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“If there is a meaning in life at all, then there must be a meaning in suffering. Suffering is an
ineradicable part of life, even as fate and death. Without suffering and death human life
cannot be complete.”
(Viktor E. Frankl, “Man’s search for meaning”, 1945/1984)
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Abstract
The pursuit of happiness is actively promoted in Western society, while negative emotions
are often pathologised. Multiple studies show that the overpromotion of happiness is
associated with detrimental well-being outcomes, such as depression and loneliness. In this
thesis we explore the effect of the overpromotion of happiness on another aspect of wellbeing, perceived meaning in life. We argue that social pressure to be happy negatively
impacts people’s ability to derive meaning from negative emotional experiences and, hence,
leads to reduced overall meaning. In Study 1 (N = 197), using an online survey, we found that
placing a high value on happiness, as well as perceived social pressure to avoid negative
emotion were associated with reduced presence of meaning in life. In Study 2 (N = 160), we
used an experimental design to explore whether the ability to find meaning in a past negative
experience is reduced in a happiness-promoting environment and increased in a sadnessnormalising environment. The analysis revealed a marginal but non-significant effect of a
happiness-promoting environment and no effect of sadness-normalising environment.
Moderation analysis revealed that people who more strongly believed that society stigmatises
negative emotions were more strongly affected by the happiness manipulation. We conclude
that there may be a modest effect of social pressure to be happy on perceived meaning in life,
which is particularly pronounced in people who are most sensitive to this social pressure.
These findings suggest yet another way in which the overpromotion of happiness may have
negative effects on well-being.
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The Effect of Social Expectancies to be Happy on Perceived Meaning in Life
Happiness is highly valued in Western society and it is associated with numerous
beneficial outcomes (Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005; Steptoe, Dockray, & Wardle,
2009). Thus, it is not surprising that the pursuit of happiness is actively promoted, while
“negative” emotions, such as sadness and anxiety, are devalued (Ehrenreich, 2009). It is wellestablished that social context plays an important role in how we experience emotions (Frijda
& Mesquita, 1994; Manstead & Fischer, 2001). This raises the question: How do social
expectancies to feel happy and not to feel sad affect people’s emotional experience? Recent
research revealed some harmful effects of such social messages. First, pursuing happiness in
itself can be self-defeating, that is, it can decrease one’s happiness (Mauss, Tamir, Anderson,
& Savino, 2011; Schooler, Ariely, & Loewenstein, 2003). Second, perceived social pressure
not to experience negative emotions is paradoxically associated with more negative emotions,
reduced well-being and increased depressive symptoms, particularly in those who experience
higher levels of negative emotions (Bastian et al., 2012; Dejonckheere, Bastian, Fried,
Murphy, & Kuppens, 2017). This association may be explained by the perceived discrepancy
between one’s feelings and the social standard, which leads to loneliness (Bastian et al.,
2015) and rumination (McGuirk, Kuppens, Kingston, & Bastian, 2018). However, it has not
yet been investigated how social expectancies affect perceived meaning in life. Seeing one’s
life as meaningful is an important component of psychological well-being, which is
associated with a range of mental and physical health benefits (Ryff, 1989; Steger, 2017). But
a meaningful life is not necessarily a happy life (Baumeister, Vohs, Aaker, & Garbinsky,
2013); in fact, meaning is often found in negative or challenging experiences (Bastian, 2018;
Vohs, Aaker, & Catapano, 2019). The present thesis aims to examine how perceived social
expectancies to be happy and not to feel negative emotions affect perceived meaning in life
and, more specifically, perceived meaningfulness of negative emotional experiences.
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Social Expectancies and Well-being
The pursuit of happiness is highly valued in Western society, as exemplified in the
United States Declaration of Independence (Schooler et al., 2003); it is also actively
promoted through popular science and self-help books (e.g., Lyubomirsky, 2008; Wiking,
2019), as well as national campaigns aiming to increase happiness (e.g., Action for
Happiness, n.d.). At the same time, negative emotions are often devalued and even
pathologised (Ehrenreich, 2009). These social norms of excessively valuing positive and
devaluing negative emotions are particularly prominent in Western individualistic cultures
(Eid & Diener, 2001; Kuppens, Realo, & Diener, 2008). Although satisfaction with life is
higher in countries that place value on positive emotions than in those that do not, the same
countries also exhibit higher levels of anxiety and depression (Bastian, Kuppens, De Roover,
& Diener, 2014; De Vaus, Hornsey, Kuppens, & Bastian, 2018; Ritchie & Roser, 2018).
What is the cause of such discrepancy? There are two related ways in which promoting
happiness and devaluing negative emotions may have detrimental effects on people’s wellbeing, reviewed below.
Detrimental effects of promoting happiness. First, several studies show that simply
making an effort to feel happy, as well as excessively valuing happiness, can be selfdefeating. Schooler et al. (2003) provided experimental evidence that either trying to
maximise or merely monitoring one’s happiness while listening to music led to reduced selfrated happiness and lower mood. The same study also found that higher expectations to enjoy
an upcoming event (New Year’s Eve) were associated with a greater disappointment
following the event. Mauss et al. (2011) showed that valuing happiness (i.e., placing high
value on being happy) was associated with more negative emotions, reduced well-being, and
higher depressive symptoms. Furthermore, experimentally making people value happiness
reduced their positive emotions in response to a happiness induction (mediated by the feeling
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of disappointment). Ford, Shallcross, Mauss, Floerke, and Gruber (2014) found that valuing
happiness was elevated in people with remitted depression, and that higher valuing was
associated with more depressive symptoms. These studies suggest that the culturallypervasive preoccupation with the pursuit of happiness may have self-defeating effects.
However, not all forms of pursuing happiness are counterproductive; for instance, prioritising
positivity (i.e., seeking out positive emotions in everyday life) is associated with beneficial
well-being outcomes (Catalino, Algoe, & Fredrickson, 2014). Furthermore, valuing
happiness only predicts reduced well-being in individualistic cultures, while in collectivistic
cultures it has the opposite effect (Ford et al., 2015). Thus, it appears that it is the tendency to
focus on and evaluate one’s personal emotional experience, by comparing it to a perceived
high standard, which is detrimental for well-being, rather than simply seeking out positive
experiences.
Second, there is evidence that one’s sociocultural environment plays an important role
in setting standards for one’s emotional experience. Emotions are fundamentally social
phenomena and are best understood within the social context (Frijda & Mesquita, 1994;
Fischer & Manstead, 2016). In particular, social appraisal affects our emotional experience
(Manstead & Fischer, 2001). In line with this, several studies demonstrate that perceived
social devaluation of negative emotions aggravates the experience of such emotions. Bastian
et al. (2012) showed that perceived social expectancies not to experience negative emotional
states are associated with increased frequency and intensity of negative emotions, reduced
satisfaction with life, and increased depression levels; furthermore, these associations were
mediated by negative self-evaluation, which suggests that the perceived failure to meet social
standards is at least partially responsible for negative well-being outcomes. Bastian et al.
(2012) also provided experimental evidence that inducing social expectancies not to feel
negative emotions aggravates people’s experience of such emotions when writing about a
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past negative event, while communicating social acceptance of negative emotions alleviates
these emotions during the same task. Dejonckheere et al. (2017) showed that, in individuals
with elevated depression scores, higher social expectancies predicted an increase in overall
depression severity as well as the majority of individual symptoms over time.
Proposed mechanism: Perceived failure to meet social standards. The
aforementioned studies show that placing high value on happiness and perceiving negative
emotions as socially devalued are both associated with detrimental well-being outcomes.
These findings may represent two sides of the same coin: The overpromotion of happiness in
society sets up a reference state for our own emotional experience according to which we
expect to feel happy, and this automatically leads to devaluation of negative emotions,
perceived as obstacles to achieving happiness (Bastian et al., 2014). Experiencing negative
emotional states in such contexts is likely to lead to a discrepancy between how one feels and
how one thinks one should feel, prompting unconstructive, negative, and self-focused
thinking (Carver & Scheier, 1990). This maladaptive response style is referred to as
rumination and it is associated with a range of negative well-being outcomes (NolenHoeksema, 2000; Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, & Lyubomirsky, 2008; Watkins, 2008).
Furthermore, perceived social pressure to feel happy may lead those who experience negative
emotions to try to avoid or suppress their emotions, which has harmful effects (Bardeen &
Fergus, 2016; Dalgleish, Yiend, Schweizer, & Dunn, 2009; Gross & John, 2003; Hayes et al.,
2004). On the other hand, valuing negative emotions has been shown to have beneficial
effects: People who value negative emotions are less likely to be poorly affected by negative
experiences (Luong, Wrzus, Wagner, & Riediger, 2016).
This proposed mechanism (perceived discrepancy between one’s emotional state and
the perceived standard) has been explored in a series of empirical studies. First, Bastian et al.
(2015) showed that, for people experiencing high levels of negative emotions, perceived
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social pressure not to feel negative emotions is associated with increased feelings of
loneliness and disconnectedness. It is likely that these feelings arise from the perceived lack
of fit between one’s emotional experience and social standards. Second, Bastian, Pe, and
Kuppens (2017) found that people with high levels of negative emotions were not able to
filter out negative emotional content to match their social expectancies; thus, those with high
social expectancies experience a greater discrepancy between their emotional experience and
the perceived standard. On the other hand, those with low levels of negative emotions were
better able to selectively avoid negative information in line with their social expectancies;
hence, they are better able to respond to social pressure by reducing the discrepancy, which
mitigates negative effects. Finally, McGuirk et al. (2018) provided experimental evidence
that experiencing failure in a happiness-promoting environment leads to more rumination on
failure and, hence, to more negative emotions. The same study showed that the effect of
social expectancies on frequency and intensity of negative emotions is mediated by
rumination.
To summarise, the discrepancy between one’s emotional experience and the perceived
standard may at least partly explain the link between the overpromotion of happiness in
society and reduced well-being. This discrepancy leads one to respond maladaptively to both
the lack of positive emotions and the presence of negative emotions, as these are perceived to
be incompatible with the goal to be happy. Placing high value on happiness leads to
disappointment when the expected happiness standard is not met and, thus, undermines one’s
experience of positive emotions. Additionally, the experience of negative emotions is
aggravated by the perceived failure to live up to social standards, which leads to rumination,
feelings of loneliness and overall reduced well-being. The aim of the present study is to
further investigate this link; in particular, we would like to examine how social expectancies
to feel happy affect meaning in life, which may, in turn, affect psychological well-being.
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Meaning in Life and Well-being
Our discussion of well-being so far has focused on the hedonic aspect (happiness or
subjective well-being), which is commonly operationalised as the balance between positive
and negative affect (Bradburn, 1969) combined with satisfaction with life (Diener, Emmons,
Larsen, & Griffin, 1985). However, this neglects the eudaimonic aspect of well-being; that is,
the sense of striving towards self-realisation, which gives one’s life direction and meaning
(Ryan & Deci, 2001; Waterman, 1993). Frankl (1945/1984) postulated the search for
meaning as the primary motivational force in human life. Ryff (1989) incorporated this
aspect in the construct of psychological well-being by including such dimensions as purpose
in life and personal growth. Evidence suggests that hedonic and eudaimonic well-being are
related but distinct constructs, both contributing to optimal functioning (Keyes, Shmotkin, &
Ryff, 2002; Ryff & Keyes, 1995; Ryff & Singer, 1998).
An important component of eudaimonic well-being is the sense that one’s life is
meaningful. There is a great diversity of definitions and measures of meaning in the
literature, as well as proposed routes for attaining it (Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006).
Arguably the most comprehensive definition distinguishes three facets of meaning:
coherence, purpose and significance (Martela & Steger, 2016). According to this definition,
life is meaningful if it is coherent (i.e., makes sense), has a purpose or direction, and is
perceived as significant (i.e., valuable and worthwhile). Thus, value is an important quality of
a meaningful life. In fact, according to Brogaard and Smith (2005) and Wolf (2010), meaning
is a special kind of value; therefore, something that is perceived as worthless is unlikely to be
perceived as meaningful.
Even though happiness and meaning in life are correlated, there are some key
differences between them. For instance, happiness is associated with personal projects that
are likely to be successful, while meaning is associated with projects that contribute to one’s
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sense of integrity (McGregor & Little, 1998). Huta and Ryan (2009) experimentally showed
that hedonic pursuits produce short-term well-being benefits, while eudaimonic pursuits have
a more delayed effect on well-being. Furthermore, happiness is present-oriented, while
meaningfulness often involves reflecting on the past and future; happiness is associated with
taking and meaningfulness with giving; satisfying one’s basic needs is important for
happiness but not meaning, while establishing one’s identity or “true self” is crucial for
meaning but not happiness (Baumeister et al., 2013). Dwyer, Dunn, and Hershfield (2017)
found that experiences that are retrospectively perceived as meaningful but not happy are
substantially different from those that are perceived as happy but not meaningful. Similarly,
momentary experiences of happiness and meaning are associated with different contexts and
activities (Choi, Catapano, & Choi, 2017). Thus, happiness and meaning are linked to
different thoughts, feelings and behaviours and make different contributions to overall wellbeing.
Benefits of meaning in life on well-being. An extensive body of research shows the
importance of meaning for both psychological and physical well-being (Steger, 2017). The
association between meaning in life and positive well-being has been found consistently
using various measures of meaning and across different well-being components (King, Hicks,
Krull, & Del Gaiso, 2006; Scannell, Allen, & Burton, 2002; Zika & Chamberlain, 1992). For
instance, presence of meaning is positively correlated with life satisfaction and positive
emotions and negatively correlated with depression and negative emotions (Steger et al.,
2006). Meaning in life before psychotherapy predicts lower symptom levels and higher
happiness following the therapy (Debats, 1996); it also longitudinally predicts higher hope
and lower depressive symptoms in a non-clinical population (Mascaro & Rosen, 2005).
Moreover, meaning is associated with better physical health and more health-promoting
behaviours (Brassai, Piko, & Steger, 2015; Roepke, Jayawickreme, & Riffle, 2014; Steger,
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Fitch-Martin, Donnelly, & Rickard, 2015), and even with lower mortality in the elderly
(Boyle, Barnes, Buchman, & Bennett, 2009; Krause, 2009). On the other hand, the loss of
meaning is linked to psychopathology (Yalom, 1980).
Meaning from negative experiences. The aforementioned research demonstrates that
meaning in life is important for optimal psychological and physical functioning. This leads to
the question: How does one attain a sense of meaning? As discussed above, leading a
meaningful life does not necessarily mean experiencing a lot of pleasure or happiness. In fact,
there is ample evidence that meaning is often found in negative or emotionally challenging
experiences (Bastian, 2018; Vohs et al., 2019). For instance, parenthood is associated with a
decrease in happiness and marital satisfaction (Hansen, 2012; Twenge, Campbell, & Foster,
2003); however, it is also considered to be one of the most meaningful events in one’s life
(Baum & Stewart Jr, 1990). Interpersonal conflicts and, more generally, negative events that
have implications for the future were found to be associated with lower satisfaction but
greater meaning (Tov & Lee, 2016). It has also been shown that residents of poorer nations
report lower life satisfaction but greater meaning in life than residents of wealthier nations
(Oishi & Diener, 2014).
However, it is not the mere exposure to negative experiences, but the way we respond
to them that boosts the sense of meaning. Debats, Drost, and Hansen (1995) showed that
successful coping with past stressful events is associated with greater meaning in life. In
breast cancer survivors, positive coping strategies at the time of the diagnosis predicted
meaning in life two years later (Jim, Richardson, Golden-Kreutz, & Andersen, 2006). In line
with this, Vohs et al. (2019) propose that negative events contribute to meaning by
stimulating efforts to comprehend these events and integrate them into one’s life narrative.
Consistent with this theory, Murphy and Bastian (2019) found that events that received more
contemplation were found to be more meaningful. It has also been shown that exposure to
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existential threats, such as reminders of death, motivates people to find more meaning in their
lives (Greenberg, Koole, & Pyszczynski, 2004; Landau, Kosloff, & Schmeichel, 2011).
Conversely, finding meaning in a traumatic event, such as the loss of home or of a loved one,
is associated with better coping and facilitates the recovery from trauma (Davis, NolenHoeksema, & Larson, 1998; Thompson, 1985). Wilson and Gilbert (2008) suggested that this
occurs because making sense of an emotional event leads to affective adaptation, that is,
reduced affective response to the memory of the event. Thus, effective coping with negative
experiences is important for attaining the sense of meaning as well as for improved wellbeing.
To summarise, meaning in life is an important component of psychological well-being
and it is associated with a range of beneficial outcomes. Although happiness and meaning
often overlap, they are distinct constructs and are attained via different means. In particular,
meaning in life is often derived from negative experiences; moreover, finding meaning in a
negative event reduces distress and facilitates recovery. Consequently, anything that prevents
people from effectively engaging with and deriving meaning from negative experiences will
have a detrimental effect on well-being. In the current studies we examined whether social
expectancies to feel happy may have such detrimental effect.
The Current Studies: Social Expectancies and Meaning in Life
The aim of the present thesis was to investigate the relationship between the
promotion of happiness in society and perceived meaning in life. The findings discussed
above show that the capacity to find meaning in negative experiences is important for
effective coping with these experiences, which, in turn, contributes to a meaningful life. As
discussed in Vohs et al. (2019), making sense of negative events involves reflecting on them
and trying to integrate them coherently into one’s life narrative, which requires engaging with
negative emotions associated with these events. However, an emphasis on happiness implies
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devaluation of negative emotions, both directly (by viewing them as pathological or socially
unacceptable) and indirectly (by viewing them as an obstruction to achieving happiness). As
discussed above, value is one of the key components of meaning; hence, if negative emotions
are perceived as less valuable, they will also be perceived as less meaningful. Therefore, we
argue that societal pressure to feel happy will make people less likely to effectively engage
with and derive meaning from negative emotional experiences, resulting in reduced perceived
meaning in life.
In Study 1, we examined whether individual differences in valuing happiness, social
expectancies for the experience of depression and anxiety, and prioritising positivity are
associated with presence of meaning in life. Based on the above reasoning, we argue that
both valuing happiness and social expectancies involve subjective devaluation of negative
emotional experiences, and, hence, reduce people’s ability to derive meaning from these
experiences, leading to reduced overall meaning. Thus, it was hypothesised that (1) valuing
happiness and (2) social expectancies will be associated with less meaning in life. On the
other hand, prioritising positivity focuses on happiness-promoting behaviours rather than on
the inherent value of happiness; thus, it is less likely to involve devaluation of negative
emotions. Moreover, it has been associated with positive well-being outcomes (Catalino et
al., 2014). Therefore, we expect that (3) prioritising positivity will be associated with more
meaning.
In Study 2, we explored the causal effect of a happiness-promoting environment on
the ability to find meaning in negative experiences. We used the “happiness room” paradigm
from McGuirk et al. (2018) to create such an environment in the lab setting: The room was
decorated with happiness-promoting statements and the value of happiness was also verbally
communicated by the experimenter. In addition to the happiness-promoting environment, we
also investigated the effect of a “sadness-normalising” environment, that is, an environment
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that communicates that negative emotions are completely normal and even valuable. We
examined how these environmental manipulations affect the perceived meaningfulness of a
task that involves reflecting on and writing about a past negative experience. Multiple studies
have demonstrated that such reflective writing, although it may be unpleasant in the process,
has beneficial effects on physical and mental health and is usually perceived as a valuable
and meaningful experience (Pennebaker, 1997; Smyth, 1998; King, 2001). We argue that
being surrounded by happiness-promoting messages will lead to subjective devaluation of
negative emotions and, hence, make people less likely to engage effectively in the reflectivewriting task, reducing its perceived meaningfulness. On the other hand, the environment that
normalises negative emotions will make people more likely to engage with the upsetting
memory and derive meaning from it, which will produce the opposite effect. Thus, it was
hypothesised that (4) the task of reflecting on and writing about a past negative experience
will be perceived as less meaningful in an environment that emphasises the importance of
feeling happy, as compared to a neutral environment; (5) the task will be perceived as more
meaningful in an environment that normalises and places value on negative emotions, as
compared to a neutral environment. Additionally, we examined whether individual
differences in sensitivity to social expectancies not to experience negative emotions in
society at large affected how participants responded to the experimental manipulation. Based
on the above reasoning, we expect that (6) the effect of the happiness-promoting environment
on the perceived meaningfulness of the task will be stronger for people with higher social
expectancies.
Study 1
In Study 1, we used an online survey approach to investigate whether (1) valuing
happiness and (2) social expectancies not to feel negative emotions are associated with
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reduced perceived meaning in life, while (3) prioritising positivity is associated with
increased perceived meaning, based on the rationale developed above.
Method
Participants. A G*Power analysis was performed to determine an adequate sample
size. Expecting a small-to-medium1 correlation (r = .20), the analysis revealed that a sample
size of N = 193 would be sufficient to achieve a power of .80. Two hundred and eight
American participants were recruited using Amazon Mechanical Turk and were paid US
$1.85 for participation. Eleven participants were excluded due to either failing attention
checks, completing the study in under one third of the median completion time (i.e., in less
than 208 seconds), or not consenting to their data being used. The final sample consisted of
197 participants (108 male, 88 female, 1 “other”) aged 20–69 (Mage = 34.79, SDage = 10.66).
Materials and procedure. The measures relevant to the current study were presence
of meaning in life, valuing happiness, social expectancies, and prioritising positivity. These
measures were administered as a part of a larger survey, where participants responded to a
series of scales related to meaning, well-being, personality, and prosociality. The scales were
presented in random order. Presence of meaning was assessed using the Presence subscale of
the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (Steger et al., 2006; α = .93), a 5-item scale designed to
measure perceived meaning in life (e.g., “I understand my life’s meaning”; rated 1 =
absolutely untrue, 7 = absolutely true), with one item reverse scored (“My life has no clear
purpose”). Valuing happiness was assessed using the Valuing Happiness Scale (Mauss et al.,
2011; α = .83), a 7-item scale measuring the extent to which people value happiness (e.g.,
“Feeling happy is extremely important to me”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).
Social expectancies were assessed using a revised version of Bastian et al. (2012) Social
Expectancies Depression and Anxiety Scale (SEDAS; Bastian & Kuppens, 2019; α = .91), a

1

According to Cohen (1992).
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13-item scale measuring perceived lack of acceptance of depression and anxiety in the
society (e.g., “Society generally expects people not to feel depressed or anxious”; 1 =
strongly disagree, 9 = strongly agree), with four items reverse scored (e.g., “I think society
accepts people who feel depressed or anxious”). Prioritising positivity was assessed using the
Prioritising Positivity Scale (Catalino et al., 2014; α = .90), a 6-item scale measuring the
extent to which people seek out positive emotions in their day-to-day life (e.g., “I structure
my day to maximise my happiness”; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Means and
standard deviations of all scales are presented in Table 1.
Data management. There were no missing responses across the relevant measures.
The Prioritising Positivity Scale contained two outliers (participants with scores over three
standard deviations away from the mean). Removing these outliers did not significantly
change the results; thus, the results reported below are on the full sample. Visual examination
of the distributions (using histograms) and statistical checks of skewness and kurtosis did not
reveal any strong deviations from normality in any of the scales.
Statistical analysis. A two-tailed Pearson’s correlation analysis was performed to
examine associations of presence of meaning with valuing happiness, social expectancies and
prioritising positivity.
Results
Correlation analysis revealed that presence of meaning was significantly negatively
associated with valuing happiness and with social expectancies, and positively associated
with prioritising positivity (Table 1). The effect sizes were small to medium (Cohen, 1992).
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Table 1
Means and Correlations Among All Measures
Correlations
Measures

Means (SDs)

1

1. Presence of meaning

4.61 (1.61)

-

2. Valuing happiness

4.13 (1.27)

-.19*

-

3. Social expectancies

5.65 (1.58)

-.28**

.33**

-

4. Prioritising positivity

6.25 (1.59)

.25*

.50**

.02

2

3

4

-

* p < .01, ** p < .001.

Discussion
All three hypotheses of Study 1 were supported by the results. As predicted,
correlation analysis revealed that (1) valuing happiness and (2) social expectancies were
associated with reduced perceived meaning in life, while (3) prioritising positivity was
associated with increased perceived meaning. Furthermore, valuing happiness was positively
associated with both social expectancies and prioritising positivity, while prioritising
positivity was not associated with social expectancies. This is consistent with our rationale
that one reason that valuing happiness is problematic for well-being (including meaning in
life) is because it is associated with a relative devaluation of negative emotions (perceived as
obstacles to attaining happiness), while prioritising positivity, which focuses more on
behaviour and the opportunity for happiness rather than its inherent value, is less associated
with the tendency to devalue negative emotions.
Study 2
In Study 2, we sought causal evidence of the effect of social pressure to feel happy on
the ability to derive meaning from negative experiences. We examined whether
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environmental manipulation of the testing room affected perceived meaningfulness of a
reflective-writing task (reflecting on and writing about a past negative event) performed in
the room. Specifically, we compared meaningfulness ratings between three conditions:
happiness-promoting, sadness-normalising and neutral. We predicted that meaningfulness
ratings will be (4) lower in the happiness-promoting condition and (5) higher in the sadnessnormalising condition (as compared to the neutral condition). We also examined individual
social expectancies as a potential moderator of the relationship between condition and the
meaningfulness of the task. Specifically, we predicted that (6) people with higher social
expectancies (i.e., those who more strongly believe that depression and anxiety are not
accepted in the society) will be more likely to be affected by the happiness manipulation,
resulting in lower meaningfulness ratings.
Method
Participants. A G*Power calculation based on the effect size (ηp2 = .18) from
McGuirk et al. (2018) yielded a recommended total sample size of N = 75 to achieve .95
power; however, this effect is fairly large (Richardson, 2011). To detect a medium effect (ηp2
= .06) with power .80 a sample size of N = 159 would be required; thus, we aimed for N =
160. The participants were 163 undergraduate University of Melbourne students who
participated in the study for course credit, as a part of Research Experience Program (REP).
Since the social norm of placing high value on positive emotions is more prominent in
Western rather than in Eastern culture (Eid & Diener, 2001; Kuppens et al., 2008), and
therefore people in Western cultures are more sensitive to the promotion of this norm, the
inclusion criteria specified that participants must be either Australian-born or have lived in
Australia for at least 10 years, to ensure that they have been sufficiently exposed to Western
culture (see Appendix A for the recruitment advertisement). Three participants were excluded
due to failure to meet the inclusion criteria. The final sample consisted of 160 participants (38
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male, 122 female), aged 17–55 (Mage = 20.18, SDage = 6.00). Among these, 143 were born in
Australia and the remaining 17 have lived in Australia for at least 10 years. The study was
approved by the Psychology Health and Applied Sciences Human Ethics Sub-Committee.
Materials and procedure. Participants were randomly assigned into one of the three
experimental conditions: happiness-promoting (N = 50), sadness-normalising (N = 49) and
neutral (N = 61). In the happiness-promoting condition, the participant was led into the
testing room which was decorated with motivational posters, self-help books and statements
on post-it notes that place value on happiness and devalue negative emotions (see Appendix
B for the photos of the room). Additionally, the experimenter verbally communicated the
importance of being happy and devaluation of negative emotions by stating the following:
Sorry, the computer isn’t working in the room where I am usually testing, so we’ll have
to use this room. Don’t mind all my things, I’ve been studying in here. Do you know any
of these books? I’ve got them to help me get through the Honours year, and they’ve been
a huge help. It is so important to always stay positive, you know? Being sad and anxious
is such a waste of time! These books really helped me to let go of negativity and stay
happy.

In the sadness-normalising condition, the room was decorated with “existential” posters,
books and post-it notes that emphasise that negative emotions are completely normal (see
Appendix C); additionally, the experimenter verbally communicated valuing of negative
emotions by saying:
Sorry, the computer isn’t working in the room where I am usually testing, so we’ll have
to use this room. Don’t mind all my things, I’ve been studying in here. Do you know any
of these books? I’ve got them to help me get through the Honours year, and they’ve been
a huge help. I think it is really important to realise that so-called “negative” emotions are
completely normal! Everyone feels sad or anxious sometimes, and that’s ok. These
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emotions can even be super useful. These books helped me realise that life is not about
just staying positive all the time.

In the neutral condition, the room was decorated as a usual study room, with some lecture
notes and stationery lying around. The experimenter conveyed no evaluation of positive or
negative emotions but engaged in a brief neutral conversation with the participant (to control
for the effect of social interaction across the conditions):
Sorry, the computer isn’t working in the room where I am usually testing, so we’ll have
to use this room. Don’t mind all my things, I’ve been studying in here. Have you been in
this building before? I like this room because it is nice and quiet, which is sometimes
hard to find around campus. And when I try to study at home, I get distracted all the
time. So I am really glad that I can use this desk at least some of the time.

The subsequent procedure was identical across the three conditions. The participant
was seated in front of a computer and completed a Qualtrics survey containing the questions
described below, in the same order. First, they read the plain language statement (Appendix
D) and responded to the consent form (Appendix E). Then they provided basic demographic
information and responded to a series of pre-task measures (Appendix F). Then the
experimenter returned in the room and verbally explained the reflective-writing task to the
participant. The participant also received the following written instructions (adapted from
King, 2001):
Please reflect on and write about a past event (or a series of related events) in your life
that was significantly unpleasant. Describe it in as much detail as possible and try to
answer the following questions:
•

What were your thoughts and feelings like during this experience?

•

What do you feel now when you recall this experience?
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Do not worry about the punctuation or grammar, but just really get into it and freely
express any emotions and thoughts that you have about the experience. You will have to
spend at least 15 min on this task.

Then the timer was set for 15 minutes and the experimenter left the room. After completing
the writing task, the participant was asked to rate the meaningfulness of the task (the
dependent variable), by indicating the extent to which they agree or disagree with each of the
following three statements describing their experience during the reflective-writing task: (1)
Completing this writing task felt meaningful to me; (2) It felt important for me to recall the
experience; (3) Recalling and writing about the experience felt significant to me (rated 1 =
strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Then, as a manipulation check, they were asked to rate
the perceived pressure to be happy experienced in the room, by indicating the extent they
agree or disagree with the following statement: “Sitting in this room makes me feel that it is
important to feel happy and to avoid negative emotions” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree). Then, participants completed a series of post-task measures (Appendix G), including
SEDAS (Bastian & Kuppens, 2019; α = 0.84; M = 4.20, SD = 0.91)2 which was examined as
a potential moderator. SEDAS was administered after the task, to ensure that it did not affect
the dependent variable (perceived meaningfulness of the task). We acknowledge that
administering SEDAS in the testing room was problematic, as the scores may have been
affected by the manipulation. Ideally, it should have been administered on a different day and
in a neutral environment; however, it was not possible due to limitations of data collection
using REP. Finally, participants read the debriefing statement and indicated whether they
consent to their data being used (Appendix H).
Data management. There were no missing responses on any of the relevant
measures. The dependent variable (meaningfulness of the task) was calculated by averaging

2

The remaining pre- and post-task measures were not analysed for the purposes of this study.
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across the ratings for the three statements stated above. The resulting variable contained two
outliers (participants with scores over three standard deviations away from the mean) and was
moderately negatively skewed (standardised skewness = 5.11). However, removing the
outliers and log-transforming the variable did not significantly change the result; hence, for
the sake of interpretability, the results reported below are on the full sample and with the
original, non-transformed variable. The other two relevant variables (manipulation check and
SEDAS) contained no outliers and exhibited no significant deviations from normality.
Levene’s tests of homogeneity of variances were non-significant for all three variables;
hence, we proceeded assuming equal variances.
Statistical analysis. First, a one-way ANOVA with post-hoc Tukey’s honest
significant difference (HSD) tests was performed in SPSS to examine whether participants in
the happiness-promoting room felt more pressure to feel happy than in the neutral and the
sadness-promoting rooms (manipulation check). Then, a one-way ANOVA with planned
comparisons was performed to test the hypotheses 4 and 5. Two sets of contrasts were used:
[1 = “happiness-promoting”, 0 = “sadness-normalising”, -1 = “neutral”] to compare the
meaningfulness of the task in the happiness-promoting room to that in the neutral room
(hypothesis 4) and [0 = “happiness-promoting”, 1 = “sadness-normalising”, -1 = “neutral”] to
compare the sadness-normalising to the neutral room (hypothesis 5). Finally, moderation
analysis was conducted using PROCESS (Hayes, 2019), to test whether individual
differences in sensitivity to social expectancies within society at large affected the
relationship between the experimental manipulation and the perceived meaningfulness of the
task (hypothesis 6).
Results
Manipulation check. Omnibus F-test provided evidence that there was a difference
in perceived pressure to feel happy between the three conditions, F(2, 157) = 4.83, p = .009,

SOCIAL EXPECTANCIES AND MEANING IN LIFE

20

ηp2 = .06, medium effect size (Richardson, 2011). Post-hoc Tukey’s HSD tests indicated that
participants in the happiness-promoting room perceived higher pressure to feel happy (M =
4.92, SD = 1.51) than participants in the neutral room (M = 4.08, SD = 1.78), p = .03, 95% CI
= [0.07, 1.60], and the participants in the sadness-normalising room (M = 3.96, SD = 1.77), p
= .02, 95% CI = [0.15, 1.77]. There was no difference in perceived pressure between the
neutral and the sadness-normalising room, p = .93, 95% CI = [-0.89, 0.65].
Main analysis. Omnibus F-test provided no evidence that there was a difference in
perceived meaningfulness of the task between the three conditions, F(2, 157) = 1.80, p = .17,
ηp2 = .02 (see Figure 1). The first planned comparison yielded the mean contrast value of 0.42, with t(157) = -1.85, p = .07, indicating a marginal difference between the happinesspromoting (M = 5.42, SD = 1.37) and the neutral condition (M = 5.84, SD = 1.11); however,
it failed to reach significance. The second planned comparison yielded the mean contrast
value of -0.10, with t(157) = -0.45, p = .66, which provides no evidence to conclude that
there is a difference between the sadness-normalising (M = 5.73, SD = 1.04) and the neutral
condition. The observed power for the effect of the condition was .37.
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Figure 1. Mean meaningfulness of the task ratings for the three conditions, error bars
representing standard errors of the mean.

Moderation analysis. First, we conducted a one-way ANOVA to examine whether
SEDAS ratings were affected by the experimental manipulation. Omnibus F-test revealed a
marginal difference in SEDAS between the three conditions, F(2, 157) = 2.70, p = .07, ηp2 =
.03. This is not ideal for the purposes of moderation analysis, and therefore the results of the
moderation analysis should be interpreted with some caution.
Given that the main analysis showed no difference in meaningfulness ratings between
the sadness-normalising and the neutral conditions, we collapsed these two conditions and
compared them to the happiness-promoting condition by using the following contrast coding:
happiness-promoting condition = +2, sadness-normalising and neutral conditions = -1. We
regressed meaningfulness of the task onto this new variable (which we will refer to as
“happiness manipulation”) as well as SEDAS. The full model accounted for 5% variance in
meaningfulness of the task, F(3, 156) = 2.67, p = .05. Happiness manipulation was a
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marginally significant predictor of meaningfulness of the task, b = -0.13, t(156) = -1.96, p =
.05, while SEDAS was not a significant predictor, b = -0.076, t(156) = -0.74, p = 0.46.
These main effects were qualified by a significant interaction between happiness
manipulation and SEDAS in predicting meaningfulness of the task, b = -0.17, t(156) = -2.11,
p = 0.04, and inclusion of the interaction effect in the model resulted in a significant change
of 3% in variance accounted for, F(1, 156) = 4.45, p = .04. Happiness manipulation was a
stronger predictor of meaningfulness of the task at higher levels of SEDAS (see Figure 2); in
particular, the effect of happiness manipulation was non-significant at 16th percentile of
SEDAS, b = 0.04, t(156) = 0.35, p = 0.72, 95% CI = [-0.16, 0.23], marginally significant at
50th percentile, b = -0.13, t(156) = -1.93, p = 0.05, 95% CI = [-0.26, 0.003], and significant at
84th percentile, b = -0.29, t(156) = -2.82, p = 0.005, 95% CI = [-0.50, -0.09].
6
5.8

Meaningfulness of the task

5.6
5.4
5.2
5
4.8
4.6
4.4
Happiness-promoting condition
16th percentile SEDAS

Sadness-normalising & neutral conditions

50th percentile SEDAS

84th percentile SEDAS

Figure 2. Average meaningfulness of the task ratings in the happiness-promoting condition
and the combination of sadness-normalising and neutral conditions at 16th, 50th and 84th
percentiles of the moderator (SEDAS).
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Discussion
First, manipulation check revealed that the happiness manipulation worked: Perceived
pressure to be happy and not to feel negative emotions was significantly higher in the
happiness-promoting room than in the neutral room; on the other hand, the sadness
manipulation had no effect: There was no difference in perceived pressure to be happy
between the sadness-normalising and the neutral room.
Second, a one-way ANOVA revealed a marginal effect of the happiness-promoting
condition on meaningfulness of the task in the predicted direction (people tended to find the
task less meaningful in the happiness-promoting room than in the neutral room); however, it
failed to reach significance. There was no effect of the sadness-normalising condition. Thus,
hypotheses 4 and 5 were not supported; however, there was weak evidence in favour of
hypothesis 4. It is possible that the pressure to feel happy has a weak effect on the ability to
find meaning in negative experiences, which the current study failed to detect due to the lack
of power. Indeed, the observed power to detect the effect was only .37. According to
G*Power, in order to detect a small-to-medium effect (ηp2 = .02) with power .80, one would
need a total sample size of N = 495.
Finally, moderation analysis revealed that the effect of the happiness manipulation
was moderated by the level of individual social expectancies, as predicted (hypothesis 6).
Specifically, people who were more sensitive to social expectancies not to experience
negative emotions in society at large were more strongly affected by the happiness
manipulation: the effect of the happiness manipulation was non-significant at 16th percentile
of social expectancies, marginally significant at 50th percentile and significant at 84th
percentile. However, as stated earlier, SEDAS ratings may have been affected by the
manipulation; thus, the results of the moderation analysis need to be interpreted with caution.
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Nevertheless, this provides some evidence that people who are more sensitive to societal
devaluation of negative emotions, and therefore the felt pressure to remain happy, are more
likely to be adversely affected by a happiness-promoting environment, resulting in their
reduced ability to derive meaning from negative experiences.
General Discussion
Summary of the Aims and Findings
The aim of this thesis was to investigate the effects of the overpromotion of happiness
on perceived meaning in life and, more specifically, the meaningfulness of negative life
events. We predicted that social pressure to be happy leads to the subjective devaluation of
negative emotions, which interferes with the ability to find meaning in negative emotional
experiences, and, hence, results in reduced perceived meaning in life. The link between the
pressure to be happy and perceived meaning was investigated across two studies: using
correlational (Study 1) and experimental designs (Study 2).
In Study 1, we examined associations between self-reported measures of valuing
happiness, social expectancies not to feel negative emotions, prioritising positivity (seeking
out positive emotions in day-to-day life), and presence of meaning in life. Consistent with our
predictions, both social expectancies and valuing happiness were associated with reduced
perceived meaning, while prioritising positivity was associated with increased perceived
meaning. These effect sizes were small-to-medium. In Study 2, we examined causal effects
of happiness- and sadness-promoting environments on the ability to find meaning in a past
negative experience, as well as the effect of individual social expectancies in moderating this
relationship. Contrary to our predictions, the sadness manipulation had no effect on perceived
meaning, while the happiness manipulation only marginally reduced perceived meaning.
Nevertheless, as predicted, social expectancies significantly moderated the effect of the
happiness manipulation on meaningfulness ratings; specifically, at high levels of social
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expectancies, the manipulation had a greater impact on perceived meaning. The
interpretations and theoretical and practical implications of these findings, as well as potential
limitations and suggestions for future research are discussed below.
Implications of the Findings
Overpromotion of happiness and eudaimonic well-being. Overall, these studies
provide modest evidence supporting our overarching prediction that social pressure to feel
happy has a detrimental effect on perceived meaning in life. These findings complement prior
research that has linked the overpromotion of happiness to reduced hedonic well-being (e.g.,
Bastian et al., 2012; Mauss et al., 2011), by showing that this link also extends to eudaimonic
well-being. In other words, placing high value on happiness may undermine eudaimonic
well-being. This is supported by theoretical accounts of emotions as fundamentally social
phenomena, shaped by social and cultural appraisals that one is exposed to (Frijda &
Mesquita, 1994; Fischer & Manstead, 2016; Manstead & Fischer, 2001). These findings have
important implications: they show that it is possible to strip the meaning out of life by
shifting the value that people place on different emotions and experiences, which can occur
simply through exposure to certain social contexts. For instance, being surrounded by
happiness-promoting messages, such as motivational posters in the workplace, may produce
this unintended effect. This highlights some of the negative effects that social environment
and cultural valuations of emotions can have on various aspects of people’s well-being.
In Study 2, in order to create a happiness-promoting environment in the lab, we
replicated the design developed by McGuirk et al. (2018), who modelled real-world
contextual effects by surrounding participants with happiness-promoting messages (e.g.,
motivational posters and self-help books). In contrast, Bastian et al. (2012) explicitly
communicated the message that society does not accept negative emotions. We extended the
design of McGuirk et al. (2018) in two ways: by adding a sadness-normalising condition

SOCIAL EXPECTANCIES AND MEANING IN LIFE

26

(communicating the message that negative emotions are normal and even valuable), and by
including a context-specific manipulation check. McGuirk et al. (2018) used SEDAS as a
manipulation check; however, like in our study, SEDAS ratings did not differ between the
conditions. The authors concluded that the manipulation had an implicit effect on people’s
social expectancies, which was not reflected in the self-reported measure. Our results,
however, suggest a different explanation. Our manipulation check, which asked participants
to rate the pressure to feel happy that they experienced in the testing room, showed that
participants did feel higher pressure in the happiness-promoting room. Thus, participants
were consciously aware of this pressure; however, it did not shift their social expectancies.
Furthermore, the fact that people with high social expectancies were more sensitive to
the manipulation suggests that happiness-promoting messages affected people by activating
pre-existing social expectancies. This also explains why the sadness manipulation did not
have an effect: As there is no existing social norm of normalising negative emotions in
Western society, sadness-normalising messages had no social norms to activate. These
findings suggest that, rather than the environment alone affecting people’s well-being, it is
the interaction between one’s environment and one’s beliefs in stigmatisation of negative
emotions in society that produces detrimental effects on one’s eudaimonic well-being.
Proposed mechanism: Devaluation of negative emotions. The findings also
indirectly support the hypothesised process by which the overpromotion of happiness affects
eudaimonic well-being; specifically, by disrupting people’s ability to derive meaning from
negative emotional experiences. Prior research shows that making sense of past negative
events facilitates coping with such events and contributes to a meaningful life (Debats et al.,
1995; Jim et al., 2006), which, in turn, is important for mental and physical well-being
(Steger, 2017). Vohs et al. (2019) suggested that this meaning-making occurs through
reflecting on negative events and trying to comprehend and integrate them into one’s life
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narrative. Consistent with this, Murphy and Bastian (2019) found that meaningfulness of life
events was associated with the amount of contemplation that these events received. The
findings of Study 2 suggest that being in a happiness-promoting environment may disrupt this
contemplation process, particularly for people who strongly believe that negative emotions
are not accepted in society.
A likely explanation is that reflecting on a past negative experience revives associated
negative emotions, yet a happiness-promoting environment activates one’s beliefs that such
emotions are not accepted in society. This creates a discrepancy between one’s emotional
experience and the perceived social standard (Carver & Scheier, 1990), which is likely to
undermine the perceived value of negative experiences and, thus, make people less likely to
reflect on them. This is consistent with prior research showing that the suppression of
negative emotions is detrimental for well-being (e.g., Hayes et al., 2004), and it has important
implications, suggesting yet another way in which the “happiness culture” prevalent in
Western society may negatively impact people’s well-being. Importantly, negative life events
are often inevitable, and, since it is important for people’s well-being to be able to
contemplate and make sense of these events, the pressure to feel happy may disrupt this
process, and so can cause negative outcomes. Our rationale also implies that the pursuit of
happiness is not necessarily detrimental, if it does not involve the devaluation of negative
emotions. We expand on this idea below, in the context of the findings of Study 1.
Is the pursuit of happiness always detrimental? In Study 1, we found that both
valuing happiness and social expectancies were associated with reduced presence of meaning
in life, with the effect being stronger for social expectancies. This is consistent with prior
research that shows that both social expectancies and valuing happiness have detrimental
effects on well-being (Bastian et al., 2012; Mauss et al., 2011). It also indirectly supports our
rationale that both societal devaluation of negative emotions and individual preoccupation
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with happiness set up unrealistically high standards for one’s own emotional experience,
which leads to the subjective devaluation of negative emotions, which are perceived as
incompatible with these standards. This, in turn, prevents people from effectively engaging
with negative emotional experiences and, hence, results in reduced perceived meaning. On
the other hand, as predicted, prioritising positivity was associated with increased meaning.
This supports our reasoning that, unlike valuing happiness, prioritising positivity focuses
more on behaviours that promote positive emotions rather than on evaluating one’s emotional
experience against the perceived standard; thus, it does not involve the devaluation of
negative emotions and will not negatively impact perceived meaning. Furthermore, prior
research has linked prioritising positivity to improved hedonic well-being (Catalino et al.,
2014). Our findings complement this research by showing that prioritising positivity is also
associated with improved eudaimonic well-being.
Our findings also reveal the ambiguous nature of valuing happiness: it was positively
associated with both social expectancies and prioritising positivity, which have opposite
effects both on hedonic and on eudaimonic well-being. While social expectancies reflect
beliefs in stigmatisation of negative emotions on the societal level, valuing happiness reflects
how important one finds being happy on the individual level. The association between the
two may reflect that fact that valuing happiness is an individual-level manifestation of social
expectancies: Perceived social standards set up a reference state for our own emotional
experience. On the other hand, the association with prioritising positivity shows that some
manifestations of valuing happiness may be beneficial. For instance, in collectivistic
countries, such as Russia and East Asia, valuing happiness predicts positive well-being (Ford
et al., 2015). This may be due to the fact that the social norm of being happy and avoiding
negative emotions is less prominent in collectivistic countries as compared to individualistic
(Eid & Diener, 2001). Thus, the pursuit of happiness may only be problematic to the extent to
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which it involves devaluing negative emotions, which reflects social norms existing in one’s
society.
Practical implications of the findings. The findings of Study 1 show that social
expectancies around negative emotions, as well as related individual preoccupation with
being happy, are associated with reduced perceived meaning in life. Additionally, Study 2
shows that the interaction between one’s social expectancies and one’s immediate
environment may have detrimental effects on perceived meaning. Specifically, being
surrounded by happiness-promoting messages may prevent those holding strong beliefs in
stigmatisation of negative emotions in society from deriving meaning from negative
experiences. Thus, in order to counteract these detrimental effects, one needs to address both
contextual factors, such as the excess of happiness-promoting messages in public places and
social media, as well as individual’s beliefs about which emotions are accepted in their social
environment. This suggests that, both on the societal and interpersonal level, we should foster
a culture in which people are not ashamed of their emotions and encouraged to engage with
them rather than suppress them. This approach is at the core of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (ACT), which has been shown to be an effective treatment for depression and
anxiety (A-Tjak et al., 2015). Specifically, the idea of ACT is to encourage the client to open
up to unpleasant emotions and learn to accept them rather than trying to avoid them (Hayes,
Luoma, Bond, Masuda, & Lillis, 2006).
To summarise, these studies provide some evidence that devaluation of negative
emotions by society has detrimental effect on one’s eudaimonic well-being, although this
effect was only marginal in one of our studies. This has important implications, revealing yet
another way in which social norms around emotions can affect people’s psychological wellbeing. Below, we discuss potential limitations of the studies and propose some directions for
future research.
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Limitations and Future Directions
Study 1: Effects of devaluing negative emotions. Study 1 provided evidence
supporting hypotheses 1–3; however, it does not directly test our rationale that valuing
happiness and social expectancies impair perceived meaning via subjective devaluation of
negative emotions. In future research, one could include a measure that captures individuallevel devaluation of negative emotions and conduct a mediation analysis to see whether this
measure mediates the relationships between valuing happiness and perceived meaning in life,
and between social expectancies and perceived meaning. This would provide stronger
evidence that the underlying process involves devaluation of negative emotions.
Further research is also needed to disentangle the effects of different modes of
pursuing happiness on eudaimonic well-being. Our findings showed that, while valuing
happiness was associated with reduced perceived meaning, prioritising positivity was
associated with increased meaning. We contend that this is because valuing happiness
involves devaluing negative emotions, while prioritising positivity does not. Furthermore, in
non-Western samples, valuing happiness is not necessarily associated with reduced hedonic
well-being (Ford et al., 2015). One potential explanation is that promotion of happiness is
less prominent in these societies (Eid & Diener, 2001). In future research, one could replicate
Study 1 with a non-Western sample to see whether this extends to eudaimonic well-being.
Study 2: Effects of a happiness-promoting environment. The results of Study 2 did
not provide conclusive evidence for hypothesis 4 (the effect of happiness-promoting
environment on perceived meaning). Although the trend in the data went in the predicted
direction, it failed to reach significance. This could be due to several limitations of the study
design, discussed below.
First, a happiness micro-culture artificially created in the lab may not be as effective
as social environments that people encounter in their everyday life. For instance, some
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participants may not have been convinced by the experimenter presenting the testing room as
their study and suspected that the happiness merchandise was a part of the experiment.
Several participants were asked for feedback after the experiment and, although most of them
said that they believed the experimenter’s cover story, there were several who suspected the
room decorations to be a part of the experiment. Nevertheless, McGuirk et al. (2018) found
that the same manipulation had a large effect on a different dependent variable (rumination),
suggesting that it can be indeed effective. Furthermore, the manipulation check showed a
significant difference in perceived pressure to be happy between the neutral and the
happiness-promoting room; however, this needs to be interpreted with caution as it could
have been partly due to demand characteristics (i.e., the experimenter’s expectations, which
may produce an implicit pressure on the participants to answer as expected).
The interaction effect that we found (supporting hypothesis 6) may shed some light on
our failure to find a significant main effect. It showed that the happiness manipulation did
have a significant effect for people who are more sensitive to external pressure not to feel
negative. It is plausible that we were not able to affect people who are less sensitive to social
norms about emotions: A simple contextual manipulation may not be sufficient to induce a
social norm. On the other hand, moderation analysis shows that, if such a norm already
exists, contextual factors may make it more salient. However, the results of the moderation
analysis need to be interpreted with some caution, as the measure of social expectancies
(SEDAS) was administered in the testing room, which was itself the manipulation. To
overcome this limitation in future research, one could administer SEDAS as a part of a
different survey some time prior to the experiment, in order to minimise the interference.
Another potential issue was the choice of the reflective-writing task. The distribution
of meaningfulness ratings was significantly negatively skewed, with the mean rating 5.68 out
of 7; that is, the majority of participants across all conditions found the task to be meaningful.
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This could have led to the ceiling effect, which would explain why our manipulation failed to
significantly shift meaningfulness ratings. The examination of participants’ written responses
showed that, although this was not required by the task, most people chose to write about a
very traumatic experience. Meaningfulness of such reflective-writing is well-established in
the literature (Pennebaker, 1997; Smyth, 1998; King, 2001). In future research, one could
choose a less obviously meaningful task, in order to obtain more variability in
meaningfulness ratings. For instance, one could ask participants to write about the most
unpleasant event that happened in the past six months. Another idea for future research would
be to ask people to write about past positive (rather than negative) experiences, to see
whether the meaningfulness of such experiences would be affected by the happiness
manipulation. Past research has found that both extremely positive and extremely negative
experiences are perceived as more meaningful than milder experiences (Murphy & Bastian,
2019); however, it has not yet been investigated whether one’s cultural environment has
different effects on the perceived meaningfulness of positive versus negative experiences.
Finally, the failure to find a significant effect could have been due to the lack of
power. The chosen sample size was based on the expectation to find a moderate effect.
Furthermore, using the same design, McGuirk et al. (2018) found a strong effect of the
happiness-promoting environment on rumination in response to failure. However, our study
was underpowered to find a weak effect: A G*Power analysis showed that a sample size of N
= 495 would be required to detect a small-to-medium effect (ηp2 = .02). Thus, one of the
avenues for future research is to replicate this study on a larger sample.
Study 2: Effects of a sadness-normalising environment. We found no effect of the
sadness-normalising environment either on perceived pressure to be happy or on perceived
meaningfulness of the writing task. As mentioned above, a likely explanation is that, while
the promotion of happiness is a prominent cultural norm, there is no cultural norm of
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normalising negative emotions. Thus, it is plausible that the happiness manipulation simply
activated an already existing social norm, whereas the sadness manipulation had no ground to
operate on. On the other hand, Bastian et al. (2012) found that communicating the message
that society accepts negative emotions significantly reduced negative emotional response
after writing about a past negative event. However, the difference is that in our study the
sadness manipulation communicated the experimenter’s opinion rather than social opinion,
which may have been less effective. To test this, one could replicate the design of Bastian et
al. (2012), using meaningfulness of the task as the dependent variable.
Conclusion
To conclude, the findings of this thesis suggest that there is a modest effect of social
pressure to be happy and related devaluation of negative emotions on perceived meaning in
life. First, the beliefs in societal devaluation of negative emotions and individual
preoccupation with happiness were found to be associated with reduced perceived meaning.
Second, the findings suggest that happiness-promoting contexts may activate people’s beliefs
in lack of acceptance of negative emotions in society and, hence, reduce their ability to derive
meaning from negative experiences. This, in turn, may result in reduced perceived meaning
in life. These findings have important theoretical and practical implications. First, they extend
prior research exposing potential detrimental effects of the value system prevalent in Western
society that excessively values happiness and pathologises negative emotions. Second, they
elucidate the process by which these effects may occur; specifically, social expectancies may
lead to the subjective devaluation of negative emotions, which prevents people from
reflecting on and deriving meaning from past negative experiences. This, in turn, has been
associated with negative well-being outcomes. Thus, these findings have important practical
implications: they highlight the importance of promoting the acceptance of negative emotions
in society and show the dangers of the excessive promotion of happiness.
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Appendix A
Research Experience Participation System Advertisement
Study Name
Study Type
Duration
Credits
Abstract
Description

Eligibility
Requirements

Culture, emotion and personality
Standard (lab) study.
This is a standard lab study. To participate, sign up, and go to the
specified location at the chosen time.
60 minutes
1 Credits
Off-line study
We are looking for participants to take part in an experiment which
investigates the relationship between emotion, personality, and
perceptions of value systems within Australian culture. This study is
recruiting REP participants who are 17 years and older. Due to the
focus on perceptions of value systems within Australian culture,
participants must also be Australian-born or have lived in Australia for
at least the past 10 years. If you participate in this experiment, you will
be asked to complete measures on i) your personality ii) your current
mood state, iii) your views toward emotion, iv) your views toward
aspects of the culture you live in. You will also be required to perform a
written reflective exercise, which will involve writing about past events.
The experiment will take approximately one hour to complete.
Participants who complete the survey will be awarded one course credit.
Important. Again, because this study focuses on Australian cultural
value systems, please only sign up for the study if you have lived in
Australia for the past 10 years or were born in Australia (you may be
asked to provide evidence of this (e.g. birth certificate, passport) before
being allowed to participate.
Participants must also be Australian-born or have lived in Australia for
at least the past 10 years.
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Appendix D
Plain Language Statement

Melbourne School of Psychological Sciences
Plain Language Statement
PROJECT TITLE:

Culture, emotion and personality

Dr. Brock Bastian (Responsible Researcher)
Tel: +61383448880; email: brock.bastian@unimelb.edu.au
Mr. Brodie Dakin (PhD student) email: bdakin@student.unimelb.edu.au
XX (Honours student) email: xx@student.unimelb.edu.au

Introduction
We would like to invite you to participate in a project on culture, emotion and personality being conducted by Dr.
Brock Bastian, Mr. Brodie Dakin and XX at the University of Melbourne.
What I would be asked to do?
In this study, you will be asked to complete self-report measures of your i) personality, ii) current emotional
state, iii) views toward emotion and iv) perceptions of aspects of the culture you live in. For the main task of the
study you will be required to perform a written reflective exercise, which will involve reflecting on and writing
about past events. The study will take approximately one hour to complete.
What are the risks?
Participation will require you to complete self-report measures on your i) personality, ii) current emotional state,
iii) views toward emotion and iv) perceptions of aspects of the culture you live in, and involve v) reflecting on
and writing about your past. There are potential risks in engaging in the aforementioned tasks. First, reflecting
on your personality, current mood, views toward emotion, and perceptions of culture can be distressing or
confronting. Further, engaging in the reflective-writing task may involve reflecting on events that are ‘negative’
in nature. It is important to remember that you are not obliged to answer any questions or perform any tasks, and
if at any point of the study you feel distressed, you are encouraged to stop participating, or skip the distressing
section of the study. This will come at no penalty for you. However, if you do not finish the study you may not
be awarded full credit for participation. If your mood is negatively affected by participation, then it is
recommended you contact the responsible researcher (Dr Brock Bastian: contact details above). If you wish, you
may also counselling services directly such as LifeLine (13 11 14) or the University of Melbourne Psychology
Clinic (Tel: 03 9035 5180; email: clinic@psych.unimelb.edu.au), which is free of charge for University of
Melbourne students.
What are the benefits?
We cannot guarantee that you will receive any personal benefits from this study. However, participants may find
that self-reflective writing tasks improve their wellbeing, as this has been found to occur in previous literature
using these tasks. Further, you will be awarded one course credit for your full participation. Lastly, the research
may be beneficial to society through understanding the relationship between one’s personality, values, and how
they perceive culture. The findings of this study will likely be published in scholarly journals and presented at
conferences.
How would my confidentiality be protected?
If you choose to participate, your data be will be anonymous and confidential, subject to legal limitations. You
will be given a random participant code that cannot be linked to your personal identity in any way. If you give
us your permission by completing and submitting the survey, we plan to discuss/publish the results in an
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academic forum. In any publication, information will be provided in such a way that you cannot be identified.
Only members of the research team will have access to data, which will be stored on a password-locked
computer. The data you provide will only be used for the specific research purposes of this study. Your data will
be kept indefinitely in order that researchers can request the data supporting any publications that arise.
What if I want to withdraw from the Research?
Participation in this research is completely voluntary. You are free to withdraw at any time and to withdraw any
unprocessed data previously supplied. This would have no effect on your relationship with any member of the
School of Psychological Sciences. It would not affect your grades, assessment or any treatment that you would
otherwise be eligible for.
Where can I get further information?
If you have not understood any of this information please contact any of the researchers listed above. This
research project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of The University of Melbourne.
If you have any concerns or complaints about the conduct of this research project, which you do not wish to
discuss with the research team, you should contact the Manager, Human Research Ethics, Office for Research
Ethics and Integrity, University of Melbourne, VIC 3010. Tel: +61 3 8344 2073 or Fax: +61 3 9347 6739 or
Email: HumanEthicscomplaints@unimelb.edu.au. All complaints will be treated confidentially. In any
correspondence please provide the name of the research team or the name or ethics ID number of the research
project.
How do I agree to participate?
If you wish to participate please read the consent form on the next page and indicate your agreement by
responding “Yes”.
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Appendix E
Consent Form

Melbourne School of Psychological Sciences
Consent form for persons participating in a research project
PROJECT TITLE:

Culture, emotion and personality

Name of Responsible Researcher: Dr. Brock Bastian
Name of Additional Researchers: Mr. Brodie Dakin (PhD student), XX (Honours student)
1.
2.
3.

4.

5.

6.
7.
8.

I consent to participate in this project. The purpose of this research is to investigate the relationship
between personality, values and perceptions of culture.
I understand that this project is for research purposes only and not for treatment.
In this project I will be required to complete self-report measures on my i) personality, ii) current
emotional state, iii) views toward emotion, and iv) how I perceive aspects of the culture I live in. Next,
I will be required to perform a written reflective exercise, which will involve writing about significant
past events in my life. The details of this have been explained in the Plain Language Statement which I
have been given a copy to keep.
I understand that there are risks involved in participating in this research project. Specifically,
reflecting on my current mood, my views toward emotion and perceptions of culture can be distressing
or confronting. I also understand that performing a reflective-writing exercise about my past can be
distressing and confronting. These risks have been minimized by making answering any questions, or
participation itself, optional.
I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw from the project at any
time without explanation or prejudice and to withdraw any unprocessed data I have provided.
Withdrawing from the project will not affect my relationship with the Melbourne School of
Psychological Sciences. Specifically, it will not affect any ongoing assessment/grades or treatment that
I would otherwise be eligible for.
I have been informed that the data from this research will be stored at the University of Melbourne and
may be kept indefinitely for scholarly purposes.
I have been informed that the confidentiality of the information I provide will be safeguarded subject to
any legal requirements; my data will be password protected and accessible only by the named
researchers.
I agree to have the findings of this study emailed to me.

Do you consent to participate in this study?
•
•

Yes
No
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Appendix F
Pre-task Measures
Demographic Questions
• Were you born in Australia? (Yes/No)
o If “No” selected: Where were you born? How long have you lived in
Australia?
• Are you religious? (Yes/No)
o If “Yes” selected: Which religion are you affiliated with?
• What is your age?
• What is your gender? (Male/Female/Other)
• Please indicate your political beliefs from left/liberal to right/conservative on issues
of the economy (e.g., social welfare, government spending, tax cuts) (1 = left/liberal,
7 = right/conservative).
• Please indicate your political beliefs from left/liberal to right/conservative on social
issues (e.g., immigration, homosexual marriage, abortion) (1 = left/liberal, 7 =
right/conservative).
The Big Five Inventory-2 (BFI-2)
Soto & John (2017)
Here are a number of characteristics that may or may not apply to you. Using the scale below,
please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each statement.
(1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree)
I am someone who…
1. Is outgoing, sociable.
2. Is compassionate, has a soft heart.
3. Tends to be disorganized.
4. Is relaxed, handles stress well.
5. Has few artistic interests.
6. Has an assertive personality.
7. Is respectful, treats others with respect.
8. Tends to be lazy.
9. Stays optimistic after experiencing a setback.
10. Is curious about many different things.
11. Rarely feels excited or eager.
12. Tends to find fault with others.
13. Is dependable, steady.
14. Is moody, has up and down mood swings.
15. Is inventive, finds clever ways to do things.
16. Tends to be quiet.
17. Feels little sympathy for others.
18. Is systematic, likes to keep things in order.
19. Can be tense.
20. Is fascinated by art, music, or literature.
21. Is dominant, acts as a leader.
22. Starts arguments with others.
23. Has difficulty getting started on tasks.
24. Feels secure, comfortable with self.

SOCIAL EXPECTANCIES AND MEANING IN LIFE
25. Avoids intellectual, philosophical discussions.
26. Is less active than other people.
27. Has a forgiving nature.
28. Can be somewhat careless.
29. Is emotionally stable, not easily upset.
30. Has little creativity.
31. Is sometimes shy, introverted.
32. Is helpful and unselfish with others.
33. Keeps things neat and tidy.
34. Worries a lot.
35. Values art and beauty.
36. Finds it hard to influence people.
37. Is sometimes rude to others.
38. Is efficient, gets things done.
39. Often feels sad.
40. Is complex, a deep thinker.
41. Is full of energy.
42. Is suspicious of others’ intentions.
43. Is reliable, can always be counted on.
44. Keeps their emotions under control.
45. Has difficulty imagining things.
46. Is talkative.
47. Can be cold and uncaring.
48. Leaves a mess, doesn’t clean up.
49. Rarely feels anxious or afraid.
50. Thinks poetry and plays are boring.
51. Prefers to have others take charge.
52. Is polite, courteous to others.
53. Is persistent, works until the task is finished.
54. Tends to feel depressed, blue.
55. Has little interest in abstract Ideas.
56. Shows a lot of Enthusiasm.
57. Assumes the best about people.
58. Sometimes behaves irresponsibly.
59. Is temperamental, gets emotional easily.
60. Is original, comes up with new Ideas.
Extraversion: 1, 6, 11R, 16R, 21, 26R, 31R, 36R, 41, 46, 51R, 56
Agreeableness: 2, 7, 12R, 17R, 22R, 27, 32, 37R, 42R, 47R, 52, 57
Conscientiousness: 3R, 8R, 13, 18, 23R, 28R, 33, 38, 43, 48R, 53, 58R
Negative Emotionality: 4R, 9R, 14, 19, 24R, 29R, 34, 39, 44R, 49R, 54, 59
Open-Mindedness: 5R, 10, 15, 20, 25R, 30R, 35, 40, 45R, 50R, 55R, 60
Satisfaction with life scale
Diener et al. (1985)
Using the scale below, please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each
statement.
(1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree)
1. In most ways my life is close to my ideal.
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2.
3.
4.
5.

The conditions of my life are excellent.
I am satisfied with my life.
So far I have gotten the important things I want in life.
If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.

Rosenberg self-esteem scale
Rosenberg (1965)
Using the scale below, please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each
statement.
(1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree)
1. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.
2. At times I think I am no good at all (R).
3. I feel that I have a number of good qualities.
4. I am able to do things as well as most other people.
5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of (R).
6. I certainly feel useless at times (R).
7. I feel that I'm a person of worth.
8. I wish I could have more respect for myself (R).
9. All in all, I am inclined to think that I am a failure (R).
10. I take a positive attitude toward myself.
Brief Mood Introspection Scale (BMIS)
Mayer & Gaschke (1988)
Using the scale below, please indicate how well each adjective or phrase describes
your mood right now.
(1 = definitely do not feel; 2 = do not feel; 3 = slightly feel; 4 = definitely feel)
1. Lively
2. Happy
3. Sad
4. Tired
5. Caring
6. Content
7. Gloomy
8. Jittery
9. Drowsy
10. Grouchy
11. Peppy
12. Nervous
13. Calm
14. Loving
15. Fed up
16. Active
Overall my present mood is
(-10 = very unpleasant; +10 = very pleasant)
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Appendix G
Post-task Measures
Brief Mood Introspection Scale (BMIS)
Mayer & Gaschke (1988)
Using the scale below, please indicate how well each adjective or phrase describes
your mood right now.
(1 = definitely do not feel; 2 = do not feel; 3 = slightly feel; 4 = definitely feel)
1. Lively
2. Happy
3. Sad
4. Tired
5. Caring
6. Content
7. Gloomy
8. Jittery
9. Drowsy
10. Grouchy
11. Peppy
12. Nervous
13. Calm
14. Loving
15. Fed up
16. Active
Overall my present mood is
(-10 = very unpleasant; +10 = very pleasant)
Meaning in life scale
Steger et al. (2006)
Using the scale below, please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each
statement.
(1 = absolutely untrue; 7 = absolutely true)
Presence of meaning subscale
1. I understand my life’s meaning.
2. My life has a clear sense of purpose.
3. I have a good sense of what makes my life meaningful.
4. I have discovered a satisfying life purpose.
5. My life has no clear purpose (R).
Search for meaning subscale
1. I am looking for something that makes my life feel meaningful.
2. I am always looking to find my life’s purpose.
3. I am always searching for something that makes my life feel significant.
4. I am seeking a purpose or mission for my life.
5. I am searching for meaning in my life.
Valuing happiness scale
Mauss et al. (2011)
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Using the scale below, please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each
statement.
(1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree)
1. How happy I am at any given moment says a lot about how worthwhile my life is.
2. If I don’t feel happy, maybe there is something wrong with me.
3. I value things in life only to the extent that they influence my personal happiness.
4. I would like to be happier than I generally am.
5. Feeling happy is extremely important to me.
6. I am concerned about my happiness even when I feel happy.
7. To have a meaningful life, I need to feel happy most of the time.
Prioritising positivity scale
Catalino et al. (2014)
Using the scale below, please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each
statement.
(1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree)
1. A priority for me is experiencing happiness in everyday life.
2. I look for and nurture my positive emotions.
3. What I decide to do with my time outside of work is influenced by how much I might
experience positive emotions.
4. I structure my day to maximize my happiness.
5. My major decisions in life (e.g. the job I choose, the house I buy) are influenced by
how much I might experience positive emotions.
6. I admire people who make their decisions based on the happiness they will gain.
Social Expectancies Depression and Anxiety Scale (SEDAS)
Bastian et al. (2012)
Using the scale below, please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each
statement.
(1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree)
1. I think society accepts people who feel depressed or anxious (R).
2. I think it is socially acceptable to feel depressed or anxious (R).
3. Society generally expects people NOT to feel depressed or anxious.
4. Other people expect me NOT to feel depressed or anxious.
5. People like me less when I feel depressed or anxious.
6. I think that society tends to place a lot of pressure on people NOT to feel depressed or
anxious.
7. I think that society generally disapproves of people who feel depressed or anxious.
8. Most people would see people who feel depressed or anxious as failing in life.
9. Overall, people in society are very comfortable with those who feel depressed or
anxious (R).
10. Generally speaking, other people prefer not to associate with me when I feel
depressed or anxious.
11. I feel a great deal of pressure from others around me not to feel depressed or anxious.
12. When others see me as depressed or anxious, they probably think I am a failure.
13. I think most people around me value me just the same even when I feel depressed or
anxious (R).
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Additional (happiness) items
1. Most people think that feeling Happy is a key indicator of success in life.
2. People in my society view people who feel Happy as more valuable.
3. Most people believe you are failing in life if you do not feel Happy all the time.
4. To get ahead in this world you need to be seen by others as a Happy person.
5. I think that society places a great deal of pressure on people to feel Happy.
6. Other people generally expect me to feel Happy.
7. Others are generally only interested in me when I am feeling Happy.
8. I often feel a great deal of pressure from those around me to feel Happy.
9. If I am honest, it is really important to me that others see me as someone who is
always Happy.
Discrete emotions questionnaire (DEQ)
Harmon-Jones, Bastian, Harmon-Jones (2016)
Using the scale below, please indicate to what extent you experienced each of these
emotions while performing the reflective-writing task.
(1 = not at all; 2 = slightly; 3 = somewhat; 4 = moderately; 5 = quite a bit; 6 = very much; 7
= an extreme amount)
1. Anger (Ag)
2. Wanting (Dr)
3. Dread (Ax)
4. Sad (S)
5. Easygoing (R)
6. Grossed out (Dg)
7. Happy (H)
8. Terror (F)
9. Rage (Ag)
10. Grief (S)
11. Nausea (Dg)
12. Anxiety (Ax)
13. Chilled out (R)
14. Desire (Dr)
15. Nervous (Ax)
16. Lonely (S)
17. Scared (F)
18. Mad (Ag)
19. Satisfaction (H)
20. Sickened (Dg)
21. Empty (S)
22. Craving (Dr)
23. Panic (F)
24. Longing (Dr)
25. Calm (R)
26. Fear (F)
27. Relaxation (R)
28. Revulsion (Dg)
29. Worry (Ax)
30. Enjoyment (H)
31. Pissed off (Ag)
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32. Liking (H)
Ag = Anger items, Dg = Disgust items, F = Fear items, Ax = Anxiety items, S = Sadness
items, Dr = Desire items, R = Relaxation items, H = Happiness items.
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Appendix H
Debriefing Statement

Melbourne School of Psychological Sciences
Debriefing Statement
PROJECT TITLE:

Culture, emotion and personality

Dr. Brock Bastian (Responsible Researcher)
Tel: +61383448880; email: brock.bastian@unimelb.edu.au
Mr. Brodie Dakin (PhD student) email: bdakin@student.unimelb.edu.au
XX (Honours student) email: xx@student.unimelb.edu.au

Thank you for participating in our study on culture, emotion and personality. This research primarily aims to
examine the relationship between i) living in a culture that strongly promotes feeling happy and ii) perceptions
of meaningfulness.
In this study, we randomly assigned participants to three different conditions. These included conditions that
intended to manipulate either i) cultural/external pressure to feel happy, ii) normalize feeling negative emotion,
or iii) nothing at all (control condition). Participants were not informed about the nature of their condition or
assigned manipulation in order to ensure the efficacy of the manipulation. Regardless of your condition, you
filled out self-report questionnaires regarding your personality, current emotional state, how much you value
happiness, and your thoughts on societal expectations to feel happy. You also completed a reflective-writing
exercise, and after completing this exercise, were asked to reflect on how meaningful you thought this task was
to perform, and how you currently feel about meaning in life.
If for any reason after reading this debriefing statement you would prefer that your data were not used for the
purpose of this study, you can indicate this using the box below. You will still be awarded course credit if you
choose to remove your data.
If you have experienced any emotional disturbance as a result of your participation, we recommend that you
contact the responsible researcher (Dr Brock Bastian: contact details above). If you wish, you may also contact
counselling services directly such as LifeLine (13 11 14) or the University of Melbourne Psychology Clinic
(Tel: 03 9035 5180; email: clinic@psych.unimelb.edu.au), which is free of charge for University of Melbourne
students.
This research has been cleared by the Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC 1953667.1). If you have any
concerns about this project please contact the Executive Officer, Human Research Ethics, The University of
Melbourne (Tel: 8344 2073; Fax: 9347 6739).
If for any reason after reading this debriefing statement you would prefer that your data were not used
for the purpose of this study, please click the second option below:
•
•

I give consent for the researchers to use my data for the purposes of this study
If you do not give consent, please write below “I do not give consent for the researchers to use my data
for the purposes of this study”

