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Abstract
Happiness is an inescapable notion within everyday life and central to the human 
experience. With evidence that happiness decreases significantly between adoles-
cence and adulthood, this article aims to inform further exploration of why this is 
so, by first understanding how young people define happiness. In this article, we 
present data from 29 in-depth interviews with Australian young adults (aged 26–27) 
in which we asked what they understand happiness to be. From their responses, we 
found support for a previously proposed typology of happiness. Notably, distinct 
temporal paradigms emerged in our sample’s definitions of happiness not yet consid-
ered within previous typologies. These temporal orientations are not only made up 
of three-time perspectives, past, present and future; furthermore, nuance was identi-
fied in temporal outlooks characterised as adaptable, controllable, predictable and 
uncertain. With early indications that these temporal orientations play a significant 
role in shaping happiness, this study argues that temporalities are key to understand-
ing the decline of happiness from adolescence to adulthood.

Keywords Happiness · Young adulthood · Transition · Time perspectives · Temporal 
outlooks

Introduction

Happiness has become a dominant motif in contemporary Western societies as a 
desirable goal in life (Bastian et  al., 2014). Contemporary research has revealed 
striking trends that indicate that young people report decreasing happiness over time 
as they transition from adolescence into adulthood (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008, 
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2019; Laaksonen, 2018). To understand this negative trend of happiness, it is imper-
ative that research considers what happiness means to young people. At its core, 
happiness is a subjective evaluation of one’s life which spans multiple life domains 
(Rojas & Veenhoven, 2013). However, the way young people define and evaluate 
their level of happiness can vary considerably between individuals. This variance 
is shaped by numerous external and societal factors (Rojas, 2005), as well as the 
different life domains young people perceive as important to achieving happiness 
(Delle Fave et al., 2016). Understanding such nuance in how young people define 
happiness may reveal how some mitigate negative trends of happiness more so than 
others. To explore these nuances within happiness and contributing factors in the 
decrease of happiness among young people, we must first consider how they define 
and evaluate their happiness on an individual level.

The purpose of this study is to investigate relevant categories underpinning con-
temporary young people’s everyday definitions of happiness. This is important as 
the meaning of happiness is not static, but rather changes over time both on an indi-
vidual (Mogilner et  al., 2011) and a sociocultural level (Agbo & Ome, 2017). A 
robust exploration of happiness therefore requires ongoing revaluation of everyday 
definitions of happiness to better inform broader investigations. Establishing this 
framework is essential for further research to then consider why happiness declines 
as individuals approach mid-life and what resources might aid in mitigating this 
pattern.

This article aims to extend our understanding of young people’s happiness by 
qualitatively investigating subjective definitions among young Australians. We do 
this by analysing in-depth interviews undertaken with a subset of twenty-nine partic-
ipants from the ‘Our Lives’ project: a multifaceted longitudinal project which has so 
far tracked a group of young Australians from adolescence to young adulthood. The 
contributions made in this research will form the foundation to further explore fac-
tors contributing to the decline of happiness in early adulthood. We first outline our 
relevant literature concerning how young people experience happiness, followed by 
a brief description of the methodology of this research. The subsequent findings will 
then be examined, which found general support for a previous happiness typology 
and the novel observation noting the prominence of temporal orientations within 
definitions of happiness. The implications and limitations of these findings will then 
be discussed further to inform future research.

Understanding Happiness

In recent history, theories of happiness have been predominantly constructed from 
traditional philosophical discourse with less emphasis on definitions derived from 
people’s lived experiences (Carlquist et  al., 2018). Some have explored happiness 
directly (Agbo & Ome, 2017; Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008; Caunt et  al. 2013), 
while others equate happiness to various subcategories of subjective well-being 
(Hussain, 2017; Piper, 2015). Affective theorists perceive happiness fundamen-
tally as an emotion, how one feels at the time of evaluation or as a culmination of 
recent pleasant and unpleasant experiences (Veenhoven, 2010). On the other hand, 
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cognitive theorists believe happiness is a cognitive evaluation of one’s actual life 
compared to their ideal life (Rojas & Veenhoven, 2013). However, there is strong 
evidence to suggest that both affective and cognitive aspects are often included in 
a person’s definition and evaluation of happiness (Agbo & Ome, 2017; Delle Fave 
et al., 2011). We adopt a definition that suggests happiness is a subjective evaluation 
of an individual’s affective and cognitive ‘condition’ (Veenhoven, 2012).

Empirical investigations have explored several factors that may influence hap-
piness, of which age has consistently demonstrated a clear association (Blanch-
flower & Oswald, 2008, 2019). The U-shape of happiness suggests that happiness 
decreases among young people, which continues until mid-life when the trend typi-
cally reverses (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008, 2019). Though some argue happiness 
does not increase following mid-life (Bartram, 2020; Glenn, 2009), most scholars 
agree there is a significant decrease of happiness between adolescence and midlife 
(Bartram, 2020; Blanchflower & Oswald, 2019; Laaksonen, 2018).

Young People and Happiness

Piper (2015) provided further evidence to support this trend, finding a negative 
linear progression of happiness significantly declining between the ages of 16 and 
30  years old. However, the cause of this effect and how it functions remain an 
important question for the lived experiences of young people. Schwandt (2016) 
has speculated this may be the result of young people’s overly optimistic expecta-
tions of the future, where unmet aspirations cause happiness to decrease over time. 
This framework alludes to temporal dimensions, suggesting that as the discrepancy 
between young people’s present and ideal selves increases their happiness declines. 
Future orientation has previously been shown to influence various measures of over-
all well-being, with the propensity to focus on future possibilities correlating with 
greater well-being over time (Chua et al., 2015).

On a macro level, the downward trends of happiness may reflect broader societal 
shifts for young people (Wood et  al., 2018). Evidence suggests that the transition 
from adolescence to adulthood is becoming increasingly prolonged within 
contemporary societies. Life events typically associated with the achievement of 
adulthood are now gradually becoming more unpredictable and non-linear (Arnett, 
2000; Côté & Bynner, 2008). This is observed in young people moving out from 
parental home later or returning to the family home, delayed entry to the labour 
market and entry to graduate-level jobs, as well as extended periods of financial 
precariousness (Chesters et al., 2019; Tomaszewski et al. 2016; Woodman & Wyn, 
2015). Though with complex and varied social impacts (Roberts and France 2021), 
the diversification of life pathways has occurred in response to larger-scale 
structural processes such as globalisation, technological advancement and economic 
fluctuation (Côté & Bynner, 2008; France, 2016).

Within this context, happiness has decreased over time among young people 
navigating their transition to adulthood (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008, 2019). The 
broader social landscape provides the contextual backdrop to consider young peo-
ple’s happiness and the tension between expectations and the lived experience of 
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young adults. Researchers have found that they generally expect to experience some 
traditional life pathways incorporating some combination of marriage, family forma-
tion and property ownership (McDonald et al., 2011; Skrbis et al., 2012). Yet, schol-
ars suggest that by the time individuals reach young adulthood, they tend to express 
an uncertainty towards the future (Amit, 2011; Côté & Bynner, 2008). In this way, 
an individual’s life pathway and broader social context are thought to be a consid-
erable contributor to early trends of happiness. As Schwandt (2016) suggests, this 
may occur due to unmet expectations of young people. If this is correct, it is impor-
tant to acknowledge that not all young people experience this phenomenon in the 
same way. Before research can effectively explore the relationship between expecta-
tions and happiness, investigations must begin at the individual level to consider the 
implications of everyday experiences (Liao, 2021).

Everyday Definitions of Happiness

While quantitative measures of happiness deliver trends of reported happiness, qual-
itative measures are essential to understand the nuances within people’s definition of 
happiness (Torras, 2008). Previous qualitative investigations have achieved this by 
exploring happiness as it is understood within the context of everyday life (Agbo & 
Ome, 2017; Delle Fave et al. 2011, 2016; Pflug, 2009). Asking ‘what does happiness 
mean to you?’, Delle Fave and colleagues (Delle Fave et al. 2011, 2016) found that 
people use a combination of several life domains and psychological definitions to 
define happiness. The life domains consisted of family, relations, health, daily life, 
living standard, work, spirituality/religion, leisure, community/society and educa-
tion. In addition to these external domains, several subcategories of psychological 
definitions emerged: namely harmony/balance, satisfaction, positive emotions, posi-
tive states, optimism, meaning, no negative feelings, awareness, autonomy, engage-
ment/growth, mastery, purpose, self-actualisation (Delle Fave et  al., 2016). These 
categories make up a proposed typology of everyday definitions of happiness and 
provide the conceptual framework for this study. Such typologies must be routinely 
revisited to ensure explorations of happiness remain grounded in what people under-
stand in everyday life.

Temporality of Happiness

The importance of a continual reassessment of happiness is, in part, due to the fluid 
characteristics of happiness. Mogilner et al. (2011) demonstrated that people change 
how they define happiness through the life course, in part due to a shifting of atten-
tion from the importance of future orientation to a present orientation with age. This 
indicates that happiness is fluid over time rather than a static notion. An evolving 
notion of happiness necessitates a periodic review of how people understand happi-
ness in everyday life to inform ongoing empirical investigations. This intrinsic tem-
poral dimension of happiness may also be key in understanding the trends of happi-
ness among young people as they transition to adulthood.
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A tendency towards highly optimistic expectations of the future demonstrated 
during adolescence may have a direct correlation to happiness outcomes (Schwandt, 
2016). If the discrepancy between a young person’s present-self and ideal future-
self increases, their happiness would theoretically decline because their definition 
of happiness is founded temporally in the future. Cook’s (2016) work on temporali-
ties has demonstrated that despite a broad pessimism towards the future on a macro 
level, this is not typically reflected in young people’s expectations for their own 
future on an individual level. Generally, young people express a sense of anticipa-
tion and possibility, maintaining optimistic personal expectations while acknowledg-
ing potential large-scale social upheavals (Cook, 2016). Research has also demon-
strated that temporal orientations correlate with reported happiness (Barnett, 2014; 
Chua et al., 2015). However, less is known about how these dimensions fit within 
people’s everyday conceptions of happiness. To address this gap, this research will 
incorporate an analysis of young people’s temporal orientations.

As Woodman and Leccardi (2015) argue, notions of temporality are central to 
youth studies as this period of life is most commonly described as a period of sig-
nificant transition. Adding further complexity, the impact of these temporalities 
appears to shift on a societal level over time (Leccardi, 2015; Rosa, 2013). However, 
understanding temporal concepts and their interactions will assist in bringing clar-
ity to questions within youth research (Woodman & Leccardi, 2015). The decline 
of happiness for young people navigating the transition to adulthood is no excep-
tion. Although notions of temporality have been labelled with a variety of terminol-
ogy (Drake et al., 2008), this research posits that temporal orientation encapsulates 
an individual’s overall tendency towards specific temporal characteristics, which 
include time perspectives categorised as past, present or future. Temporal outlooks 
then provide a necessary nuance to these three basic categories (Boniwell, 2005). 
Laughland-Booÿ et al. (2017) identified four temporal outlooks classified as adapt-
able, controllable, predictable and uncertain. Adaptable outlooks describe a general 
openness to situations and circumstances; controllable outlooks are characterised by 
a sense of control and self-determination; predictable outlooks rely on a perceived 
certainty and continuity to one’s environment; and uncertain outlooks interpret life 
through a lens of ambiguity or uncertainty (Laughland-Booÿ et al., 2017). We sug-
gest that these four temporal outlooks exist within each time perspective and provide 
greater and more observable nuance between people’s temporal orientations.

Method

Participants

The data for this research come from the ‘Social Futures and Life Pathways’ project, 
an ongoing longitudinal study of young people from Queensland, Australia. Also 
known as ‘Our Lives’, this project has been following a single-aged cohort of young 
Australians as they have moved from adolescence into adulthood. Commencing in 
2006, seven waves of quantitative data collection have so far been completed, most 
recently in 2019 (n = 2042). Throughout the study, participants have reported their 
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level of happiness. In wave 7 of the Our Lives survey, the wider Our Lives cohort 
reported a mean happiness level of 7.33 (n = 2007) when asked to respond to the 
question ‘All in all, how happy are you with your life these days?’ on a 10-point 
Likert scale (Skrbis et al. 2020), while our sub-sample of interviewees reported hap-
piness at a mean of 7.14 (n = 29).

As part of the qualitative agenda, a qualitative longitudinal research strategy has 
been used to follow a subgroup group of the cohort to document their lived expe-
riences. Throughout each interview, data has been collected on participants’ aspi-
rations and experiences within key life domains of relationships, career, financial 
status, education and family formation (Skrbis et al. 2020). To date, these 29 partici-
pants (14 women and 15 men) have been interviewed at three points in time spread 
5 years apart 2010, 2015 and 2020. The data in this paper relate to the interviews 
undertaken in 2020, when interviewees were aged 26–27  years old. While most 
lived in metropolitan areas around Brisbane, Queensland, interviewees were socio-
demographically diverse. There is a mixture of those with Australian-born parents 
(n = 18) and those with at least one overseas-born parent (n = 11). A small num-
ber had recently become parents (n = 4), almost half were living with their partner 
(n = 14), while others were living alone (n = 5), with housemates (n = 3) or with fam-
ily (n = 7). A significant proportion had completed a university qualification (n = 19). 
Of the participants, most were employed at the time of their interview (n = 25). 
Though each of the interviewees was of similar age, there was evident variance in 
life stages highlighting the prevalence of diversifying pathways as they transition to 
adulthood (see Appendix for participant summaries). The heterogeneity among our 
sample’s narratives typifies the diversification of life pathways and presents a prime 
opportunity to explore happiness in this pivotal life stage.

Methodology

We based our methodological framework on theory pertaining to abductive research 
strategy, which explores everyday lay concepts produced by participants to explain 
social phenomena (Blaikie, 2007; Laughland-Booÿ et al., 2017). We adopt the onto-
logical assumption that the world exists independently of perceptions and theories, 
yet our understanding of this reality is socially constructed (Hoddy, 2019). As Sayer 
(2010) suggests, social phenomena are concept-dependent, in that they are depend-
ent on what they mean to the members of a society. Therefore, though mechanisms 
of happiness exist independently of theoretical frameworks, they are intrinsically 
intertwined with human interpretation due to their subjectivity and dependence 
on human activity (Archer, 1995). In the context of this paper, we consider how 
young adults interpret and structure their definition of happiness with the intention 
to inform theoretical frameworks used to describe its underlying mechanisms.

Procedures

All interviews were conducted either face-to-face or over the phone. Interviews 
adopted a semi-structured design and on average were an hour in length. During 
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each interview, participants were asked, ‘What does happiness mean for you?’ The 
subsequent responses were first thematically coded by the first author. The analy-
sis was then cross-checked and discussed by the other authors until consensus was 
reached. Our initial categorisation of thematic codes was informed by the typology 
of happiness presented by Delle Fave and associates (Delle Fave et al. 2016). During 
the thematic coding process, researchers allowed for openness to incorporate new 
labels if response did not fit the existing framework.

Subsequent coding occurred in response to the identification of temporal dimen-
sions evident in participants’ responses. Within people’s definitions of happiness, 
we identified three-time perspectives; past, present and future. Building on the work 
of Laughland-Booÿ and colleagues (Laughland-Booÿ et al. 2017) and Brannen and 
Nilsen (2002), we also identified four temporal outlooks within our data: adaptable, 
controllable, predictable and uncertain. These outlooks provide greater nuance to 
understand differences between those who share the same time perspective.

Findings

To present our findings, we first discuss young people’s definitions of happiness in 
the context of previous typologies of lay conceptions of happiness presented by Dell 
Fave and colleagues (2016). This will provide insight for future research to better 
understand the nuances within how people define and report happiness. We then dis-
cuss the major findings regarding temporal orientations emerging from the data.

Everyday Understandings of Happiness: Definitions

Consistent with previous research, there was clear diversity among the definitions of 
happiness provided by participants (Delle Fave et al., 2016; Hussain, 2017; Rojas, 
2005). When asked, ‘what does happiness mean for you’, participants provided a 
range of responses supported by anecdotes and evaluations of various domains to 
contextualise their definition (Agbo & Ome, 2017; Caunt et al., 2013; Pflug, 2009). 
Dell Fave and associates (Delle Fave et al. 2016) proposed a comprehensive typol-
ogy incorporating eleven life domains commonly used to define happiness; psycho-
logical definitions, family, relations, health, daily life, standard, work (career), spir-
itual/religion, leisure, community/society and education. Our study identified each of 
these categories. In line with previous research (Delle Fave et al. 2011, 2016), psy-
chological definitions were the most prominent component of definitions among our 
sample of young people, followed by relations, work (career) and then family. How-
ever, in contrast to previous studies, physical health was the least mentioned domain, 
mentioned by only one participant (Delle Fave et  al. 2011, 2016). In response to 
the prominence of psychological definitions, Delle Fave and colleagues (Delle Fave 
et al. 2016) identified 13 subcategories consisting of harmony/balance, satisfaction, 
positive emotions, positive states, optimism, meaning, no negative feelings, aware-
ness, autonomy, engagement/growth, mastery, purpose and self-actualisation. Each 
of these categories was also clearly evident in our data. Harmony/balance was most 
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mentioned, followed by self-actualisation, and then engagement/growth, positive 
states and positive emotions equally. These findings show that previous literature 
exploring the meaning of happiness remains generally adequate in understanding 
how young adults define happiness in everyday life (Agbo & Ome, 2017; Delle Fave 
et al., 2011; Pflug, 2009).

Time Perspectives

A striking result that emerged from our data was the prominence of temporal 
orientations within our sample’s definition of happiness. The effects of time 
perspectives on happiness levels have been considered in past research with varying 
results (Felsman et  al., 2017). However, time perspectives are seldom considered 
within typologies of everyday definitions of happiness. Our data showed that each 
response given to the question, ‘What is happiness to you?’, contained at least one 
allusion to a time perspective categorised as past, present or future, with some 
incorporating a combination of these categories.

At the time of their interview, Jacob was working a stable office job and cohabi-
tating with his partner. Displaying a past-orientated perspective, for Jacob, happi-
ness was contextualised by directly relating each example to the past.

It’s when things get done or things are not as chaotic as they normally are, 
some level of success or control in terms of my achievements. So, if I was to 
say for the last five years, if you had asked me five years ago if I was happy, I’d 
probably say, “Yeah, not really,” because everything was a struggle. I had no 
control, and it was just going with the flow at the time. Jacob (male)

In broad reflection, he evaluated happiness in the context of a comparison 
between his perceived present stability and the relative instability of the past. The 
past is the reference point for his definition of happiness in the present, with con-
trol as the focal point of his positive progression over time. This theme was evident 
throughout the interview. This perspective was also prominent for Olivia as she had 
recently experienced significant relational turbulence ending in divorce and a fresh 
start in multiple domains of life, including career, living arrangements and finances. 
Her experiences provided a perspective that reflected on the then and the now to 
ground her definition of happiness, explaining:

I feel in control and I feel more equipped with everything that’s happened to 
make more informed decisions, and I feel that everything I’ve gone through 
has been such a resilience building exercise. Olivia (female) 

Others emphasised the present in their definition of happiness. Laura, a full-time 
youth worker, described happiness as being satisfied with her current circumstances. 
As Laura explained, ‘I’m happy and grateful for what I have at the moment’. In the 
evaluation of her potential future happiness Laura said:

44 Journal of Applied Youth Studies (2022) 5:37–53



1 3

I’m quite content and happy with my life, how it is. The few things that will 
change, they don’t take away from my happiness. I think that would just add to 
it. Laura (female)

Here, happiness is grounded and defined in how things are in the present. The 
future can add or subtract happiness, although there is a genuine sense of happiness 
being present in the now. This sentiment was echoed by others, such as Dylan (male) 
who described happiness as ‘being nicely settled at the moment. Things aren’t work-
ing exactly how I want them to be working, but they’re working, and I’m working. 
And I am busy, and I really appreciate being busy’. Dylan was living with his long-
term partner and established a career path that he was enjoying. The emphasis on 
the present was notable for Dylan. As he explained, he was settled at the moment. 
Though things were not exactly as he wanted them to be, he demonstrated a willing-
ness to adapt to life as it unfolded in the present.

There were also those who strongly associated happiness with future possibilities. 
Jade, for instance, described her happiness as linked to the present, but then also 
added that happiness was about being excited for the future, which involved:

having opportunities out there, having options, and enjoying the now, but also 
being excited for the future and moving forward and experiencing new things. 
Jade (female)

Also, she was already satisfied with her current circumstances, having lived 
abroad and enjoying a job she had aspired to, her description of happiness incorpo-
rated a future perspective.

Others based their perception of happiness solidly on the future, whether it be 
a distinct goal or a more nebulous ideal. For example, Kyle (male) firmly planted 
his definition of happiness in a future goal, and whether progress was being made 
towards it, by saying, ‘I think the biggest thing is financial stability and being on the 
right track with that, both career-wise and asset-wise’. Though he was in a stable 
relationship and well established in his career in a lucrative sector, happiness for 
Kyle is in the future. Happiness was externally located in the achievement of future 
financial stability, which drives his day-to-day focus. Kyle’s happiness is mediated 
by an evaluation of where he is in relation to that goal, seemingly drawn from the 
level of certainty he has in the accessibility of his goals.

Each example shows how these three-time perspectives are used to frame the 
way young people define happiness (Boniwell et  al., 2010). We suggest happi-
ness is dependent on either one or a combination of two dominant processes; the 
accessibility of externally located sources of happiness, such as achievements or 
goals (Headey, 2008); and the internally located source of happiness derived from 
a comparison of two or more temporal identities, such as present self and future 
self (Schwandt, 2016). Past perspective requires some experience of significant life 
events to reflect upon, while future perspectives of happiness tended to rely on some 
certainty in how life would unfold. Present perspectives either emerged from a lack 
of future vision or past experiences, or from a general acceptance that both the past 
and future are out of one’s direct control.
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Temporal Outlooks

Our data also revealed variations in outlooks between young adults who adopt the 
same time perspectives lending support to Laughland-Booÿ et al. (2017) who iden-
tified four temporal outlooks, described as adaptable, controllable, predictable and 
uncertain.

An adaptable outlook describes a general openness to life’s circumstances irre-
spective of uncontrollable factors. For instance, Liam (male), currently in a long-
term cohabitating relationship and stable career path, described happiness as having 
‘a peaceful mind and not to be worrying about all of the things in the world that are 
outside of our control…’. It is about accepting the positives and negatives in life. 
This is endorsed also by Chloe, who had recently relocated cities to pursue career 
advancement, who said:

There’s problems and troubles that we all face in everyday life, and you can’t 
ever get rid of them, but I think happiness is when you’ve reached the point 
where you know you’ve got enough to get you through. Chloe (female)

In both cases, there was an acceptance that future events, positive and negative, 
are unknown and yet inevitable. This acknowledgement, however, was grounded in 
reflection on the past for both Liam and Chloe. Life had not eventualised specifi-
cally as they previously anticipated, and yet, both were content with life outcomes 
thus far. Happiness was defined as adapting to find contentment irrespective of one’s 
environment.

In contrast, a controllable outlook is demonstrated in the need to control one’s 
environment. After demonstrating his definition of happiness which was firmly ori-
entated towards the future, Kyle (male) continued by saying ‘It’s probably a bit up in 
the air, depending on what sort of moves I make over the next two years really…’. 
For Kyle, happiness is defined as future financial stability and consequent outcomes 
depend on the ‘moves’ he consciously makes. This emphasises the need for control 
and displays a high level of self-determination, with little expressed allowance for 
unpredictable elements of life.

Predictable outlooks rely on a perceived certainty and continuity to one’s envi-
ronment (Brannen & Nilsen, 2002). This was evident for Brianna (female), who 
believed she was on a stable career path and preparing to be married at the time 
of her interview. After changing career direction, Brianna was content with major 
domains in her life, and her happiness was found in the consistency of that content-
ment in the present. She demonstrated a clear sense that happiness exists in the con-
tinuity of valued areas of life, a secure relationship, an ongoing stability and enjoy-
ment of everyday life.

I think happiness is… being content in life and enjoying your work and having 
fun with [partner’s name] and having someone to come home to that’s always 
there and very loving. In terms of mood and things like that, I’ve always been 
pretty stable and I tend to be very stable in my mood. I don’t really have too 
many big lows. In a way, I don’t have huge highs. I feel like I’m generally 
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pretty happy most of the time. It’s just enjoying what you’re doing. Brianna 
(female)

Predictable outlooks differ from controllable outlooks as the certainty associated 
with life events is not always in the direct control of the individual. Rather, the con-
sistency of internal and external environments is key in sustaining happiness.

Uncertain outlooks, however, interpret temporal orientations through a lens of 
ambiguity or uncertainty. For instance, Luke, who has experienced significant per-
sonal and mental health challenges, adopted a future time perspective and their out-
look was characterised by uncertainty.

So, I don’t know, being fulfilled, I guess, would be the answer… I would like 
just to have a stable – Like after I finish my degree, maybe one day a stable 
job. I’ve now got this social group and the social connections that I always 
wanted in the past. I’ve now got that. I have achieved that, and that makes me 
so happy. Eventually some significant other. That would be nice. Luke (male)

For Luke, happiness was defined as the fulfilment of specific goals. He explained 
that his recently achieved social goals provided happiness at the time of the inter-
view. Despite this happiness, he expressed his doubt in the longevity of these social 
connections and in turn his current level of happiness. This resonated with his 
broader experience of anxiety and placed happiness in an almost unattainable loca-
tion. If it could be attained, there was doubt in its permanence.

Discussion and Conclusion

The purpose of this research is to understand how young people define happiness. 
This exploratory study aims to inform the broader question of why happiness 
decreases among young people as they transition to adulthood. Knowing how 
happiness is understood within everyday life provides a framework to then reflect on 
factors influencing this evident negative trend of happiness. Our data reveal several 
key observations significant in extending our understanding of how young people 
conceptualise happiness. We found clear support among our young Australian 
sample for the typology of happiness proposed by Delle Fave and associates (Delle 
Fave et  al. 2011, 2016), with the only significant difference being the limited 
emphasis our sample of young people placed on physical health. Given that several 
of our interviewees have experienced significant health challenges, health was 
unexpectedly included in only one participant’s definition of happiness. Considering 
the role of temporalities, which has become a central theme of our findings, it is 
possible that beliefs of temporal distance from perceived older age would cause health 
to be less prominent in the everyday evaluations of happiness among younger people 
(Mogilner et  al., 2011). This would suggest that temporalities, in part, shape which 
life domains are valued among young people, particularly how they situate themselves 
in relation to their perceived future. This speculation prompts further consideration 
to understand how young adults perceive health in relation to their happiness and to 
explore potential outcomes connected to any lack or emphasis of this association.
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Significantly, our data highlighted the prominence of temporal orientations within 
definitions of happiness. These temporalities were apparent in all the definitions 
provided by participants incorporating time perspectives: past, present and future 
(Drake et  al., 2008), and temporal outlooks: adaptable, controllable, predictable 
and uncertain (Boniwell, 2005). Thus far, notions of temporal orientation have been 
notably absent from previous research exploring everyday definitions of happiness. 
However, we believe that these temporal orientations, and the subsequent variations 
adopted by individuals, are key to understanding the decline of happiness from ado-
lescence to adulthood: both on a societal level and the nuances of this experience 
at an individual level. As shown by Mogilner et  al. (2011), the time perspective 
associated with happiness changes from predominantly future-orientated to mostly 
present-oriented through the life course. We suggest that the change in time perspec-
tive correlates in some way to the decline in happiness among young people over 
time. If young people adopt a future orientation within their framing of happiness 
and these aspirations are not met, or begin to appear less likely with age, this may 
contribute to a decrease of their happiness (Schwandt, 2016). Additionally, as Cook 
(2016) observed, there is evident disparity between the optimism young people gen-
erally perceive in their personal future and the pessimism often expressed towards 
the future on a societal level. The decrease in happiness may also be a result of reck-
oning with this disparity. The change in time perspectives may reflect an adaptation 
in one’s framing of happiness to mitigate further negative impacts. Within our sam-
ple, a present focus was sighted most often within their meanings of happiness. This 
raises further questions as to when, if at all, this adaption takes place and how long it 
takes for such change to impact happiness levels. Future research would also benefit 
from focusing on the impact of any disparity between expectations (expected life, as 
derived from relative certainty) and aspirations (ideal life, as derived from hopes) 
among young people as they transition to early adulthood. This would help identify 
whether the tendency towards highly optimistic expectations contributes to the evi-
dent decline of happiness through this stage of life.

Adding nuance within the three observed time perspectives, we found evidence 
that temporal outlooks shape which domains are most important for young peo-
ple’s definition of happiness (Boniwell, 2005; Laughland-Booÿ et al., 2017). Young 
people with uncertain outlooks were more likely to place greater emphasis on life 
domains rather than psychological definitions. This was also apparent for those who 
adopted controllable outlooks. We believe this is, in part, due to both groups basing 
their sense of happiness in more external factors. For instance, those with a con-
trollable outlook were likely to draw a sense of happiness from the certainty they 
perceived in domains such as work, education or financial achievements. Predict-
able outlooks tended to more frequently emphasise psychological definitions than 
other outlooks. Young people with this outlook were also more likely to adopt a 
present time perspective highlighting the importance of focusing on the now and 
being content with how life is at present. Adaptable outlooks were similar in their 
affinity towards the present. In both predictable and adaptable outlooks, young peo-
ple’s temporal orientations were built on life experiences that resulted in a general 
acceptance that there is little direct control over the past or future. Theoretically, this 
would render adaptable outlooks the most beneficial in terms of happiness levels, 

48 Journal of Applied Youth Studies (2022) 5:37–53



1 3

due to the inherent disposition to accept what is largely uncontrollable. Amidst the 
unpredictability associated with the transition to adulthood (Arnett, 2000; Côté & 
Bynner, 2008), a temporal outlook less reliant on certainty is thought to be ben-
eficial. Whereas the happiness of those who adopt controllable or predictable out-
looks is dependent on plans materialising as expected. If expectations are not met, 
this forms a disparity between one’s present self and ideal self (Schwandt, 2016). 
The extent of any such disparity would then be dependent on an individual’s socio-
demographic context to control or maintain desired outcomes. Therefore, within the 
decline of happiness among young people, it is important for mitigation strategies to 
consider the role of time perspectives and temporal outlooks, but also the inherent 
disadvantages of many young people to attain their desired future self.

Our sample provided insight into how Australian young adults define happi-
ness. However, a wider sample would have offered greater insight into the nuances 
between young people. Our abductive research strategy provided the opportunity 
to explore young people’s thoughts on happiness as they understand it. The obser-
vations presented in this article prompt further research to quantify the impacts of 
temporal orientations, and their nuanced components, on young people’s reported 
levels of happiness. This research has largely supported the continued relevance of 
previous typologies of happiness exploring how young Australians define happiness 
(Delle Fave et al., 2016). Notably, the emergence of temporal orientations within our 
sample’s definitions of happiness confirms the importance of temporalities within 
key issues of youth research (Woodman & Leccardi, 2015), such as their happiness 
and well-being more broadly. Within the context of this study, we believe that this 
perspective is key to understanding the decline of happiness from adolescence to 
adulthood.

Appendix

Pseudonym Sex Employ-
ment status

Relation-
ship status

Highest 
level of edu-
cation

Happiness 
Label

Time per-
spective

Temporal 
outlook

Sarah F Employed Partnered Bachelor’s 
degree

Purpose Present Predictable

Olivia F Employed Single Bachelor’s 
degree

Control Past Adaptable

Emma F Limited 
employ-
ment & 
casual 
work

Partnered Master’s 
degree

External 
events

Past Uncertain

Kelsey F Employed 
in two 
jobs

Partnered Bachelor’s 
degree

Activity Present Adaptable

Jack M Casual work Single Master’s 
degree

Purpose Future Controllable

49Journal of Applied Youth Studies (2022) 5:37–53



1 3

Pseudonym Sex Employ-
ment status

Relation-
ship status

Highest 
level of edu-
cation

Happiness 
Label

Time per-
spective

Temporal 
outlook

Zoe F Employed Single Bachelor’s 
degree

Purpose Future Controllable

Liam M Employed Partnered Bachelor’s 
degree

Content Present Adaptable

Jacob M Employed Partnered Bachelor’s 
degree

Control Past Controllable

Dylan M Employed 
in two 
jobs

Partnered Bachelor’s 
degree

Content Present Predictable

Jayden M Employed Partnered Bachelor’s 
degree

Control Present Controllable

Alex M Employed Single Bachelor’s 
degree

Purpose Present Uncertain

Jade F Casual work Partnered Master’s 
degree

Content Future Adaptable

Samantha F Employed Single Bachelor’s 
degree

Content Present Uncertain

Jake M Employed Partnered High School 
Certificate

Content Present Adaptable

Ethan M Unem-
ployed

Single High School 
Certificate

Content Present Controllable

Bec F Employed Married Diploma Content Present Predictable
Caitlin F Employed Dating Doctor of 

Philoso-
phy

Content Present Adaptable

Luke M Unem-
ployed

Single High School 
Certificate

Fulfilment Future Uncertain

Laura F Employed Single Bachelor’s 
degree

Content Present Predictable

Chris M Employed Single High School 
Certificate

Content Present Controllable

Kyle M Employed Partnered Master’s 
degree

Purpose Future Controllable

Jane F Employed Married Graduate 
certificate

Belonging Present Predictable

Isaac M Employed Partnered Bachelor’s 
degree

Fulfilment Present Controllable

Chloe F Employed Dating High School 
Certificate

Content Present Adaptable

Brianna F Employed Partnered Master’s 
degree

Content Present Predictable

Joel M Employed Single High School 
Certificate

Content Present Adaptable

Angus M Employed Engaged Bachelor’s 
degree

Enjoyment Present Predictable

Lily F Unem-
ployed

Partnered High School 
Certificate

Content Present Predictable
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Pseudonym Sex Employ-
ment status

Relation-
ship status

Highest 
level of edu-
cation

Happiness 
Label

Time per-
spective

Temporal 
outlook

Brad M Employed Dating Bachelor’s 
degree

Purpose Present Controllable
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