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Summary

The starting point of this thesis is to explore an alternative understanding of the phenomenon known as
Subjective Well-Being (SWB). This term refers to a subjective view of evaluating one’s life as going well.
Sometimes it is considered a synonym with happiness. As opposed to criteria set by others, e.g. income level,
SWB depends on standards that stem from an individual’s own evaluation of how good his/her life is.

This thesis contains five chapters. Chapter 1 is a selective review of SWB research, going all the way
back to ancient Greeks concepts of the good life. Hedonia and eudaimonia are two basic concepts
representing two different perspectives on a good life. Based on these two concepts, contemporary social
science, especially the fields of economics and psychology, shift the philosophical debate on what a good
life is to inquiring how happy people are and clarifying conditional factors in general. During the past
decades, an increasing number of empirical studies have developed various measurements to assess how
people feel and judge their lives. Findings mainly derived from statistical analysis indicating several
correlative factors and cultural differences between notions of SWB.

The mainstream approaches to SWB so far usually follow a scientific paradigm focusing on exploring
causal and conditional explanations. However, SWB is a complex phenomenon, so causation is not the only
formula to expand on its comprehension. Furthermore, the standardized measurements and variable-centered
analyses neglect a critical aspect: interpreting the meaning of SWB from the subject’s perspective.

Chapter 2 outlines a theoretical framework composed of narrative and contextual perspectives, which
serves the purpose of exploring the meaning and generating process of SWB. The narrative perspectives are
Bruner’s Narrative Mode, Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory, and Kvale’s Inter-Views. The contextual
perspectives, on the other hand, are Wapner’s Organismic-Developmental Approach and Valsiner’s Cultural
Psychology.

Based on the theoretical background presented in Chapter 2, this study ultimately aims at exploring the
structure of the meaning-making process of SWB. Chapters 3 and 4 present two empirical studies with
respect to two more specific research questions:

(1) How do people make sense of their daily experiences as a form of well-being in their own terms?

(2) How does culture provide a context for the meaning-making process of SWB?

A revised Day Reconstruction Method (DRM; Kahneman et al. 2004) was used to describe the
participants’ previous day episodically. Following the revised DRM, a semi-structured life world interview
(Kvale, 1996) further explicated those episodes through dialogue. The results of qualitative analyses of the
structure and contents of the discourse of the DRM and interviews with three laboratory colleagues indicate
that SWB is not a pre-existing fact “inside” of a person but delineated through dialogical interactions within
a certain social context. Kelly’s (1955) notion of Personal Construct is applicable to make sense of

individualized narratives as a form of well-being.



Chapter 4 applies the same methodology but extends the focus towards approaching a contextual
understanding. Participants sharing key living circumstances and their cultural background with the author
took part in the second study. The results of qualitative analyses of DRM and the interviews indicate that
SWB does not only represent an individual’s Personal Construct. It is also shaped by a Cultural Construct.
So SWB is not only generated through a dialogical unit and enabled by equivalent backgrounds, but also can
be further clarified in discourse with audiences from outside the particular cultural context.

Chapter 5 concludes the findings from the previous two chapters as depending on the character of the
respective discussion partner(s) taking part in a conversation touching on the life experiences of the person
in question, as the subjectivity of SWB may appear in a personal or a cultural form. Furthermore, a general
discussion reconsiders the term “subjectivity” of SWB research and points out that SWB is embedded within
a relational context and generated through a process of self-reflexivity. The structure of SWB is shaped
explicitly when confronted with others to define distinctive features of the self so that the self knows itself to
be situated in a given, desired life context. The mainstream approaches usually regard such subjectivity
within a purposefully narrow scope of certain pre-designed SWB questions which limit the results to a
standardized range of meaningfulness, so that the answers are prone to be incomplete with respect to the
thoughts and feelings of the subject.

This study, combining the DRM and semi-structured life world interviews, presents the diversity of the
expressions of SWB from the participants’ perspectives. This combinational approach unites the hedonic and
eudaimonic aspects of well-being. More importantly, it contributes a holistic view of SWB by locating the
subjectivity between an experienced-based perspective (Kahneman, 1999) and narrative understanding
(Bruner, 1986). Therefore, this study contributes to the field by providing a co-creative process of reaching
interpreted and shared comprehensions of SWB.

Although it is limited by the number of participants and the range of qualitative data, and restricted to
the possibilities of alternative interpretations and the verification of validation, it nonetheless provides
insights directing future research efforts towards a more meaningful understanding of the subjectivity of
SWB. The resulting method benefits people as a way to become more self-reflective, i.e. more aware of their
own concerns and values which constitute their way of striving for a better life.



