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Abstract 

 

This study aimed to explore and compare levels of subjective well-being and contributing 

factors that promote happiness in two countries, Indonesia and Sweden. A total of 104 

Swedish and 112 Indonesian college students participated in this study. The instruments used 

were Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988), 

Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985), and an open-ended 

question, “What are the three most important things in your life that make you happy?” Data 

analyses were conducted in two phases for qualitative and quantitative data. Two major 

themes, interdependent and dependent factors of happiness, emerged from the qualitative data. 

Results showed that respondents from both countries reported interdependent factors as their 

main happiness contributor. The quantitative result demonstrated no significant effects on 

subjective well-being for culture and its interaction with the happiness factor. Instead, only 

the happiness factor had a significant effect on subjective well-being. People with 

interdependent happiness were happier than those who pursue independent happiness factors. 

This study observed no difference in the level of subjective well-being and happiness factors 

across the cultures. 
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Subjective well-being of Indonesian and Swedish college students: A cross-cultural study 

on happiness  

 

1. Introduction 

Studies have found a variation in the level of subjective well-being in some countries (Diener, Diener, & 

Diener, 1995; Diener, Napa-Scollon, Oishi, Dzokoto, & Suh, 2000), which was affected by the income levels of 

the countries (Diener, Diener, & Diener, 1995). However, instead of actual income, subsequent studies found 

culture as the main factor that affects the level of subjective well-being (Diener & Oishi, 2000; Ye, Ng, & Liana, 

2015). As proposed by Diener, Oishi, Richard, and Lucas (2003), cognitions and emotions are always situated in 

a specific cultural context. 

Culture is commonly classified into two main groups, namely, individualistic and collectivistic, based on the 

values possessed by society (Triandis, 1995). Certain dimensions can also characterize the culture of nations 

(Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005). A growing number of studies found that people in individualistic countries tend to 

have a higher level of subjective well-being compared with people in collectivistic countries (Diener, Diener, & 

Diener, 1995; Uchida, Norasakkunkit, & Kitayama, 2004; Sheldon et al., 2004). Besides, the variation of 

happiness across nations was also due to some cultural dimensions such as femininity (Arrindell, 1998), power 

distance, uncertainty avoidance, and future orientation (Ye et al., 2015). 

Notwithstanding the numerous findings on happiness across cultures, exploring the way happiness differs 

between one culture and another is necessary. The variation level of happiness may be due to differences in 

conceptualization (Oishi, Graham, Kesebir, & Galinha, 2013) and ways to strive toward happiness (Uchida et al., 

2004). Thus, portraying the causes or factors that contribute to happiness across cultures is important. A 

qualitative study could be implemented as an alternative to explore and elaborate on this type of data. In addition, 

most cross-cultural studies were conducted in Western Europe, North America, and East Asian countries. Other 

regions of the world such as Africa, Arabia, or Southeast Asia remain underexplored (Suh & Oishi, 2004).  

Regarding the needs for more cross-cultural studies on happiness, this study aimed to explore the subjective 

well-being in Indonesia and Sweden by comparing the level of subjective well-being and exploring factors that 

may contribute to the happiness of people in each culture. 

1.1 Subjective well-being and its components 

Subjective well-being, which is popularly known as happiness, can be generally defined as an individual’s 

evaluation of his/her life (Lucas & Diener, 2008), which comprises a process of reflection about the ideal and 

actual conditions involving retrospective memory (Kahneman, Diener, & Schwarz, 1999). According to Diener, 

Suh, Lucas, and Smith (1999), subjective well-being consists of two dimensions: cognition and affect. The 

cognitive dimension involves the individual’s evaluation made by an individual about one’s life satisfaction, 

while the affective dimension refers to moods and emotions reflected on the events in one’s life, which 

comprises two components called positive affect and negative affect. Those components of subjective well-being 

are related but separable (Diener, 1984).  

Diener (1984) proposed that positive and negative affects are not the same elements nor do they lie on the 

same continuum, particularly when the time-frame increases (Diener & Emmons, 1984). Some studies applying 

factor analyses found that although these two poles of affect are moderately inversely correlated, they are clearly 

separable (Diner, Smith, & Fujita, 1995; Gallagher, Lopez, & Preacher, 2009; Kokko, Korkalainen, Lyyra, & 

Feldt, 2013).  

Numerous studies also investigated the correlation of dimensions of subjective well-being and psychological 
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states. Diener, Sandvik, and Pavot (2009) suggested that people with a high degree of happiness would have a 

high frequency of positive affect and infrequency of negative affect. Several studies also found a positive 

relationship between positive affect and life satisfaction and a negative relationship between these two 

dimensions of subjective well-being with negative affect, stress, and depression (Chapin & Hulbert, 2009; 

Hamama, Ronen, Shachar, & Rosenbaum, 2013). Proctor, Linley, and Maltby (2010) found that people with a 

higher score on happiness tend to have a lower score on depression, negative affect, and social stress. 

Considering these studies, we may conclude that components of subjective well-being are correlated to each 

other and related to people’s mental state. Happy people tend to feel infrequent negative affect, highly frequent 

positive affect, and are satisfied with their lives, while less happy people tend to experience mental health 

problems. 

1.2 Happiness and culture 

Triandis (1995) proposed two types of culture, individualistic and collectivistic, based on how individuals 

perceive themselves in a social relationship. Focusing on almost the same concept, Markus and Kitayama (1991) 

use the terms “independent” and “interdependent self-construal”. People in an individualistic culture usually 

have independent self-construal and view themselves as relatively independent of other people and express 

themselves as unique. This characteristic is usually found in Western cultures such as in North America and 

Western Europe. By contrast, people in a collectivistic culture have interdependent self-construal and view 

themselves as related to other people in society. This type of culture governs the behavior of people in regions 

such as Asia, Africa, Latin America, and Southern Europe. 

According to Hofstede and Hofstede (2005), culture has six dimensions. Two of these are power distance 

and masculinity versus femininity. Every nation has a different score in every dimension. Power distance means 

that every member of society has power in accordance with social expectation. High power distance means that 

inequality and hierarchy among people are expected and desired. Masculinity versus femininity entails social 

preference for achievement, assertiveness, and material reward in achieving success. Having a high score on 

masculinity indicates high assertiveness and achievement oriented. 

Regarding the characteristics of cultures and values held by individuals, researchers have elaborated the 

concept of happiness in a given society. In the collectivistic cultures, people tend to have social harmony and 

relationship as factors contributing to promote their happiness. Although they are less motivated to look for 

personal happiness, they are more motivated to pursue communal and intersubjective forms of happiness (Lu & 

Gilmour, 2004; Uchida et al., 2004), which are described as interdependent happiness. These values are mostly 

found in Asian collectivistic cultures. In these cultures, people usually pursue the fulfillment of role obligations 

in interdependent social relationships (Kitayama, Park, Sevincer, Karasawa, & Uskul, 2009), creation and 

maintenance of interpersonal harmony, and striving to promote the welfare and prosperity of the collective (Lu & 

Gilmour, 2004). In other words, people in collectivistic cultures are likely to be happy by receiving care and 

support from others.  

On the other hand, in the Western cultures of North America and Europe, people tend to pursue happiness 

and have the freedom to do so. They are supposed to be independent persons who master and control their 

external environment, realize their potentials, and create and achieve goals. People consider achievement and 

positivity of personal self-development as factors that make them happy (Lu & Gilmour, 2004). They also are 

more motivated to achieve personal happiness and experience more positive emotions than people in 

collectivistic cultures. Thus, the average levels of subjective well-being are higher in individualistic than in 

collectivistic cultures (Diener, Diener, & Diener, 1995; Uchida et al., 2004). 

Some empirical studies have validated these notions and found explanations for the cultural differences in 

the level of subjective well-being. Sheldon et al. (2004) showed that in a collectivistic culture (such as Korea, 

China, and Taiwan), people had a lower level of subjective well-being than those who live in an individualistic 
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culture (United States). Supporting this finding, the study by Wirtz, Chiu, Diener, and Oishi (2009) found that 

European-Americans had a tendency to recall positive affect more often than Asian-Americans who also recalled 

negative affect. Americans also tended to take responsibility for positive events more than Japanese people who 

were more likely to attribute negative events to the self. In addition, regarding the cognitive component of 

subjective well-being, people from individualistic cultures tend to overestimate their judgment of life satisfaction, 

while people from collectivist cultures underestimated their life satisfaction (Diener et al., 2003). 

Alternative explanations of the way subjective well-being vary across cultures may be due to different ways 

of conceptualizing happiness as well as the factors promoting happiness. Regarding happiness, Lu and Gilmour 

(2004) found that people in an individualistic (America) and a collectivistic (China) culture basically defined 

happiness in the same way as a positive emotion experienced in a certain moment of time. However, some 

differences were observed in the expression of happiness. For example, Chinese people tended to express 

happiness during a longer period of time than Americans did. Chinese were more likely to control 

self-excitement and maintain group harmony. Furthermore, the Chinese and Americans had distinct ways of 

conceptualizing and valuing happiness. 

Oishi and Diener (2001) found several factors that promote subjective well-being in different cultures. The 

individualistic people were more likely to pursue independent activities for their own enjoyment, while the 

collectivistic people were more likely to engage in interdependent activities with their family or friends. 

Furthermore, Oishi and Diener (2003) observed that the individualistic people had higher frequency of feeling 

positive emotions compared with the collectivistic people. The reason is that the individualistic people were 

more likely to select situations and tasks that were enjoyable and brought happiness. 

A more recent study conducted by Ye et al. (2015) tried to explore the happiness of people living in different 

countries by considering several dimensions of culture as defined by Hofstede and GLOBE. They used 

subjective well-being data generated by the World Values Survey on some countries and found that culture is an 

important explanatory variable for subjective well-being. Based on their findings, power distance correlated 

significantly negatively with subjective well-being. Countries with higher power distance tend to be less happy 

than those that have lower power distance. Gender equality is also a cultural issue because it is positively related 

to subjective well-being. 

1.3 Indonesian and Swedish cultures 

Indonesia is considered as a collectivistic country with interdependent self-construal, while Sweden is 

considered as an individualistic country with dependent self-construal (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 

1995). These characteristics can be demonstrated by the fact that Swedes have the autonomy to decide without 

any intervention from others, while in the same situations, Indonesians mostly ask for considerations from 

people when making decisions. Based on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, Indonesia has high scores on 

collectivism and power distance, as well as a higher score on masculinity compared to Sweden, which has a high 

score on individualism, a low score on power distance, and a lower score on masculinity (Hofstede & Hofstede, 

2005).  

1.4 Current study 

The goal of this study was to understand the happiness of people in Indonesia and Sweden by exploring the 

contributing factors that promote happiness. This study also aimed to investigate whether a difference existed 

between the two cultures in terms of happiness factors and level of happiness. Thus, this study proposes the 

following hypotheses: 

H1: The life satisfaction of the Swedish respondents is higher than that of the Indonesian respondents. 

H2: The frequency of positive affect of the Swedish respondents is higher than that of their Indonesian 
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counterparts. 

H3: The frequency of negative affect of the Swedish respondents is lower than that of their Indonesian 

counterparts. 

H4: The Swedish respondents have a higher level of subjective well-being than the Indonesian respondents. 

H5: A difference exists between the cultures with regard to factors that contribute toward promoting people’s 

happiness in relation to their happiness. 

To test the hypotheses, this study was divided into two phases of data analysis. The first phase used a 

qualitative question to explore possible explanations for life matters that made the people in each culture happy. 

In the second phase, all of the hypotheses were tested to understand in what way happiness differed between the 

cultures. The data collection was conducted once for both studies. 

2. Phase 1: Qualitative study 

2.1 Participants 

This study aimed to explore the factors that make people in each culture happy. By applying a convenience 

sampling towards college students in the two countries, a total of 112 Indonesian students (44 male and 68 

female participants, mean age 21 years) and 104 Swedish students (26 male and 78 female participants, mean 

age 26 years) were involved. Among the Swedish participants, 15 were excluded from the study due to 

incomplete filling of the questionnaire.  

2.2 Instruments 

An open-ended question, “What are the three most important things in your life that make you happy?” was 

asked to gather the data.  

2.3 Analysis 

The qualitative answers from the respondents were categorized by three coders using thematic analysis 

based on the themes gathered from the responses. From three responses given by each participant, the first 

answer was the only one analyzed as it is believed to represent overall answers in qualitative data (Krippendorff, 

2004). 

2.4 Results 

Data of the qualitative answers generated several themes, which were then categorized into two main themes, 

namely, independent and interdependent factors (see Table 1). Interdependent factor was a label given to a group 

of categories including life matters that made the respondents happy and which seemed to involve interaction 

between respondents and their social world. The categories under this theme were people, pets, and social life. 

The dependent factor was a label given to a group of categories including matters that made the respondents 

happy and which seemed to be experienced by the respondents themselves. The categories under this theme were 

self-improvement, activities, religion and principle, physical matters, materials, life condition, and 

self-autonomy.  

The data suggest that a higher number of the Swedish respondents mentioned interdependent instead of 

independent as the factor that made them happy. A consistent result was also observed in the responses of the 

Indonesian subjects. This finding showed that both the Swedish and Indonesian respondents considered the 

interpersonal aspects as the main elements that contribute toward promoting their happiness.  
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Table 1 

Themes that emerged from qualitative answers as life aspects that make people happy 

No. Category 
Culture 

Sweden (%) Indonesia (%) 

1 Interdependent factor 85 85.9 78 69.6 

 People and pets 71 68.3 60 53.6 

 Social interaction and love 14 13.5 18 16.1 

2 Dependent factor 14 14.1 34 30.4 

 Self-improvement 2 1.9 11 9.8 

 Activities 3 2.9 6 5.4 

 Religion and principle 0 0.0 9 8.0 

 Physical matters 5 4.8 3 2.7 

 Materials 3 2.9 1 0.9 

 Life condition 0 0.0 3 2.7 

 Self-autonomy 1 1.0 1 0.9 

3 Blank 5 4.8 0 0.0 

Total 104 100.0 112 100.0 
 

2.5 Discussion 

Phase 1 of the study aimed to explore the aspects that promote happiness among Indonesians and Swedes. 

Results of qualitative answers generated two main themes: dependent and interdependent factor. A surprising 

finding emerged from the data. Both groups of respondents reported interdependent factor rather than dependent 

factor as the primary matter in life that made them happy. Hitoko and Uchida (2015) call this condition 

interdependent happiness, which is experienced when people are happy through the achievement of 

interdependent goals. This type of happiness is usually felt by collectivistic people with relational orientation 

(Kitayama et al., 2009; Markus & Kitayama, 2001). 

Interestingly, our finding suggested that interdependent happiness can also be experienced by people with 

independent self-construal. The finding provides a different point of view compared to the previous studies, 

which mostly suggested that people in individualistic cultures tend to pursue personal happiness while 

collectivistic people tend to pursue communal happiness (Diener, Smith, & Fujita, 1995; Lu & Gilmour, 2004; 

Uchida et al., 2004). According to our findings, both cultures tend to reflect upon their communal happiness. 

Although people in Sweden are more likely to value independence, they might be happier if they could achieve 

their interdependent goal as the expectation of the society. The possible explanation for this result is that Sweden 

is a country with a high score in femininity, as Hofstede and Hofstede (2005) claimed. People achieve their 

personal goals and achievements in a manner that is not solely for themselves. Swedes appreciate equality, which 

prompts them to think about people around them. Caring for others is a dominant value emphasized in society. 

Thus, warm interpersonal relationships are important in people’s lives. 

3. Phase 2: Quantitative study 

3.1 Instruments 

Satisfaction with Life scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985) is a 7-point Likert scale measuring 

global life satisfaction. The scale consists of five questions on overall judgment of life. A high score indicates 

that the respondents have a high degree of life satisfaction. In our study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the 

scale was .80. The internal consistency for Indonesian and Swedish respondents were .78 and .82, respectively. 

The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) was constructed based on the work of Watson, Clark, 

and Tellegen (1988) about affect and consisted of 10 statements containing positive affects and 10 statements 

comprising negative affects on a 7-point Likert scale with the endpoints “infrequent” to “frequent”. The scores of 
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negative and positive affects were summarized for each respondent. A high score on positive affect indicated that 

the respondents had high frequency of positive affect in their lives, while a high score on the negative affect 

indicated that the respondents had low frequency of positive affect in their lives. The Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficient was .78 for the positive affect and .83 for the negative affect. However, internal consistency scores 

were diverse between the Indonesian and Swedish respondents. The reliabilities of positive affect were .80 for 

the Indonesian respondents and .77 for the Swedish respondents, while the reliabilities of negative affect 

were .83 for the Indonesian respondents and .82 for the Swedish respondents. 

3.2 Analysis 

First of all, themes that emerged from the qualitative data in Phase 1 were transformed into a categorical 

variable called “happiness factor” as this variable would be included in the data analysis in Phase 2. In addition, 

a new variable called “subjective well-being” was considered as a composite score derived from three variables: 

life satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect. Each score of the variable was transformed into z-score. The 

subjective well-being score was formulated by adding the z-score of life satisfaction and positive affect, and then 

subtracting them with the negative affect score. The hypotheses for Phase 2 were then analyzed using t-test to 

observe the way in which the scores of the dependent variables differed across the group of respondents. 

Two-way ANOVA was also used to examine whether or not an interaction occurs between category variables on 

the happiness and affect scores. 

3.3 Results 

Data of the qualitative answers generated several themes, which were then categorized into two main themes, 

namely, independent and interdependent factors (see Table 1). Interdependent factor was a label given to a group 

of categories including life matters that made the respondents happy and which seemed to involve interaction 

between respondents and their social world. The categories under this theme were people, pets, and social life. 

The dependent factor was a label given to a group of categories including matters that made the respondents 

happy and which seemed to be experienced by the respondents themselves. The categories under this theme were 

self-improvement, activities, religion and principle, physical matters, materials, life condition, and 

self-autonomy.  

The data suggest that a higher number of the Swedish respondents mentioned interdependent instead of 

independent as the factor that made them happy. A consistent result was also observed in the responses of the 

Indonesian subjects. This finding showed that both the Swedish and Indonesian respondents considered the 

interpersonal aspects as the main elements that contribute toward promoting their happiness. Table 2 shows the 

means, standard deviations, and correlation matrix. At a glimpse, all the variables are correlated with one another. 

Life satisfaction has a moderate positive relationship with positive affect. The negative affect is correlated 

negatively with other variables. 

Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations of Variables 

Variables M SD 1 2 3 

Age  23.54 6.21 

Life Satisfaction 23.63 5.36 --   

Positive Affect 52.93 6.87 .47** --  

Negative Affect 34.00 9.37 -.28** -.19** -- 
Note. N = 216. **p < .01 

 

 

The first assumption, that the Swedish respondents have a higher degree of life satisfaction than the 

Indonesian respondents, was not confirmed in an independent t-test. The mean score of the Indonesian 



 

A’yuninnisa, R. N., & Adrianson, L. 

32  Consortia Academia Publishing  

respondents (M = 23.46, SD = 5.35) was not significantly different at t(214) = .48 from that of the Swedish 

respondents (M = 23.82, SD = 5.39). The results showed that the Swedish respondents were not more satisfied 

with their life than the Indonesian respondents. 

The following hypotheses were proposed to further investigate happiness among the respondents in terms of 

their affects. The second hypothesis was not confirmed in a t-test t(214)= –.322. The mean score of the 

Indonesians’ positive affect (M = 53.07, SD = 6.80) was not different from the mean score of the Swedes’ (M = 

52.77, SD = 6.98). The results showed that the Swedish respondents experienced relatively the same frequency 

of positive emotion as the Indonesian respondents. However, the third hypothesis, that the Swedish respondents 

have less frequency of negative affect than the Indonesian respondents, was confirmed in a t-test with negative 

affect as the dependent variable. The mean score of the Indonesian respondents (M = 35.84, SD = 8.88) was 

significantly higher at t(214)= –3.06, two-tailed p = .003 than that of the Swedish respondents (M = 32.01, SD = 

9.52). The results showed that the Indonesian respondents experienced more negative affect than the Swedish 

respondents did. 

In addition, the fourth hypothesis, that the Swedish respondents have a higher degree of subjective 

well-being than the Indonesian respondents, was also not confirmed in an independent t-test with culture as the 

independent variable and composite score of subjective well-being as the dependent variable. The Indonesian 

respondents had relatively the same degree of subjective well-being at (t(214) = 1.43, M = –.21, SD = 2.22) with 

the Swedish respondents (M = .22, SD = 2.18). The results showed that the Swedish respondents were not 

happier than the Indonesian respondents. 

The fifth hypothesis, that there is a difference between the cultures with regard to happiness factors in 

relation to happiness, was confirmed in a two-way ANOVA, with culture and happiness factors as independent 

variables and the composite score of subjective well-being as the dependent. The result showed that a main 

significant effect was obtained only for happiness factors (F(1,211) = 10.108, p < .01) but not for culture 

(F(1,211) = .118) and their interaction (F(1,211) = 1.47). Respondents who reported interdependent factor as 

life matters that made them happy were more likely to show higher subjective well-being than those who 

reported dependent factor as matters that contributed to their happiness. 

3.4 Discussion 

Phase 2 intended to examine the way happiness differs between the two groups of respondents with different 

cultural backgrounds. In addition, this part of the study also investigated whether happiness factors contribute 

toward affecting people’s happiness across the cultures. 

The hypotheses that the Swedish respondents have less frequency of negative affect with higher frequency 

of positive affect and life satisfaction than the Indonesian respondents do was only confirmed for the first one. 

The two groups of respondents experienced different states of negative affect, in which the Indonesian 

respondents experienced more negative affect compared to their Swedish counterparts. However, they 

experienced relatively the same degree of positive affect and life satisfaction. 

 The finding coincides with the study of Wirtz et al. (2009) showing that people in collectivistic cultures 

have tendencies to feel negative emotions. However, at the same time, the result did not confirm previous 

research suggesting that people from collectivist cultures tend to underestimate their life satisfaction, while 

individualistic people were more likely to overestimate their life satisfaction judgment (Diener, et al., 2003). The 

result was also not in accordance with a study conducted by Oishi and Diener (2003) and Wirtz et al. (2009), 

which suggested that people in individualistic countries had a tendency to show a higher degree of positive affect. 

Although the Indonesian respondents had the same degree of positive affect and life satisfaction as the Swedish 

respondents, they had greater tendencies to feel more negative affect.  

According to Lu and Gilmour (2004), people in collectivistic countries tend to consider social desirability 
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and attribute negative affect to themselves. They experience negative affect in a longer period of time than 

people from individualistic countries do. According to Wirtz et al. (2009), collectivistic people have a tendency 

to recall not only positive affect but also negative affect compared to individualistic people who more often 

recall positive affect only. Consequently, the collectivistic people are more likely to experience a higher degree 

of negative affect than the individualistic people. 

This study also found no difference between the cultures with regard to their subjective well-being. This 

finding suggested that subjective well-being was reflected not only by one component but by all of the three 

components, which are moderately correlated but separable, as stated by Diener (1984). The two groups of 

respondents experienced different degrees of negative affect. However, the result did not indicate that one group 

was less happy than the other. Their positive affect and life satisfaction did also contribute to their subjective 

well-being.  

Another intriguing finding was that subjective well-being differed between the groups of respondents with 

regard to their happiness factors. Despite not confirming the hypothesis on the effect of culture on the level of 

happiness, this study found a strong effect of happiness factors, independent of their interaction with cultures, on 

the level of subjective well-being. In particular, the finding showed that people who are happy due to 

interdependent factors tended to experience higher subjective well-being than those who reported independent 

factors of happiness, regardless of the culture they were in.  

This finding does not provide any support to Diener, Diener, and Diener (1995) whose work suggested that 

people who pursue happiness with self-fulfillment and focus on achieving personal happiness were more likely 

to have a higher degree of subjective well-being than those who pursue happiness by focusing on communal 

happiness. By contrast, either the Indonesian or Swedish respondents who mentioned interdependent factors as 

the matters that made them happy, experienced more subjective well-being than those who reported personal 

factors as their happiness contributors. 

Garcia, Schütz, MacDonald, and Archer (2016) could offer an alternative explanation for this issue. In their 

studies, they found that happier people who scored high on positive affect with either high or low negative affect 

(i.e., having self-fulfilling or high affective profile) were more likely to choose social affiliation as the 

happiness-increasing strategy. By contrast, people who scored low on positive affect were less likely to opt for 

social affiliation in promoting their happiness. In other words, communal aspects and activities might be the 

factors that can leverage happiness for people. 

4. General findings and discussion 

The purpose of this study was to compare subjective well-being among people in Indonesia and Sweden in 

terms of factors that contribute to their happiness and level of subjective well-being. The quantitative result 

suggested no difference between the cultures with regard to the level of subjective well-being, while the 

qualitative result showed that both the Indonesian and Swedish respondents were happy mainly due to 

interdependent factors in their lives. In addition, our study found that culture did not have an effect on the level 

of subjective well-being. There was no difference in the level of subjective well-being with regard to the culture. 

Instead, the happiness factors were more important in influencing the level of subjective well-being in which 

people who pursued an interdependent type of happiness were happier than those who mentioned independent 

factors as their happiness contributor. 

This study contributes in several ways to emerging literature on happiness. First, to the best of our 

knowledge, this study is the first empirical cross-cultural happiness study conducted in Southeast Asia and 

Scandinavian countries. Second, our study provides evidence that people in individualistic cultures are not 

always happier than those in collectivistic cultures. Individualistic (versus collectivistic) values cannot always 

help to describe the way people think, feel, and behave in a particular culture. This study also shows that people 

who consider interdependent factors as their happiness contributors are happier than those who pursue a personal 



 

A’yuninnisa, R. N., & Adrianson, L. 

34  Consortia Academia Publishing  

form of happiness. Finally, practically, the finding of this study suggests that the promotion of happiness among 

people in both countries can be afforded by considering the contributing factors of happiness which are mainly 

related to interpersonal relation and social life. 

Despite its strengths, this study has several limitations that require a cautious interpretation of the results. 

First, we recognize that the scales and procedure of data collection might contain errors due to language barriers 

as the instruments were written in English for both groups of respondents. This condition might affect the 

reliability of the data and the confidentiality of the findings. Besides, the respondents involved in the present 

study were only a few university students from the two countries and their gender ratio was not balanced. The 

number of respondents was not sufficiently representative and consequently, the results could not be 

generalized. 

Having presented the contributions and weaknesses of this study, we recommend that future studies 

investigate happiness factors across cultures more comprehensively and examine the types of happiness in each 

culture. We also encourage researchers who intend to conduct a cultural study to consider other characteristics of 

cultures aside from individualistic (versus collectivistic) values, as well as other cultural dimensions to explain 

psychological phenomena more effectively. 
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