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Tom Bouchard’s celebrated study of twins separated in infancy and reared ap’art---a study

that was celebrated enough in fact to catch the attention of Charles Adams in this New Yorker

cartoon---has turned up a great many surprising and provocative findings. One of these findings

was that 69 pairs of monozygotic twins, reared from infancy without even knowing of each

other’s existence, correlate .53 in their scores on the scale in Tellegen’s personality

questionnaire, the MPQ, that measures subjective well-being or happiness. Such correlations for

MZ twins reared apart provide a direct estimate of the heritability of the trait in question.

Therefore this result suggests that individual differences in happiness owe about 50% of their

variance to genetic differences between people.
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We also found a correlation of only .13 for 50 pairs of fraternal or DZ twins reared apart.

One expects the DZ correlation on metrical traits, traits such as stature, to be at least half as large

as the MZ correlation, and more than half if there is assortative mating for the trait studied. This

low DZ correlation suggests that the genetic mechanism underlying trait-happiness is epistatic, in

which the polygenes involved combine configurally  rather than additively as they seem to do for

stature. I call such traits “emergenic ” traits and the interesting thing about them is that, while

they clearly have strong genetic roots, such traits run in families only weakly.

Table 1. Within-pair correlations on the MPQ Well Being scale.

NUMBER OF PAIRS INTRACLASS R

Twins Reared Apart: i

Monozygotic: 69 .53 (k .06)

Dizygotic: 50 .13 (k .09)

Twins Reared Together:

Monozygotic: 663 .44 (+ .03)

Dizygotic 715 .08 (+ .04)

We knew early on that such findings from Bouchard’s study would have to be replicated on

much larger samples of garden-variety twins reared together. For this purpose we established the

Minnesota Twin Registry by ascertaining from birth records all the twins born in Minnesota from

1936 through 1955. Then we tracked down most of the surviving intact pairs and recruiting them

to participate in the Registry. The slide shows that the replication of the happiness findings

worked quite well on large samples of these middle-aged Registry twins. The true MZ

correlation is very close to ,44 and the true DZ value very close to .08.

One fact about many psychological traits that is often overlooked by behavior geneticists is

easy to see in the case of subjective well-being. Most psychological traits, and certainly

happiness, are not a constant but, instead, they vary from time to time in response to local

circumstances. This is the familiar State:Trait distinction but what is overlooked is that most of

what are alleged to be trait measures vary over time as a function of the subject’s current or

recent state. Trait measures of happiness vary in response to the slings and arrows of outrageous
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fortune---or to the successes and jackpots of good fortune. Suh, Diener & Fujita, at Illinois, have

shown that both positive and negative events that have been experienced within recent weeks

will increase or decrease subjective well-being above or below the subject’s “set-point” or typical

value. However, if the time interval is six months or more, even marked highs or lows, uppers or

downers, will have dissipated. This undoubtedly explains the findings reported by David Myers

and Ed Diener in 1995, that well-being is only negligibly correlated with income, social status,

marital status, and the like, findings that we were able to replicate with our Registry twins.

More recently, we correlated the IQ scores of 241 of Bouchard’s reared-apart twins with their

scores on Tellegen’s Well-Being scale, getting a value of only .06. The publication in 1995 of

Herrnstein and Murray’s The Bell Curve, created a firestorm of controversy (in which many of

the most ardent participants seem never to have actually read the book) because it presented lots

of data showing that people with money, status, and position tend to have higher IQs on the

average than the people who work for or wait on them and that IQ is strongly heritable. I can’t

help wondering if the angst and alarm engendered by these findings would not have been

mitigated if the debaters had read Myers and Deiner. After all, the problem with accepting The

BelZ Curve’s conclusions is that it seems so unfair that the bosses and the other rich got where

they are in part because they were better endowed with hereditary smarts. Yet, now we know

that, although the bosses and their pals may be richer and smarter than the rest of us, they men ‘t

any happier.

Myers & Diener’s findings are not so surprising once we think the matter through. As

Jeremy Bentham  pointed out almost two centuries ago, “Nature has placed mankind under the

government of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure.” But if either the pain or the pleasure

were to endure, then Nature would have lost her carrot & stick method of getting us to do her

bidding. We should just sit immobile, either paralyzed by gloom or entranced in beatitude, and

we would not get Nature’s work done.
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Table 2. Nine-year retest correlations of the MPQ Well Being scale.

NUMBER OF PAIRS 1 INTRACLASS R

Cross-Time or-
Retest Correlation: 410 SS(f.02)

Cross-Time Cross-Twin
Correlations:
MZ Twins:

DZ Twins:

131

74

.54 (rt: .03)

.os (k .07)

If happiness varies over time about a set-point that is characteristic of the individual then, of

course, it should be the level of that set-point that reflects genetic influences. The MPQ-Well-

Being scale has a high alpha reliability and the 30-day retest reliability also is quite high. But

when we retested 4 10 of our twins some 9 years their first testing, the retest correlation for well-

being was only .55. On the other hand, the scores of MZ twins on the first testing correlated .54

with their cotwin ‘s scores 9 years later. That is, the cross-twin cross-time correlation is

essentially equal to the retest or within-twin cross-time correlation, and this would suggest that

the heritability of the set-point of nearly 100%. Meanwhile, the cross-twin cross-time correlation

for the 74 pairs of retested DZ twins was only .05 which, when corrected for attenuation in the

same way, rises only to .09.
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This result also attracted the attention of the New Yorker. But, assuming that these findings

can be replicated, some rather important questions remain to be considered. First of all, if

happiness is an emergenic trait as these data suggest, what does that mean, exactly? It appears

that we can predict an MZ twins’ subjective well-being vastly better from his cotwin’s  score nine

years earlier than we can from the target twin’s IQ, or from his current level of social, economic,

or marital success. But this same prediction fails almost completely in the case of DZ twins.

Secondly, if the happiness set-point is largely determined by genetic factors, does this mean

that there is nothing we can do to increase our own or our child’s hedonic level? In the paper in
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which Tellegen and I reported these findings, I said that “It may be that trying to be happier is as

futile as trying to be taller” but I regretted that remark as soon as it appeared in print.

I should explain first that if our happiness set-points were indeed biologically fixed, that

would not really be as bad as it sounds because the vast majority of humans seem to be relatively

happy most of the time. The next slide shows the results when we asked some 2,300 of our

Registry twins to indicate how they thought they compared with people in general on

“Contentment. “Taking the good with the bad, how happy and contented are you on the average

now, compared with other people?’ They were asked to rate themselves ‘5’ if they thought they

were among the upper 5% of the population, a ‘4’ if they were among the next 30%, a ‘3’ if in

the middle 30%, and so on. As you can see, some 86% of our sample thought they were in the

upper 35% in happiness.
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This is not by an means a unique finding. Ronald Inglehart, at the University of Michigan,

had samples from 24 countries rate their “life satisfaction” on an 1 l-point scale. All 24 average

national ratings were above the midpoint and the median of the 24 mean ratings was about 8.25

which equals the 75% point on the “satisfaction” scale. The mean score on our well-being scale

achieved by more than 2,000 parents of adolescent twins in our Twin-Family study was equal to

76% of the maximum possible score. We get virtually identical results with more than 4,000

middle-aged Registry twins. Most people are reasonably satisfied, contented, happy, most of the

time, irrespective of socioeconomic status, of race, or gender, or country of residence. Maybe

that is why we tend to complain so loudly whenever things do go wrong for us.

But I do not believe that the high heritability of the happiness set-point indicates that our

average subjective well-being is determined just by the level of some neurotransmitter that was

set, once-and-for-all, by the genetic lottery at birth. One thing I think we know for sure is that

the principal way in which the genes affect the mind is indirectly, by influencing the kinds of

experiences we have beginning in the nursery and, especially, by influencing the kinds of

environments we seek out and the sorts of things we do. If we let our personal genetic steersman

have his way, then we shall indeed tend to follow a course laid down for us in our DNA. But, if

the proximal cause of our psychological individuality is largely experiential, just as the radical

environmentalists have always contended---if much of what is inherited consists of behavior

tendencies that can be resisted, modified, and shaped---then there is a real possibility for

intervention, for countermanding the genetic steersman.

Many people have genetic tendencies that tend to interfere with subjective well-being---

impulsiveness, fearfulness, and irritability are three examples. These tendencies can be to some

extent resisted or changed. Many people have genetic tendencies that conduce toward subjective

well-being---sociability, self-discipline, and the tendency to cultivate and exercise skills are

examples. The rest of us can seek to emulate those same tendencies.

Our species is the only one that develops language, and a pro-active conscience, and that gets

satisfaction out of making things, from cave paintings to business mergers, from trying new

recipes to writing sonnets. That is, we seem to be the only species that is able to enjoy

cultivating and exercising a variety of skills. (The border collie loves to herd things and will

herd ducks or your children or you if no sheep are available, but he’s a one-talent animal.) I
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believe that a person whose only sources,of  pleasure were food, sex, and watching television

would not score very high on the well-being scale. If you examine your own life, I think you

will find that the most dependable and consistent sources of well-being consist of opportunities

to gratify your human e&ctance motivation, as Harry Murray called it, doing something useful

and doing it well.

Finally, we come to the question of emergenesis. How is it that happiness seems to depend

upon a configuration rather than a sum of genetic effects? I am much less confident about this

one but I suspect that at least part of the answer has to do with the mutual fit or compatibility of

our individual talents and proclivities, one with another. Having high scores on the MPQ’s

Social Closeness scale, meaning a strong desire for intimate personal relationships, combined

with an equally high score on Aggression, for example, would seem to be a bad fit. But having a

high score on Social Potency, which means wanting to take charge and influence people,

combined with a relative lack of social shyness, would be a good or happy fit. Being high on

Social Potency and also on Aggression turns out to be a good fit for people planning a career in

business management or, probably, politics. These are over-simplified examples but they convey

the idea.

To sum up, then, I believe that the data plus a certain amount of reasonable extrapolation

indicate the following: Our average levels of subjective well-being are determined largely by the

things we & and the things we do are strongly influenced by our unique genetic makeup. We

can continue following the path laid out by our four grandparents or we can change direction, at

least to some extent. The conclusion I come to is much the same as our grandmothers used to

preach: Happy is as happy does.
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