necessarily imply a firm belief in spirits or 
deities, it tends to imply an intuition that there must also be 
some level of existence that transcends both mind and body. 
For the nonreligious meanings of ‘spirituality’, the term 

Emmons 1999; Berger 
& Redding 2010; Lou 
2015; Wills-Herrera 
2009, 2014; 
Malinakova et al. 2017; 
Gaskin-Wasson 2018; 
Flanagan & O’Sullivan 
2012; Ahmed & Khan 
2018; Mas-Machuca & 



‘psychology’ serves just as well because that term, too, refers 
to the elusive mysteries of the ‘psyche’, i.e. of mental 
experience. The uses of ‘spirituality’ lie in reminding us of the 
importance of elusive, mysterious, and self-transcendent 
sources and forms of wellbeing. Although theologians have 
been known to debate nuances of terms like spirit, soul, life-
force, consciousness, and psyche, these overlapping terms 
blend into one another and collectively represent apprehension 
of the mysteries of how mind emerges from matter. For 
scholars, there is nothing about the concept of ‘spirituality’ 
that can’t fit either within a suitably loose concept of 
‘religion’, or within the secular psychology of awe. 

Marimon 2019  

Status anxiety, 
positional goods, 
and relative 
affluence 

These become concerns when people worry about the 
inevitable uncertainties of such self-other comparisons Status-
anxious people crave and display ‘positional goods’ as 
tangible symbols of their worth, in a usually unsuccessful 
attempt to quell these worries. Wellbeing promoters can 
distract sufferers by providing opportunities for self-
transcendence, such as pro-social volunteering, tending plants 
or animals, risky sports, and excursions into wild nature. 

Frank 1985; de Botton 
2004; Solnick, Hong & 
Hemenway 2007; 
Walasek & Brown 
2015; Hoyer 2017; 
Layte et al. 2019  

Stress  Transferred from biology to psychology since the 1950s, and 
thence into the media and the public imagination, ‘stress’ has 
become one of the most central concerns of modern humans. 
We know that if we don’t live well with stress, we will be 
miserable and will die prematurely. By default, stress is just a 
vague term for biological or mental challenge. It has become a 
term for worries associated with trying too hard or excessively 
multi-tasking. Some motivation theorists try to insist we ought 
also to recognise that being motivated is a form of ‘good 
stress’ or ‘eustress’. Stress is a collective, not just an 
individual concern, because it is culturally constructed and 
socially managed: we are co-responsible for one another’s 
ability to cope with stress. As a psychological term, stress 
means defective mental processing, such as worrying 
excessively about imperfections, delays, and other people’s 
judgements of our achievements or appearance. Hence the 
common claim that stress reduction will lead to happiness 
although this is circular since stress is itself a form of 
unhappiness. Stress is one of the vaguest and least useful 
terms in the wellbeing lexicon, and the copious literature on 
stress is largely opportunistic and of dubious value. Stress is 
understood through metaphors of pressure, rush, and 
frustration. It is a catch-all for the bad mental and physical 
outcomes of living an excessively challenging life. Although 
many have tried to find reliable measures for perceptions and 
outcomes of stress, the term clearly is too diverse in meanings 
to be understood as a single quantifiable entity. It is also 
important not to pathologise stress. ‘Good stress’ is necessary 
for an interesting and engaged life. Lots of experiences that 
might reasonably be called ‘stressful’ are also good for us, 
offering productive opportunities for interesting challenge and 
personal growth.  

Selye 1956; Doublet 
2000; Sapolsky 
1994/2004; Becker 
2013; McGonigal 2015; 
Loriol 2019  
 

Subjective 
wellbeing  

This term, favoured by psychologists and statisticians, is more 
or less synonymous with ‘happiness’, and is associated with 
questioning in surveys that elicit self-reports about either life 

Argyle 1966; Diener 
1994; Diener et al. 
2009; Cummins 2018 



satisfaction (an overall cognitive, i.e. reflective self-
evaluation) or recent emotional experiences (positive or 
negative). 

 

Subjective 
wellbeing 
valuation and 
customer 
happiness 

As an alternative to the ‘hedonic pricing’ traditionally 
favoured by economists, SWB valuation involves using 
information from self-reported happiness or pleasure or 
satisfaction as the basis for discerning the value of 
(commodified or uncommodified) goods. The related concept 
of ‘customer happiness’ takes us beyond the relatively trivial 
matter of how satisfied customers say they are with a 
purchases, to the more morally meaningful assessment of how 
goods contribute to happiness over the medium to long term. 

Dolan & Peasgood 
2008; van Praag & 
Baarsma 2005; 
Sunstein 2008; Ubel & 
Loewenstein 2008; 
Ferreira & Moro 2010; 
Beja 2012 
 
 

Success 
(accomplishment
) 

Wellbeing discourse is always about what matters to us, and a 
large part of that is thinking about what we hope to 
accomplish and what we actually achieve. One some forms of 
individual ‘success’ require competitive superiority over 
others. A good society therefore fosters a variety of forms of 
success, not all of which are competitive. Wellbeing policies 
at all levels from the family upwards need to consider what 
we can collectively do to foster benign aspirations and 
celebrate accomplishment in ways that allow most people to 
feel ‘successful’ in some ways. 

McLelland 1961; 
Gladwell 2008; Thomas 
2008; Murray 2009; 
Seligman 2011; 
Huffington 2014; 
Atherton 2016 

Successful 
ageing  

Successful ageing or late-life flourishing, the idea that late life 
could be characterised by flourishing rather than merely by 
minimising sorrows and ailments is one of the core concepts 
of appreciative and aspirational social and medical research 
and practice. ‘Ageing’ in this term is a euphemism for old age, 
as it is never used as a rubric for aging in younger years, and 
rarely used even for midlife ageing. In contrast to 
‘disengagement theory’, which posits old age as a time of 
decline and separation, gerontologists who focus on 
‘successful ageing’ emphasise the continued importance of 
actively pursuing personally valued goals right through to the 
end of life. ‘Successful ageing’ is therefore a gerontological 
version of ‘activity theory’. 

Baltes & Baltes 1990; 
Vaillant 2002; Vaillant 
& Mukamal 2001; 
Cheng et al. 2015; 
Fernández-Ballesteros, 
Benetos & Robine 
2019; Castel 2019 

Sufficientarianis
m 

Aspirational planning for social wellbeing must not be 
allowed to encourage naïve beliefs about unrestrained 
ambitions. Good societies must help members limit their 
ambitions and wants so that everyone can pursue sufficiency 
of their chosen goods, and lead well harmonised and 
sustainable lifestyles. For sufficientarians, ‘good-enough’ is a 
better target than ‘the best you can be’ or ‘the most you can 
get’. Debates about the moral implications of thresholds for 
sufficiency of goods have been prominent in moral 
philosophy since Harry Frankfurt’s famous sufficientarian 
challenge to ‘economic’ (particularly monetary) 
egalitarianism in 1987 (which in 2015 he expanded to cover 
welfare egalitarianism). He argued that inequalities lose their 
moral significance above the threshold at which people have 
‘enough’. What matters is not inequality in itself, but whether 
people are significantly deprived. It is more morally 
significant to consider what ‘enough’ means than to consider 
inequalities. A good example of sufficientarianism in planning 
is Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness monitoring system, 
which invites citizens to assess whether they are achieving 

Frankfurt 1987, 2015; 
Page 2007; Naish 2009; 
Shinabarger 2013; 
Kanschik 2016; 
Deveaux 2018; Rondel 
2016; Fourie & Rid 
2016; Wagenknecht 
2016; Magnuson 2017; 
Centre for 
Development Studies 
(Bhutan) 2017; Nielsen 
2019 



‘sufficiency’ in various life domains.  
Surveys  Most commonly nowadays, this term is shorthand for ‘public 

opinion survey’, whereas originally it referred loosely to the 
inspection of states of affairs. Typically, today’s opinion 
surveys gather numerically reduced information derived from 
responses to questionnaires, although qualitative analysis is 
always involved in both preparing the questions and 
interpreting the responses. Most surveys based on subjective 
opinions, whether it is about voting habits, wealth, crime, 
religion, or wellbeing, are notoriously prone to biases such as 
temporary situational influences and ‘social desirability’ 
(respondents seeking approval). Despite these weaknesses, 
surveys provide useful evidence for challenging beliefs, and if 
nothing else they can be valuable instruments for raising 
issues in public discourse 

Beam 2012; Wuthnow 
2015 

Sustainable 
development  

As wellbeing moves up the agenda in research as well as in 
policy and practice, many progress theorists and activists see 
positive synergies between the pursuit of sustainable lifestyles 
and the pursuit of wellbeing. Because the same practices that 
cause long-term unsustainabilities are often co-responsible for 
current illbeing, there is good win–win potential for 
combining the promotion of wellbeing with the reduction of 
environmental harms and unsustainabilities. Also, since 
sustainability is implicitly based on the belief that there is 
something worth sustaining, it should be obvious that morally 
responsible and realistic development strategies must be 
centred on theories and evidence relating to wellbeing. 

Haworth 2007; Scott 
2012; Deer et al. 2014; 
Happiness Research 
Institute 2015; Deer et 
al. 2014; Van Gelder 
2014; Happiness 
Research Institute 
2015; Magnuson 2017; 
Bregman 2017; Gough 
2017; Bartelmus 2018.  
See also: ‘postgrowth’ 

Therapeutic 
state 

This term was coined in the 1970s by Thomas Szasz, a 
controversial critic of psychiatry, to refer to the rampant 
growth of state interest in governing people’s health and 
emotional life, and the growing ‘emotionalism’ and emotional 
hypochondria in late 20th-century culture particularly in the 
UK and the USA. It has more recently become associated with 
scornful critiques of ‘therapy culture’ and of therapeutic 
professions that have arguably promoted medicalisation and 
pathologising of relatively normal and usually temporary 
forms of mental suffering, such as social anxiety and mild 
depression. Defenders of the therapeutic ethos have, however, 
argued that we can all benefit by becoming more open in our 
recognition of mental troubles. 

Szasz 1975/1984; 
Füredi 2004; House & 
Loewenthal 2011; Rose 
1990 

Third place, 
convivial/sociabl
e places 

The concept of ‘third place’ was coined by USA sociologist 
Ray Oldenburg in the 1970s to refer to those sociable places, 
other than home and workplace, that facilitate low-stakes, 
casual, and relatively informal sociability. Arguably, some 
forms of urban planning have seriously damaged people’s 
prospects for wellbeing by destroying and failing to replace 
accessible third places such as pubs, corner cafes, semi-
sheltered open spaces, and clubs. The related concept of 
‘conviviality’ has been used by architects, designers, and 
urban planners to consider the ways in which built 
environments can facilitate enjoyable social interactions. 

Oldenburg 1989; 
Shaftoe 2008; 
Campbell 2015 

Third way 
policies 

In the late 1990s in Europe and North America, people who 
were tired of the intellectual laziness and sterility of ‘left 
versus right’ polarisation in political discourse began talking 
about a ‘third way’ towards social progress, which was also 

Giddens 1998, 2000; 
Etzioni 2000, 2018; 
Whyman 2006; Huo 
2006; Jordan 2011; 



referred to as ‘centre-left social democracy’. The main 
relevance to wellbeing policy is the enhanced recognition of 
the potential of ‘third sector’ (civil society) organisations to 
strengthen social quality. If we want to reduce the 
wastefulness, unfairness, and distortive effects of big 
government, while also fighting the harms of unfettered 
market forces, we must strengthen the ability of community 
and voluntary sector organisations to contribute to social 
goods. The communitarian political theorist and activist 
Amitai Etzioni has expressed more clearly than anyone else 
the links between ‘third way’ politics, wellbeing, and social 
goods  

Kolarz 2016 

Time affluence Also known as ‘time prosperity’, this means the experience of 
having just the right amount of time to do what you want to 
do, and/or being comfortable with your discretionary (‘free’) 
time and feeling in control of it. The opposites are ‘time 
poverty’ and the subjective experience of ‘time pressure’ or 
‘time stress’. Since it is a kind of experience and not just a 
resource, time ultimately matters more than money. And since 
time is subjective, perceptions of time matter arguably matter 
at least as much as factual evidence of measured time. The 
term ‘temporal wellbeing’ is a useful concept for the ability to 
live well with time – enjoying a fair balance of freely chosen 
activities, and usually not feeling unduly rushed or bored. It 
has been argued that ‘free time’, or ‘discretionary time’, is the 
single most important indicator of both freedom and 
wellbeing. This belief depends, however, on optimistic 
assumptions about agreement over what makes some time 
‘free’.  

Zimbardo & Boyd 
2009; Boniwell & 
Zimbardo 2015; 
Goodin et al. 2008; 
Mogilner, Whillans & 
Norton 2018; Hafstrom 
and Paynter 1991; 
Krueger et al. 2008; 
Gershuny 2012; see 
also ‘time use surveys’ 

Time 
perspectives 

Wellbeing happens in people’s memories and in their 
imagined futures as well as in the present moment. Not only 
do the remembered wellbeing of the past, and the imagined 
wellbeing of the future matter in themselves, but remembering 
and anticipating have lasting effects on wellbeing outcomes, 
and are crucial components in the mental filtering of external 
factors.  

Martin 1999; Cheng, 
Shein & Chiou 2012; 
Wu 2013; Mischel 
2014; Zimbardo & 
Boyd 2009; Boniwell & 
Zimbardo 2015 

Time use surveys Time is arguably more important than happiness, and certainly 
more important than money, as an indicator of wellbeing. 
With increased recognition of the importance of temporal 
wellbeing, and of the moral and political salience of 
inequalities in free time, time use accounting is on the rise 
worldwide. Researchers have important roles in highlighting 
discrepancies between perceived and actual time use and free 
time availability. Studies of time use are increasingly 
facilitated by smartphones and wearable tracking devices. 
National Time Accounting is a procedure developed by the 
economist Alan Krueger and colleagues to complement other 
national accounts, particularly income accounts (GDP) and 
happiness accounts. The NTA is based on sample surveys of 
citizens in which, using the ‘day reconstruction method’ and 
‘ecological momentary assessment’, they are asked about time 
spent on activities the previous day and their enjoyment (or 
not) of these. This results in a ‘U-index’ (unhappiness-index), 
a numerical assessment of the proportion of the day spent on 
activities in which adverse feelings (sadness, pain, or stress) 

Robinson & Godbey 
1999; Michelson 2005; 
Krueger et al. 2009; 
Gershuny 2011, 2012; 
Cordova Cazar 2016; 
Hirway 2017; Flèche 
2017; Gershuny & 
Sullivan 2017; Stone et 
al 2018; Saksiriruthai & 
Pholphirul 2019; 
Walthery & Gershuny 
2019; Urdinola & 
Tovar 2019 



predominated over good feelings. Better awareness of these 
factors could not only help individual-level decision-making, 
but also help us collectively to organise our societies so that 
people optimise time-use from a wellbeing perspective.  

Transport, 
commuting, and 
active travel 

Some of the more striking findings from wellbeing and 
happiness research concern the important associations 
between wellbeing and the enjoyability as well as health and 
social implications of different forms of transport, as well as 
time spent commuting. In sociology and human geography, 
‘mobilities’ research has addressed the health, psychological, 
and social implications of the ways people move about both in 
their immediate environments and further afield. 

Martin, Goryakin & 
Suhrcke 2014; Delbosc 
2012; Vella-Brodrick & 
Stanley 2013; Davis & 
Parkin 2015 
 

Trust Connected with the rise of social capital research in the early 
1990s, measurement and analysis of trust has become a key 
component in social quality research worldwide. Trust means 
the perceived reliability of a specific group or category of 
other people (‘particularised trust’), or other people in general 
(‘generalised trust’). Positive trust (expecting good things of 
people) strengthens cooperative capabilities by making 
support partnerships and networks more efficient, while 
negative trust (expecting low risk of harmful behaviour) 
creates a safety climate in which attention is freed up for 
concerns other than safety and order. But beyond these 
instrumental values, trust has intrinsic value as part of what it 
means to feel part of a good society. 

Fukuyama 1995; Six 
2005; Parks, Joireman 
& van Lange 2013; 
Genovese & Grazia 
2014; Uslaner 2018  
 

Twenty-four 
hour society, 
speed-up society; 
24/7 economy 

The increasingly always-on nature of urban life, both in work 
and in leisure activities, is a key area of social wellbeing 
debate. In no area of wellbeing promotion is it more clear that 
the issues must be addressed not just at the level of personal 
lifestyle choice, through cooperative social action supported 
by socio-economic research.  

Kreitzman 1999; 
Sullivan & Gershuny 
2019 

Utilitarianism 1. In moral philosophy, the belief that the best actions are 
those that maximise happiness or wellbeing. There are endless 
debates among moral philosophers over variants of this belief, 
such as ‘rule utilitarianism’ versus ‘act utilitarianism’. 2. In 
common language, ‘utilitarian’ has an entirely different 
meaning referring to usefulness, which is about instrumental 
rather than ultimate value. 

 

Utility and 
utilitarianism 

Very unlike its everyday meaning of ‘usefulness’, ‘utility’ is 
also used as a philosophical jargon term for wellbeing or 
happiness. ‘Utilitarian’ value, in this usage, refers to 
something’s importance for wellbeing. These different usages 
cause confusion, so if you use these terms you are obliged to 
say what you actually mean. ‘Utilitarianism’ is the doctrine, 
associated particularly with the philosophers Jeremy Bentham 
and John Stuart Mill, that the goodness of actions and 
institutions should be assessed by their effects on well-being. 
The philosopher Robert Goodin made the most persuasive 
argument for utilitarianism in public decision-making. But he 
also noted that there are lots of good reasons why in private 
decision-making, individuals may want to act according to 
other sources of moral guidance, such as the primary duty to 
look after oneself and one’s kin and friends. The British 
economist and politician Richard Layard has also been a vocal 
advocate of utilitarianism in politics.  

Goodin 1995; Layard 
2005 



Utopianism This means imagining and/or planning social arrangements 
which are utterly superior to any known to have existed in real 
life. Utopian fiction and discourse provides important sources 
of information about what kinds of social wellbeing people 
believe are desirable even if no one knows whether they are 
possible. Utopian discourse can be personal (such as literary 
thought experiments or personal escapist ascetic experiments) 
or collective and doctrinal (such as religious dogma about 
heaven or paradise). Often, utopian thinking responds to 
pessimism about the present.  

Claeys & Sargent 1999; 
Jones & Ellis 2015; 
Levitas 2013; Bregman 
2017 

Value-based 
policy and 
practice 

One of the most distinctive features of ‘wellbeing’ approaches 
to policy and practice is that the wellbeing lens steers our 
attention towards ultimate values. When we prioritise 
activities and take decisions, are we clear about what it is that 
we, and other people, really care about? Normally, however, 
most decisions are just reactive responses to the presentation 
of alternatives, since consideration of ultimate values can be 
not only time-consuming but baffling given the diversity of 
values and the multiplicity of potential trade-offs. If you think 
hard about what would be really valuable to achieve (to you or 
to other people), you can reframe your decision opportunities 
in more proactive, positive ways. But in doing so, since we 
care about lots of things we can’t ‘maximise’ any one value 
because there will always be some trade-offs between 
different values.  

Loughlin 2014; Fulford 
2012; Brockmann & 
Delhey 2013 

Values Values are central to wellbeing, since it is all about evaluation 
of emotions, thoughts, selves, lives, and society. Values may 
be ‘universal’ (or ‘human’); or ‘cultural’ or ‘religious’ (i.e. 
nonuniversal); or ‘personal’ or ‘family’ values. Values don’t 
exist independently of people’s minds and actions, and hence 
they are unavoidably subjective. ‘Intrinsic’ values are those 
deemed to be important in themselves, whereas things can 
also have ‘extrinsic’ values insofar as they are useful for 
achieving some other purpose (for example, cheerfulness is 
intrinsically good, but it can also be a useful source antidote to 
pessimism or conflict). ‘Axiology’, the philosophical analysis 
of value, focuses mainly on three categories of value theory: 
hedonism (what you enjoy is good); desire fulfilment theory 
(it’s good to get what you wanted); and substantive goods 
theory (it’s good to live well according to universal objective 
judgement criteria). Philosophers distinguish three dimensions 
of value in the assessment of people’s lives: prudential value 
for the individual whose life is being assessed; aesthetic value 
(how good something feels to specific kinds of people; 
perfectionist value (whether someone is a good example of 
humanity, i.e. as judged by some ideals).  

Rokeach 1979; 
Sznaider 1998; Agar 
2001; Dussauge, 2015; 
Sagiv, Roccas & 
Oppenheim-Weller 
2015; Kramer, 
Tenbrunsel & 
Bazerman 2009; Nolan 
2015; Schwartz & 
Sortheix 2018; 
Goldman 2019 
 
 

Victim mentality In contrast to just world beliefs, victim mentality is the belief 
that one belongs to at least one group or category of people 
that is unfairly disadvantaged and hence deserving of remedial 
support. This can turn into ‘competitive victimhood’ when 
individuals or groups compete for sympathy-based attention 
and/or compensation. While consciousness of collective 
oppression can empower people to collaborate for social 
transformation, it can also be infantilising (inhibiting the 
development of a mature sense of personal responsibility) and 

Sykes 1992; Hughes 
1993; Best 1997; 
Pizzey, Shackleton & 
Urwin 2000; Hancock 
2016; De Guissmé & 
Licata 2017; Druliolle 
& Brett 2018; Young & 
Sullivan 2016; 
Campbell & Manning 



demoralising (drawing attention to structural injustices that 
are beyond the control of individuals). A social wellbeing 
lens, with an emphasis on appreciating people’s strengths and 
the potential for flourishing, can help us to promote social 
justice without fostering a ‘culture of victimhood’ among 
disadvantaged people, and without alienating comparatively 
privileged people by perpetuating a sense of unavoidable 
guilt. 

2018 

Virtues, 
strengths, and 
character 

Wellbeing isn’t just about how well people feel or how well 
they think their lives are going. It’s also about whether they 
are good people who engage with their sociocultural and 
material environments in benign ways. The ‘positivity’ of the 
positive psychology movement points not only to happiness, 
but also to good ways of thinking and acting – virtues such as 
wisdom, courage, thrift, and temperance; character strengths 
such as willpower and creativity; and values such as beauty, 
altruism, and self-transcendence. 

Carr 1991; Carr & 
Steutel 1999; Etzioni 
1995; Crisp 1996; 
Jacobs 2001; Noddings 
2002; Held & Bohart 
2002; Peterson & 
Seligman 2004; Held 
2005; Gordon 2010; 
Gardner 2011; Timpe 
& Boyd, 2014; Nucci, 
Krettenauer & Narvaez 
2014 

Welfare, 
welfarism and 
‘social spending’ 

Welfare was in the past (and is still today for many 
philosophers) synonymous with both wellbeing and 
happiness. Since the 1980s, animals have had ‘welfare’ 
whereas humans have had ‘wellbeing’. In social policy 
discourse, welfare has become strongly associated with 
meeting minimum standards of basic needs provision, and 
with state payments to underprivileged people for the sake of 
meeting these minimum standards. ‘Welfare’ is therefore 
associated with clinical and minimalist planning rather than 
with aspirational planning, and ‘welfarism’ today implies a 
primary or sole emphasis on improving the well-being of 
disadvantaged people, often through financial transfers, 
subsidies and preferential services. Research on ‘welfare 
state’ and levels of public spending in general has commonly 
shown little or no correlation between aggregate public 
spending and life satisfaction. More focused research on 
specific kinds of welfare provision for specific categories of 
people reveals more clearly why some welfare (or ‘social’) 
spending promotes wellbeing and some doesn’t. 

Sumner 1996; Edgar & 
Russell 1998; 
Veenhoven 2000; 
Ouweneel 2002; Barber 
2009; Bjørnskov, 
Dreher & Fischer 2007; 
Jordan 2008; 
Kamerman, Phipps & 
Ben-Arieh 2009; Taylor 
2011; Radcliff 2013; 
Jakubow 2014, 2016; 
Ridge, Rice & Cherry 
2009; Yamamura 2011; 
Heins et al. 2015; 
Mafrolla & D’amico 
2016; Neuberger & 
Preisner 2018; 
Nordheim & 
Martinussen 2019. 
See also ‘wellbeing 
budget’ 

Wellbeing  Wellbeing is an extremely versatile term for feelings and 
evaluations about how well people’s lives go. Roughly 
synonymous with the pre-20th-century meanings of 
‘happiness’ (before that term became restricted to its 
contemporary core meaning of subjective mental satisfaction) 
and ‘welfare’ (before that term became associated with state 
subsidies of the livelihoods of disadvantaged populations), 
wellbeing is a vague and unwieldy concept for which no 
single satisfactory definition seems likely. It refers to the 
desired processes and outcomes of living well, including 
mental, bodily (somatic), sociocultural, and physical-
environmental dimensions. Although primarily about ‘being’, 
i.e. about the condition or state of people’s bodies and minds, 
it is also implicated in consideration of ‘having’ (people’s 

Crisp 2001/2005; 
Gasper 2003; Bishop 
2014 



access to or identification with resources and artefacts), 
‘doing’ (the processes of actively living well), and ‘relating’ 
(to other people and to aspects of the environment). Well-
being or flourishing is perhaps best seen as a function of the 
combined performance on two different criteria – well-feeling 
(being happy in various ways) and well-doing (doing good 
things to other people, being creative). Well-living is 
considered by some a better term than well-being since it 
reflects the process of flourishing  

Wellbeing 
budget 

In 2019, the New Zealand produced the world’s first 
government ‘wellbeing budget’ (although plenty of other 
governments had already formed wellbeing policies and 
ministries, and some also had ‘health and wellbeing’ budgets). 
The idea is to offer a comprehensive justification for all public 
spending in terms of its expected contributions to wellbeing. 
This contrasts, for example, with justifications in terms of 
GDP growth or in terms of amelioration of social pathologies 
such as poverty and crime. It also contrasts with more 
tokenistic adoption of national wellbeing or happiness 
rhetoric, which is often embarrassingly lacking in substantial 
plans and resourcing. 

Durand & Exton 2019; 
Australian Social Value 
Bank 2018; 
Government of New 
Zealand Treasury 2018; 
Weijers & Morrison 
2019; Durand & Exton 
2019 

Wellbeing 
education and 
wellbeing 
literacy  

Analogous to the familiar concept of ‘health literacy’, we 
should have no trouble recognising the importance of people 
having the know-how required to pursue and promote 
wellbeing intelligently. This concept can be applied at 
individual, organisational, and community levels. Wellbeing 
literacy is promoted, for example, when schoolchildren 
receive education about multiple dimensions of wellbeing, 
including not only health but also social and psychological 
wellbeing and appreciation of environmental factors.  

Batterham et al. 2016; 
Oades & Johnston 
2017; White, Slemp & 
Murray 2017; Robinson 
2017; 
www.healthliteracy.org
.uk 

Wellness  This USA coinage really just refers to commercialised 
promotion of wellbeing, particularly through clinical therapy, 
life coaching, or self-help. Cederström and Spicer have argued 
that the ‘wellness syndrome’ (part of which involves a 
‘happiness doctrine’) is a malign cultural trend that makes 
people feel unhealthy and guilty by over-emphasising the 
body and the benefits of dieting and exercise 

Burke & Richardsen 
2014; Cederström & 
Spicer 2015 

WHOQOL 
(World Health 
Organization 
Quality of Life 
measures, 
surveys, and 
studies) 

A major source of inspiration for wellbeing scholarship and 
wellbeing planners has been the WHO’s explicit, recognition, 
of the importance of attending to ‘complete’ (i.e. excellent) 
health and wellbeing, not just to the removal of illness. This 
provided important influence towards the formulation of plans 
for better understanding and promotion of wellbeing, or 
‘quality of life’ which means more or less the same thing. 
Criteria, indicators, and methods of survey and analysis have 
been developed through participation of medics, social 
scientists, and statisticians in many countries since the 1980s 
to explore health-related quality of life. Domains explored 
include physical; psychological; independence; social 
relationships; environment; spirituality, religion and personal 
beliefs; pain and discomfort; positive feelings; mobility; 
personal relationships; physical safety and security; energy 
and fatigue; thinking, learning, memory and concentration; 
activities of daily living; social support; home environment; 
sleep and rest; self-esteem; dependence on medication and 

Topp et al. 2015; 
www.who.int/mental_h
ealth/publications/whoq
ol/en 



treatment; sexual activity; financial resources; bodily image 
and appearance; working capacity; health and social care; 
negative feelings; opportunities for acquiring new information 
and skills; recreation; transport.  

Work 
motivation and 
employee 
engagement  

The assessment of employees’ work motivations and 
satisfactions has been conducted for around 100 years already 
and is one of the most prolific and sophisticated areas of 
wellbeing research. 

Albrecht 2011; Thomas 
2009; Deal & Levenson 
2016 

Work-life 
harmonising/bal
ance  

Still sometimes less helpfully called ‘work–life balance, this 
term reminds us to consider how ‘work’ (normally understood 
as paid employment) interacts (e.g. competes, harmonises, has 
spillover effects) with other aspects of life such as family life, 
community activities, and leisure 

Lewis et al. 2016; 
Cabrera 2015 
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