The Roots of A Positive Life

Grand Cayman, February 11-14, 1999
Participants: Don Clifton, Mike Csikzentmihalyi, Ed Diener, Kathleen Jamieson, Robert Nozick, Dan Robinson, Martin E.P. Seligman, George Vaillant; Derek Isaacowitz, Recording Secretary

Summary


The goal of the Cayman meeting was the enumeration of potential components of a good life, which would form the basis of a research agenda on positive psychology and positive social science.  After discussing concerns about the culture-specificity of such an endeavor and how this project would relate to classical notions of the good life, the group devised a list of 17 characteristics that may be related to a positive life, such as love/intimacy and satisfying work. The characteristics cluster in three categories: Connections Outward, Individual Qualities, and Life Regulation. Each of the characteristics can be empirically related to outcome measures of a positive life, including subjective fulfillment (such as life satisfaction), objective fulfillment (such as number of children) and civic/societal recognition (such as the evaluations of others).  Certain enabling factors, including genetic and cultural capital, were hypothesized to affect many of the characteristics.  The lists are considered local to our present time and culture, nonexclusive and nonexhaustive. The group attempted to devise preliminary questions to measure each of the 17 proposed characteristics, and agreed to call the endeavor “The Roots of a Positive Life.”  The next step in the development of a positive psychology and a positive social science will be the measurement of the 17 characteristics and 3 categories of outcome measures, and the examination of their relationships to each other.

History, Goals, and Concerns

The meeting started with Dr. Seligman providing a brief history of the endeavor to create a positive psychology and a positive social science.  Last June, Dr. Clifton called Dr. Seligman and expressed both a personal and professional interest in the project.  Together, they decided to assemble a group of distinguished people to ask, “what is the good life?” and how taxonomy of the good life might be created.  This would be a precursor to attempts at measurement.  Dr. Seligman then emphasized that this was a project that would be of personal interest to the members of the group, and that could provide a context for continued intellectual growth.  Dr. Clifton added that he believes that there is a more productive and harmonious life that has not been found yet, and that it is time for the professions to start investigating strengths.  Evidence from business suggests that focusing on the best member of a team helps the team more than focusing on the weakest member; this may be a useful model for the endeavor of positive psychology.

Similar ambitions were expressed in introductions by other members of the group.


Dr. Diener then discussed several concerns he had about the attempt to create a taxonomy of positive psychology.  His first point was that human strengths are context and culture specific.  Second, human strengths may have different optimal and maximal levels.  Finally, he argued that subjective measures of well-being should be included in the taxonomy.  He also explained how complicated it would be to study great lives as models of the good life given these concerns, as they often were successful in only some aspects of their lives and had problematic experiences in other domains.


The group then discussed Dr. Robinson’s concern that classical Hellenic perspectives on the good life, especially those of Aristotle, be included in the discussion.  Specifically, the idea that there are specific virtues that must be present for a person to be considered to be a good person having a good life, and that there must be moderation, were suggested.  The group then discussed its preference for a descriptive approach to the good life rather than a prespcriptive one.  Dr. Nozick suggested that the group develop a list of qualities thought to relate to a good life, in which none were thought to be necessary, but that it would be good to have some qualities on the list, and disadvantageous to have none.  Dr. Robinson questioned whether the qualities on the list would be inclusive, with more qualities being better, or dominant, where certain qualities could trump others in leading to a good life. The group then discussed whether quality of internal experience or external judgments of the quality of life would be important in the taxonomy.  Dr. Jamieson suggested the importance of agency and justice, and Dr. Seligman reminded the group that the task at hand was the enumeration of what makes life worth living.  With such an enumeration, these qualities could be measured and potentially built in people.

Enumeration of the Structure and Contents of the Taxonomy


After deciding that this attempt at specifying qualities that may be related to the good life would be local to the present culture and context, the group started to specify a structure for a potential research agenda on the good life.  This research approach was emphasized, such that the group was constructing hypotheses that would be evaluated through empirical study.  Thus, the group avoided “legislating morality” in favor of suggesting avenues for research.  


First, potential dependent variables were discussed, which would serve as outcome measures which the hypothesized qualities could be related to empirically once they were enumerated.  Three classes of dependent variables were suggested: subjective measures, such as affect and life satisfaction; objective measures, including income and number of children; and the evaluation of other people.  The importance of looking at the relationship between the independent variables (characteristics) and dependent variables with specific life tasks and roles was then discussed.  For example, for the role of scientist, certain characteristics and outcomes could be related on a two-dimensional plane, and people could decide what combination of characteristics and outcomes they preferred for that role.  Later, the group decided that it would be better to focus on general characteristics that were thought to be useful across roles, and to add roles and tasks to the matrix later if needed.  


The final issue discussed before conversation moved to enumerating the actual characteristics was whether certain qualities like intelligence, wealth, and qualities of the culture should be independent variables or in another category.  It was suggested that these qualities, including social, cultural, genetic and personal capital, be put in the category of “enabling factors,” as they would seem to affect several of the characteristics simultaneously.  

Characteristics Hypothesized to Relate to a Positive Life


Despite some initial hesitation regarding the ability of the group to enumerate a list of independent variable characteristics, the group ultimately did develop such a list.  Two factors contributed to this: first, Dr. Vaillant argued that the group should use the decathalon metaphor in this endeavor; namely, that just a few variables can capture most of the variance even in complex situations.  Then, Dr. Nozick put a potential list of 13 characteristics on the flip-board for discussion.  This first list was discussed and revised over the next two days.  The final list follows.  It is considered a list of hypotheses, to be subjected to empirical research to be connected to the final list of dependent variables, which will be described more fully later.  These characteristics are also assumed to be nonexclusive and nonexhaustive, and to be local for our present time and place.  

Characteristics:

I. Connections Outward

1. Love and Intimacy: meaningful relationships, including friendships; loving and being beloved.

2. Satisfying work/ Occupation: finding a vocation; being committed and valued.

3. Helping Others/Altruism: helping, and being helped/supported.

4. Being a good citizen: doing things which will have public benefit; participating and being respected.

5. Spirituality: connection to a deeper meaning or reality.

6. Leadership
7. *Aesthetic appreciation/ Pleasures of the mind: sense of the beautiful; enjoyment; appreciation of virtuosity.

8. *Knowledge and understanding of areas of life larger than one’s self/ Depth and Breadth: having hobbies; being a Renaissance person; knowledge of social world, physical world, human history, etc; 

*Items 7 and 8 are part of both categories I and II.

II. Individual Qualities

9.  Being a person with principles and integrity/ Ethics
10.  Creativity/Originality
11.  Play: Sense of fun and humor; playfulness.

12.  Feeling of subjective well-being
13.  Courage: being unafraid of death and able to overcome obstacles.

III. Life Regulation

14.  Purposive Future-mindedness: pursuing personal ideals and goals of something valuable.

15.  Individuality: expressiveness of integration of personality.

16.  Self-regulation: guiding one’s life by one’s reasoned intelligence.

17.  Wisdom: navigating life pragmatics.

Enumerating Outcome Measures/Dependent Variables


Following a presentation by Dr. Diener on the measurement of subjective well-being, the group decided on the following spectrum of dependent variables.  Dr Csikzentmihalyi suggested that they be called “fulfillments”:

I. Subjective Fulfillment: Subjective well-being; life satisfaction; affective measures; global evaluation of whether own life is a good life.

II. Objective Fulfillment: Measures such as income, number of children.

III. Societal/Civic Fulfillment/Recognition:

1. appraisal/evaluation by others (friends and relatives; public in general)

2. assessment of whether it is a good life according to some theory (e.g., Aristotle)

The group decided that the first task for a research agenda would be to form a 

correlation matrix of all the characteristics and outcome measures to see how they relate to each other simultaneously.  Then, mechanisms and etiology could be evaluated more specifically.

Potential Questions to Evaluate Characteristics


While the major task of measuring the characteristics is intended for participants in the Lincoln meeting in September, the group attempted to develop possible Gallup-type questions for several of the characteristics.  A sample of the questions generated follows:

Characteristic 1 (Intimacy/Love): Is there someone with whom you can share secrets?  Is there someone who will do what is best for you even though its not good for them? 

Characteristic 2 (Work): Is your life work something you would choose again?  Do you have the opportunity to do what you do best every day?  If you won the lottery, would you still keep your job?  Is your work appreciated by others?

Characteristic 3 (Altruism): Do you go out of your way to directly help other people?  Do you find yourself helping other people at a cost to yourself often/sometimes/never?  Have you turned to others for help?

Characteristic 4 (Civic): Look at Pew Battery on Civic Participation

Characteristic 5 (Spirituality): Do you believe in a higher/deeper reality?  To what extent do you live your life according to belief in a higher/deeper reality?

Characteristic 7 (Aesthetics): How often are you struck by the beauty of the way things look?  Has anything happened that caused you to stop and reflect?

Characteristic 8 (Depth and Breadth): Are you excited by learning new things?  Have you recently gone out of your way to learn something?  Is there a domain that you want to learn everything about?

Characteristic 9 (Integrity): How important are principles of right and wrong to you?  Would you violate your principles to help a friend?  to save a life?  Can you associate with someone who has been dishonest to you?

Looking Towards the Future


The next step in the development of a research agenda on the roots of a positive life is the development of measurement tools.  The group generated a list of potential names of invitees for the Lincoln meeting on measurement. The group also discussed what this project should be called, settling on “The Roots of a Positive Life.”  The meeting ended with participants expressing their optimism that this empirical endeavor appears exciting and doable.

APPENDIX I: THE ROOTS OF A POSITIVE LIFE

I. Enabling Factors

· Social Capital
· Genetic Capital
· Human Capital
· Personal Capital
II. Characteristics

· Love and Intimacy

· Satisfying work/ Occupation

· Helping Others/Altruism

· Being a good citizen

· Spirituality

· Leadership

· Aesthetic appreciation/ Pleasures of the mind

· Knowledge and understanding of areas of life larger than one’s self/ Depth and Breadth
· Being a person with principles and integrity/ Ethics

· Creativity/Originality

· Play

· Feeling of subjective well-being

· Courage

· Purposive Future-mindedness

· Individuality

· Self-regulation

· Wisdom
III. Outcome Measures – Fulfillment

· Subjective fulfillment

· Objective fulfillment

· Societal/Civic fulfillment and recognition
