Happiness Is … Genetic, Researchers Say:  Biology, not life’s ups and downs, determines a person’s sense of well being, psychologists contend

        


Forget money:  Nothing can buy happiness, some researchers say.

     Happiness, they say, seems to be largely determined by the genes, not by outside reality.  However tragic or comic life’s ups and downs, people appear to return inexorably to whatever happiness level is preset in their constitution.

     The idea is similar to the set-point concept in weight control, a theory that says the brain is wired to turn the body’s metabolism up or down to maintain a preset weight.

     There is also, these psychologists contend, a set-point for happiness; a genetically determined mood level that the vagaries of life may nudge upward or downward, but only for a while.  With time, the grouchy tend to become as cranky as before, and the light-hearted cheery again.

     Interviews with a range of psychologists show that the idea of a biological set-point for a sense of well-being has wide support in the field, although there are quibbles on details.

     “It’s a brilliant idea – it’s well worth pursuing,” said Dr. Jerome Kagan… who has studied temperament in children.  “It’s clear that T. S. Eliot was by nature dour, and Jay Leno is congenitally upbeat.  But we’re far from filling in the biological blanks.”

     The set-point idea seems to make sense of long-standing data on happiness that have puzzled researchers.  Some of the studies simply take people’s word for how happy they are, while others use less direct measures – such as observing how exuberant they are.

     Studies of happiness in several countries have found that money makes little difference to perceptions of happiness, except among the very poor.  Nor do education, marriage and a family, or any of the many other variables that researchers have sought to correlate with contentment.  Each factor may make a person a little happier, but it has a minor impact compared with the individual’s characteristic sense of well-being.
     “We find that for events like being promoted or losing a lover, most of the effect on people’s mood is gone by three months, and there’s not a trace by six months,” said Dr. Edward Diener …[who] proposed the notion of a happiness set-point in the May issue of the journal Psychological Science.

     Forget those fantasies of “if only I could win the lottery I’d find happiness forever”; Diener cites data showing that lottery winners are no happier a year after their good fortune than they were before. Also, several studies show that people with spinal cord injuries rebound in spirits.

     The set-point concept has been seized by some genetics researchers, who say new data on twins give the strongest support to date for that idea.

     “About half of your sense of well-being is determined by your set-point, which is from the genetic lottery, and the other half from the sorrows and pleasures of the last hours, days, or weeks,” according to Dr, David Lykken… His estimates are based on comparing how members of [1500] pairs of fraternal and identical twins rate their sense of well-being.

     A common way to estimate how much of a trait is based on genetics is to look at the similarities that show up in identical twins, who share their genes 100 per cent, compared with fraternal twins, who are no more similar genetically than other siblings

     “There is little difference in well-being among identical twins raised together, compared with those raised apart,” said Dr. Auke Tellegen…  Life circumstances, such as salary level, education or marital status, predicted only 2 per cent of the variation within each pair of twins.

     “Those in prestigious positions or professions were not happier than those who went to work in overalls, nor were those who finished their PhDs happier than those who never completed eighth grade.  You can predict happiness levels vastly better just by knowing the other identical twin’s score.”

     Still, doubts remain about the set-point idea.  Dr. Howard Wiess…takes issue with [the] estimate of 50 per cent…[being] due to an inherited set-point.  “A heritability estimate based on a single study has to be viewed with caution,” he said.  “Though no one is disputing a part of your satisfaction in life is due to genetic factors, we don’t know yet if it’s 25, 50, or 75 per cent.”

       Supporters of the set-point idea agree that people can have deep mood changes for the worse after a serious trauma.  But researchers say that if such shifts persist for years, they mark clinical problems such as depression that are overriding the set-point for well-being, or they are being caused by serious disturbances that continue to prime the bad mood.
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