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Abstract

Mexico is consistentlyportrayedasa happycountry.Researchendeavors,bothnationalandinternational,showthatMexico’s
levelsof happinessarefavorable,althoughlittle hasbeendoneregardingspecificmeasurementunderpinnings.Thereis a constant
debateon whetherhappinessshouldbemeasuredin termsof frequencyor intensityof positiveaffectovernegativeaffect(Diener,
Sandvik,& Pavot,2009),althoughsomeconsensuspointstowardfrequency’ssuperiorityoverintensityof emotions.Someauthors
insistthatfrequencycanmemoreeasilyandaccuratelymeasuredthanintensity,allowingfor cross-personmetriccomparisons.This
researchput to testthefrequency-intensitydebateby providingseveralconceptualframeworskthataccentuatedoneovertheother,
allowing peopleto decidehow theydefinedtheir own happiness.Two independentsamples(n1 = 158,n2 = 583)of Mexicanmen
andwomenprovidedinsightson whetherhappinessin Mexico is definedin termsof frequencyor intensity.Onceit wasdefined,
happinesslevelswerecomparedbetweentwo groupsshowingthatthosewhodefinehappinessas“frequency”presenthigherlevels
of joy. This researchsupportsthepremisethathappinesscouldbedefinedasthesumof frequentevents,congruentwith bottom-up
approachesto happinessandwellbeing.
© 2016UniversidadNacionalAutónomadeMéxico,FacultaddePsicología.ThisisanopenaccessarticleundertheCCBY-NC-ND
license(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

Keywords: Happiness;Wellbeing;Frequency;Intensity;Bottom-up

Resumen

Méxicoesconsistentementedefinidocomounpaísfeliz.Algunasinvestigaciones,tantonacionalescomointernacionales,muestran
quelosnivelesdefelicidaddeMéxicosonfavorables,aunquepocosehahechorespectoaalgunosaspectosclavesobrela medición
dela felicidad.Existeunconstantedebatesobresi la felicidaddebesermedidaentérminosdeintensidado defrecuenciadeafecto
positivosobreafectonegativo(Diener,Sandviky Pavot,2009),aunqueexisteciertoacuerdoentornoalasuperioridaddelafrecuencia
sobrela intensidad.Algunosinsistenen quela frecuenciapuedesermedidade manerafácil y precisa,permitiendounamétrica
comparableentreindividuos.Estainvestigacióntuvo comopropósitoponera pruebael debatedefrecuencia-intensidadal proveer
diferentesesquemasen torno a la felicidad,permitiendoquela genteeligieracómosedefineesta.Dos muestrasindependientes
(n1= 158,n2= 583)dehombresy mujeresmexicanosproveeninformaciónútil sobrecómosedefineenMéxico la felicidad.Una
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vezdefinida,secompararonlosnivelesdefelicidadde2 grupos,obteniendoresultadosqueapuntanamayoresnivelesdefelicidad
enaquellosquela definenentérminosde«frecuencia».Estoshallazgosapoyanla premisadequela felicidadpuedeserentendida
comola sumadecomponentesbásicosqueocurrenconrelativafrecuencia,congruenteconlasposturasteóricasde«abajo-arriba»
(sumativas)entornoal estudiodelbienestary la felicidad.
© 2016UniversidadNacionalAutónomadeMéxico,FacultaddePsicología.Esteesun artículoOpenAccessbajola licenciaCC
BY-NC-ND (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

Palabras clave: Felicidad;Bienestar;Frecuencia;Intensidad;Procesossumativos

Thestudyof wellbeingstartedwith researcherstry-
ing to assesshappiness,whichwasconsideredfor some
asthegoalof humanlife. Wilson’s (1967)andDiener,
Suh,Lucas,andSmith’s(1999)reviewshavebeencon-
sistentlyusedasconceptualandempiricalframeworks
towardresearchin thefield.Wilson’s(1967)conclusions
aboutwhothepersonwhoisuniversallyhappystatedthat
the happypersonis a “young, healthy,well-educated,
well-paid,extroverted,optimistic,worry-free,religious,
marriedpersonwith highself-esteem,job morale,mod-
est aspirations,of either sex and of a wide rangeof
intelligence”(p.294).Sincethen,extensiveresearchhas
beenmadein thefield (seeDiener,2009a,2009b,2009c,
2009d) towarddefiningahappyperson.

Socialbehavioralsciencesconsiderthestudyof Sub-
jective Well Being (SWB) the field in which people’s
evaluationsof their lives arestudied.It includesmany
of dimensionsand assessmentsranging from quick-
momentarymoods,feelings,andcognitiveframeworks
to globaljudgementsof life satisfactionandoverallfeel-
ingstowardlife (Diener,2009a). Diener(2005)defines
SWBasthevarioustypesof evaluationsthatpeoplemake
of theirown lives.Theseevaluationsmaybeeitherpos-
itive or negativeandincludebothcognitiveevaluations
of satisfactiontowardlife, andaffectivereactionsto life
events,suchasfeelinghappyor sad.

In Mexico, someof the mostrecentendeavorscon-
cerningthescientificstudyof SWBandhappiness(Arita,
2005a,2005b, 2005c; INEGI, 2015; Palomar,2000,
2004,2005;Velasco,2015) havedirectedtheir efforts
into trying to explainhow theaccessto public services
(water,electricity,gas,pavedroads),sociodemographic
data(age,sex,income),andpersonalitytraitsdetermine
self-reportedlevelsof happiness/wellbeing.Oneof these
efforts(INEGI, 2012,2015), labeledasBIARE (Bienes-
tar Auto-Reportado in Spanish,Self-ReportedWellbeing
in English)wasintendedto obtainenoughinformation
in orderto generatedataequivalentto thatof theOECD
(Organizationfor EconomicCo-operationandDevelop-
ment). The assessmentinvolved a seriesof questions
suchas “On a scaleof 0 to 10, how satisfiedare you

with your life?” (10 being the most satisfied),“How
happy did you feel yesterday?”,“How happy would
you consideryourself?”amongothers.With morethan
tenthousandparticipants,resultsshowedthefollowing:
36.5%of theMexicanpopulationismoderatelysatisfied
with life (rangingfrom 7 to 8 in the 0–10continuum),
47.1%is satisfied(9–10interval),33.4%is moderately
happy(7–8interval),and55.7%is happy(9–10).These
findingsseemto be consistentfor Mexicanpopulation
acrosstime (Gómez,2012;Velasco,2015).

Accordingto Dieneret al. (2009), whenpeopleseek
happiness,somedesireto be happymost of the time,
evenif onlymildly so.Arguably,somepeoplemaythink
that happinessand wellbeing are addressedwhen fre-
quentpositiveaffectandintensepositiveaffectareboth
fulfilled, with minimal amountsof non-intense,non-
frequentnegativeaffect.However,manypeoplewould
suggestthat either frequent(mild) or intense(but fre-
quent)experiencesof positive affect are necessaryof
sufficientto produceahappylife.

Diener, Sandvik, & Pavot (2009) and Diener,
Sandvik,andPavot(1991)suggestthathappinessrefers
to the frequencyandnot the intensityof positiveaffect
(feelinggood)overnegativeaffect(feelingbad).Accord-
ingtotheseauthors,frequencyof emotionsismoreeasily
andaccuratelymeasuredthan intensitysinceinforma-
tion concerningfrequencycanbe encodedin memory
andcanthereforebemoreaccuratelyrecalled.Also, fre-
quencycanbemoreeasilycomparableacrosspersons,
whereasintensityof emotionsis usuallytoo subjective,
making it harderto compareamongindividuals.Even
more,DienerandIran-Nejad(1986)arguedthatthejudg-
mentof happinessversusunhappinessis easierin terms
of frequencysincepeopletendto understand,live and
experienceboth of themin termsof dominance:when
oneof themis dominant,theotheroneexists,if atall, al
low levels.

Emotional intensity is likely to be more difficult
to encodebecauseof its nature. The calibration of
emotional experiencesbecomesmore challengingas
emotionsbecomemoreintense.Frequencyinformation

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
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canbe measuredsincepeopledo know whenthey are
happyof unhappy,whentheyfeel goodor not,whereas
information regardingintensity hasno discreteevent.
Therefore,clearly distinguishablelevels of emotional
intensity becomea constantchallengeand cannotbe
easilyaddressed.Self-reportsof frequencycanmemore
comparableacrosspersonsbecausefrequencyof emo-
tions seemsto havea moreuniversalmeaning(Diener
etal., 1991,2009). Peopleknowthedifferencebetween
experiencingor not a certainevent,howeverthe inter-
nal experienceof emotionalintensity, making it very
problematicto reachacross-personmetric.

Internationalandnationalresearchseemto be con-
sistent in their findings concerningMexico: it is a
happycountry.TheWorld HappinessReport(Helliwell,
Layard,& Sachs,2016) is an updateto the 2013 and
2015reportsasaneffort to portraythescientificunder-
pinningsof measuringandunderstandinghappinessand
wellbeingworldwide.Mexico’s BIARE (INEGI, 2015)
is an extensionto 2012s(INEGI, 2012) effort to por-
trayMexicanhappinessthroughoutthenation.BIARE’s
scoreslocate both happiness(M = 8.37) and satisfac-
tion (M = 8.04) meansaround8 on a 1–10continuum,

Table1
Sociodemographicdatafor Mexicanmenandwomen.

Variable f

Sex
Men 100
Women 58

Civil status
Single 119
Married 39

In a couple relationship?
Yes,I haveacouple 88
I donothaveacouple 70

Educational level
Technician 9
Post-graduate 7
Highschool 24
Elementary 6
No formaleducation 1
Graduate 111

Do you have a job?
Yes 62
No 96

Religion
Budhist 1
Catholic 79
Jewish 2
None 66
Other 10

whereasaccordingto WHR’s data Mexico’s meanis
6.77,alsoona1–10continuum.

Cross-culturalresearchtries to addressissueswith
an interestin cultural variationson specificvariables
or instruments(Van de Vijver & Leung,2000), which
leadsusto re-visit thepremiseof frequencyoverinten-
sity proposedby Diener et al. (2009), sinceMexico’s
understandingof “happiness”couldbebehavingdiffer-
ent.Bearin mind that mostof the instrumentsusedin
Mexico are adaptationsor validationsfrom other cul-
tural contexts(asreviewedby Anguas,2000,2005and
Velasco,2015), so althoughthereis extensiveresearch
onthefield andtherearegoodtheoreticalandempirical
reasonsto usefrequencyand/orintensityof emotionsto
assesshappinessandwellbeing,thebetterunderstanding
of how Mexicansexperiencehappinessandwellbeing
could leadto a uniform andadequatemetric thatcould
facilitatecomparisonsacrosspeopleandacrosscontexts.

In order to test Diener et al.’s (2009) premiseof
frequencyoverintensityin aMexicansample,wedevel-
opedthis researchwith two main purposes:(1) Assess
whetherMexicanhappinessis definedin termsof fre-
quencyor intensity,and(2) Evaluatehappinesslevelsin
aMexicansample.

Study 1

Method

Sample
A total convenience sample of 58 men and

100women,all Mexican,with ameanageof 26.91years
(SD= 11.40,agesrangingfrom17to57),55.7%of them
in acouplerelationship,50%of themCatholic,and39%
of themwith a job, wasusedfor this study.All partici-
pantsagreedto participateon a voluntarybasisandno
monetarycompensationwasgivento anyof them.Other
sociodemographicdatacanbefoundin Table1.

Instrument
Onequestion(“How do you define your happiness?”)

wasdevelopedfor thisstudy,with fourpossibleanswers.
Theanswerswerewritten from thecombinationof fre-
quencyandintensityasbipolaraxis(frequent/infrequent,
intense/notintense),creatingfour possiblescenarios,as
follows:

• Not intense,andnotfrequentevents/momentsof hap-
piness

• Not intense,but frequentevents/momentsof happi-
ness
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Table2
Chi-squarecomparisonsbetweenfour typesof happiness.

Not intense,infrequent Not intense,frequent Intense,infrequent Intense,frequent χ2 (df) p

How doyoudefineyourhappiness? 19 58 42 39 19.46(3) .000

Note: Thefour answeroptionshavebeenre-writtenfor displaypurposeson this table.Theexactcontentis describedin the“instrument”sectionof
thispaper.

• Intense,but infrequentevents/momentsof happiness
• Intense,andfrequentevents/momentsof happiness

Results

A Chi-squaretest comparedwhich two of the four
possible answerswere the most frequent. Table 2
showsstatistically significant differencesbetweenall
four possibleanswers,being the combinationof no
intensity–frequency,andintensity–infrequencythe two
highestones.Thesetwo answerswerethenconsidered
for Study2.

Study 2

Method

Sample
A new convenience sample of 222 men and

361women,all Mexican,with ameanageof 28.71years
(SD= 10.33,agesrangingfrom 18 to 69),58%of them
in acouplerelationshipof atleast6months,49%of them
Catholic,and52%of themwith a job, wasusedfor this
study.All participantsagreedto participateon a volun-
tary basisandno monetarycompensationwasgiven to
anyof them.Othersociodemographicdatais shownin
Table3.

Instruments
The samequestionof Study1 (“How do you define

your happiness?”) wasusedfor this studybut only two
possibleanswerswereconsidered.The two considered
answerswerethe two mostfrequentfrom the previous
study,andreadasfollows:

• Not intense,but frequentevents/momentsof happi-
ness

• Intense,but infrequentevents/momentsof happiness

Additionally,onequestionwasadministeredtoassess
levels of happinesswith a 1–10 responsestyle (being
1 the lowest and 10 the highest level), and read:
Based on how you just defined happiness, how happy
are you on a 1 to 10 scale?

Table3
Sociodemographicdatafor Mexicanmenandwomen.

Variable f

Sex
Men 222
Women 361

Civil Status
Single 119
Married 39

In a couple relationship?
Yes,I haveacouple 339
I donothaveacouple 244

Educational Level
Technician 68
Post-graduate 76
Highschool 15
Elementary 30
No formaleducation 26
Graduate 368

Do you have a job?
Yes 303
No 280

Religion
Budhist 50
Catholic 286
Jewish 100
None 86
Other 61

Results

A Chi-squaretestcomparedwhichof thetwopossible
answerswasthe mostfrequent.Table4 showsstatisti-
cally significantdifferencesbetweenthe two possible
answers,beinghappinessin termsof low intensityand
highon frequencythemostfrequentchoice.

Additionally, anindependentsamplest-testwasper-
formed to compare levels of happinesscomparing
thosewho considerhappinessin terms of frequency
versus those who consider it in terms of intensity.
Table5 showsstatisticallysignificantdifferences,indi-
catingthat happinessis higheron the frequencygroup
(M = 8.13, SD= 1.44) when comparedto the intensity
group(M = 7.26,SD= 1.70).
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Table4
Chi-squarecomparisonsbetweentwo typesof happiness.

Not intense,frequent Intense,infrequent χ2 (df) p

How doyoudefineyourhappiness? 451 132 174.54(1) .000

Table5
Meancomparisonsof happinesslevels.

Variable Not intense-frequent Intense-infrequent t (gl) p C.I.

M SD M SD Min. Max.

Happiness 8.13 1.44 7.26 1.7 5.78(581) .000 .57 1.15

Discussion

Oneof thekeyissueswhenevaluatingaffectivecom-
ponentsof wellbeing(referredby someas“happiness”;
Veenhoven,1994,1996,2005), is theemotionalexperi-
encethatshouldbemeasured.Research(Diener,2009a;
Diener,Scollon,& Lucas,2003) showsthat the inten-
sity with which an individual experiencesemotion is
not the sameas the frequencywith which thosesame
emotionsare lived. Frequencyseemsto be the go-to
approachwhenconsideringevaluationsacrosstimesince
researcherscanassessit bysummingthenumberof times
apersonreportsexperiencinganyemotion.Ontheother
hand,intensityis usuallydeterminedby examiningthe
meanintensity of the emotionwhen a personreports
feelingit.

Ourfindingssuggestthatpeople’smeaningandexpe-
rienceof “happiness”is directlyassociatedto frequency
of life events.Both Study1 and2 showthathappiness
definedin termsof frequencyover intensity were the
mostfrequentoptions,evenwhenconsideringall possi-
blecombinations.Thisleadsustobelievethathappiness
is definedthis way in a relativelystablefashion.Justas
Diener (2005)proposed,peopleevaluatetheir lives in
severalways,and in this caseit seemsto be that hap-
pinessis being evaluatedin terms of frequencyover
intensityof positiveemotions.JustasVelasco(2015)and
Veenhoven(2005) suggested,the presenceof positive
emotionsseemsto beenoughandsufficientto produce
apositiveexperience.

The fact that happinessis understoodas the fre-
quencyof favorable,positive,pleasurablemomentsand
life eventsis totally consistentwith previousliterature.
As Dieneretal. (2009)andDiener,Larsen,Levine,and
Emmons(1985)suggested,frequencycouldbefunction-
ing asan optimal metric whenevaluatinglife. Bearing
in mind that accordingto Diener (2005) wellbeing is
the overall evaluationof one’s life, Veenhoven(2005)

proposedvarioustypesof happiness.Thesetypesof hap-
pinessaredefinedasmomentaryor stableacrosstime,
anddetermineif a life eventcanproducetruehappiness
or if it is just a merequick, ephemeralsensation.Since
our sampleseemsto be (mostly) understandinghappi-
nessin termsof frequencyoverintensity,thedecisionof
whetheranindividual is happyor not is in factpossible,
allowing peopleto makea decisionwith solid grounds,
congruentwith Veenhoven’scategorization.

Thepreferenceof frequencyoverintensityisalsocon-
gruentwith oneof the major theoreticalapproachesto
wellbeingandhappiness:bottom-uptheories.Bottom-
up theoriessuggestthat the evaluationof whethera
personisor isnothappydependsonamentalcalculation
of the sumof pleasuresandpains.Hence,a happylife
is an accumulationof happymoments(Diener,2009a,
2009b,2009c,2009d;Kozma& Stones,1980). Oneof
the greatestadvantagesof this view (Velasco,2015) is
that its basicpremiseallows to considerthe frequency
of almostany categoryas precursorof happiness.As
longasit happens,andaslongasit happensconsistently
throughoutlife, family members,materialpossessions,
money,prizes,good news,jobs, friends,or any other
domain,couldbeusedto effectivelymeasurehappiness.

Meancomparisonsshowedstatisticaldifferencesthat
favoredthegroupthatdefinedhappinessin termsof fre-
quency.Asit wasjustmentioned,thiscouldbepartlydue
to thefactthatmanylife eventsoccurmorethanoncein a
lifetime withoutevenconsideringif it is anintenseevent
(eitherpositiveornegative).Theoverallhigherscoreson
thisgroupcouldbeshowcasingtheaccumulationof little
momentsof happinessthatmakeupalarger,biggerhap-
piness.Thisresearchdidnotconsideraskingwhatmakes
uphappiness,andthereforewearecurrentlyunawareof
thekeycomponentsof suchphenomenon.Dataundeni-
ably showsthatMexico is considereda happycountry;
however,the compositionof this conceptis still under
examination.Resultsreportedby the WHR (Helliwell
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etal.,2016) andBIARE (INEGI, 2015) suggestthathap-
pinessis madeup of severaldomains,suchasincome,
sex,demographiccharacteristics,education,public ser-
vices,family, friends,personality,etc.Furtherresearch
isneededin ordertoevaluatewhichof thesecomponents
is moredeterminingwhentrying to establishif our lives
arehappyor not.

Kahneman(1999)arguedthatfrequencybasedmeas-
uresappearto havebetterpsychometriccharacteristics.
Reportsbaseon this type of items are likely to valid
and have similar meaningacrossrespondents,mak-
ing resultsmorecomparable.If researchintendsto be
comparableacrossdifferent contexts,several issues,
including constructequivalence(Dudley, McFarland,
Goodman,Hunt, & Sydell, 2005; Van de Vijver &
Leung,2000) shouldeventuallybeaddressed.Frequency
seemsto beoneapproximationtowardobtaininga use-
ful metric, althoughalternativeapproachesshouldbe
tested.

Finally, theargumentspresentedherehaveimportant
futuredirections.It seemsonly logical thatpeoplethat
canattain frequentpositiveeventswill becomehappy.
Therefore,interventionsshould aim at increasingthe
frequencyanddurationof happyexperiences,justasPos-
itive Psychology(Seligman& Csikszentmihalyi,2000)
suggests.
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