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Precise measurements of well-being would be of profound societal importance. Yet, 
the sceptical worry that we cannot use social science instruments and tests to mea-
sure well-being is widely discussed by philosophers and scientists. A recent and 
interesting philosophical argument has pointed to the psychometric procedures of 
construct validation to address this sceptical worry. The argument has proposed 
that these procedures could warrant confidence in our ability to measure well-being. 
The present paper evaluates whether this type of argument succeeds. The answer is 
that it depends on which methodological background assumptions are motivating 
the sceptical worry to begin with. We show this by doing two things. First, we clarify 
(a) the different types of well-being theories involved in the science of well-being, 
and (b) the general methodological dimensions of well-being theorising. Second, we 
apply these distinctions and argue that construct validation is an unsuccessful re-
sponse to measurement scepticism if this scepticism is motivated by a form of meth-
odological non-naturalism. In the light of this, the overall point of the paper is that 
philosophers and scientists, when discussing measurement of well-being, should ex-
plicate their deeper methodological commitments. We further suggest that making 
such explicit commitments might present philosophers with a dilemma. 
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1. Introduction 

In the last 40 years, we have witnessed a notable increase in scientific measure-
ments of well-being and the philosophical discussion of these measurements 
(e.g., Kahneman, Diener, & Schwartz 1999; Sumner 1996; Bok 2010). Such mea-
surements inform various decision processes. Policy-making may centre on esti-
mations of the involved well-being of different choice outcomes (Frey & Stutzer 
2002; Diener, Lucas, Schimmack, & Helliwell 2009; Alkire 2016). Likewise, levels 
of patient well-being are important when considering clinical procedures (Saun-
ders & Burgoyne 2002; Kaasa, Mastekaasa, & Naess 1988). The evaluation of 
economic policies, social interventions, and clinical procedures often assumes 
that well-being is a graded phenomenon. A person can have more or less of it. 
Ideally, it would be preferable if such policies, interventions, and procedures 
could be evaluated in terms of whether they give us more or less well-being. 
Only few philosophers would be prepared to argue against these basic assump-
tions. The planning and the evaluation of policies and social interventions in 
terms of well-being make the measurement of well-being a central task. Without 
some objective form of estimation of the actual well-being of the members of 
some population, evaluating social interventions in terms of changes to their 
well-being becomes a problematic enterprise.

Here, however, fundamental controversies appear. Many philosophers are 
sceptical of the idea that scales and tests used in the social sciences can measure 
well-being (we call this type of sceptical stance well-being measurement scepticism). 
Well-being measurement scepticism is intuitive and has been a prominent theme 
in the philosophical literature. It often builds on the basic intuition that well-
being is very different from other psychological attributes and traits (like per-
sonality traits and intelligence). This paper aims to make two contributions in 
relation to such scepticism. 

First, the paper introduces two distinctions: one concerning different types of 
well-being theories involved in the science of well-being and another concerning 
the general methodological positions on well-being theorising. Second, utilis-
ing these distinctions, we discuss a recent type of argument against well-being 
measurement scepticism presented by Alexandrova (2017: 106). According to 
Alexandrova (for related arguments, see Bishop 2015 and Hersch 2022), the psy-
chometric procedures of construct validation should warrant confidence in the 
ability of well-being scales to measure well-being. We argue that Alexandrova’s 
argument assumes that well-being theories must be open to empirically driven 
theory revision. Consequently, the argument from construct validation, as well 
as other related forms of well-being coherentism, cannot be used to answer mea-
surement scepticism, if such scepticism is motivated by a type of methodological 
non-naturalism common in moral philosophy and related theories of well-being.
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We draw a twofold lesson from these arguments. First, the success of a 
response to measurement scepticism like Alexandrova’s depends on which 
methodological background assumptions motivated the sceptical stance in the 
first place. Second, more generally, when answering measurement scepticism, 
one should explicate one’s methodological commitments. If we neglect making 
explicit the methodological assumptions central to a theory of well-being, we 
risk hindering progress in our understanding of how well-being as a graded 
phenomenon should be measured and fed into policy-making, health planning, 
and various forms of social interventions.

We proceed as follows. Section 2 presents some clarificatory distinctions con-
cerning measurements of well-being and connected sceptical worries—more-
over, the section introduces construct validation as a promising response to such 
worries. In Section 3, we present the central argument of the paper according to 
which construct validation cannot be used to respond to measurement scepti-
cism if this scepticism is motivated on methodological non-naturalist grounds. 
Finally, in Section 4, we discus some further implications of accepting method-
ological non-naturalism for how to solve the present issues.  

2. Well-Being Measurement Scepticism and Construct 
Validation 

2.1. Types of Well-Being Theories

In order to evaluate how best to respond to measurement scepticism, we need 
to be clear about the theoretical context. It is common in the philosophical lit-
erature to stress the difference between philosophical theories of well-being (for 
instance, Tiberius 2018 and Hurka 1993) and the theories of well-being used by 
psychologists and economists (Alkire 2016; Clark 2016). In line with this, we 
draw the following distinction between two types of well-being theories.

First, an important kind of theory is the characterising well-being theory. Such 
theories characterise what well-being consists of, either for human beings in gen-
eral or for a specific group of human beings. The term ‘well-being’ is often thought 
to denote what is non-instrumentally good for a person’s life or what makes a 
person’s life go best (Crisp 2017; Parfit 1984: app. I).  Characterising well-being 
theories would be theories about these matters. An example of a characterising 
well-being theory for human beings in general could be Kraut’s (2007) theory of 
flourishing. An example of characterising well-being theory for a specific group 
of individuals could be Alexandrova’s theory of child well-being (Alexandrova 
2017: 54). Note that if a characterising well-being theory is a theory about the 
nature of well-being, it does not follow that characterising well-being theory is a 
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value theory about well-being as a strictly normative phenomenon. That would 
just be one type of characterising theory. Other philosophers might characterise 
well-being more descriptively as a causal phenomenon (Bishop 2015).

Second, a separate kind of theory is the associative well-being theory. Associa-
tive theories do not claim to characterise what well-being is, neither for human 
beings in general nor for some specific group. Instead, they describe the relations 
between socio-economic and psychological factors that are associated with the 
well-being of human beings in general or specific groups of human beings. Tay-
lor’s notion of ‘markers of well-being’ is useful here (Taylor 2015: 75). A marker 
of well-being is understood as any phenomenon that is either a constituent, 
a producer, or a reliable indicator of well-being as conceived by mainstream 
well-being theories (Taylor 2015: 77). When measuring a marker of well-being 
(e.g., measuring positive affect in some individuals), it is underspecified what 
relationship to well-being one takes this marker to have (for instance, is posi-
tive affect a constituent, a producer, or an indicator of well-being?). Hence, we 
might say that associative well-being theories are theories of how markers of 
well-being relate to each other (e.g., how positive affect relates to health) and to 
other phenomena that are not markers of well-being (e.g., how positive affect 
relates to certain demographic facts). Associative theories are hereby not theo-
ries of well-being strictly speaking. To link the content of associative well-being 
theories directly to claims about well-being, one must draw on characterising 
well-being theories. This means that associative theories specify networks for 
markers of well-being without taking any stance on the nature of these markers.1 

The distinction between characterising and associative well-being theories 
can help us understand the type of well-being theories involved in empirical 
research. Consider the well-known tripartite theory, developed by Diener, Oishi, 
and Lucas (1997). This theory claims that subjective well-being consists of three 
elements: (i) positive affect, (ii) relative lack of negative affect, and (iii) cogni-
tive evaluation of one’s own life. Does the tripartite theory characterise what 
well-being is? Or does it only describe the psychological associations involved in 
the scores of people’s self-report of their lives, while remaining underspecified 
about exactly how to relate these scores to well-being in a characterising way? 

We remain agnostic with respect to how to best understand any particular 
psychological theory. We stress only that it is important to clarify whether one 
understands a theory as a characterising or an associative theory, if one is to 
evaluate its success. If asked directly, many scientists would perhaps understand 
their well-being theories as associative theories about the markers of well-being, 
whereas most philosophers are interested in well-being theories as characteris-

1. This separates associative well-being theories from the theorising done by Bishop (2015). 
Bishop (2015) presents a causal network, which is proposed to be a theory of the nature of well-
being and its causal dimensions. This is a characterising theory. 
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ing theories. As the following sections argue, philosophers disagree on whether 
science can determine or substantially inform us on the question of which char-
acterising well-being theory is the correct one.

2.2. Well-Being Measurement Scepticism 

Several scales and instruments have been developed to measure well-being. 
Examples include the subjective measurement procedures of Satisfaction With 
Life Scale (SWLS, Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin 1985), the 10-item mood 
scale of the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS, Watson, Clark, & 
Tellegen 1988), the Subjective Happiness Scale (Lyubomirsky & Lepper 1999), 
and the objective measurement procedures such as the Human Development 
Index (Anand & Sen 1994). Despite this broad supply of instruments, one might 
be sceptical about our ability to measure well-being. Such a sceptical attitude 
about the measurability of well-being has some intuitive appeal and is frequently 
encountered in public debates.2 More importantly, in the philosophical litera-
ture on well-being, problems connected to measuring well-being are a promi-
nent theme (Angner 2010; 2013b; Fumagalli 2022; Hausman 2011: 7; Haybron 
2020; Ingelström & van der Deijl 2021; Taylor 2015; van der Deijl 2017a).

Well-being measurement sceptics usually point to fundamental problems 
with the measurement scales or instruments. Here is a list of some of the prob-
lems (the list is not supposed to be exhaustive and the items might be partly 
overlapping). First, a number of researchers have pointed out that the scores 
of measurement instruments often diverge (Fumagalli 2022). That is, measures 
of well-being can vary significantly depending on the type of measurement 
instrument or scale. For instance, there are divergencies between psychological 
and economic measures (Benjamin, Cooper, Heffetz, & Kimball 2020), physi-
ological measures and hedonic measures (Stone & Mackie 2013), and momen-
tary and retrospective measures of subjective well-being (Alexandrova 2005). 
Some of these divergencies might be explained by the fact that the instruments 
target different phenomena (Margolis et al. 2021). But we also find measure-
ment divergencies with respect to different measures of the same phenome-
non (Fumagalli 2019; Haybron 2008: ch. 5; Martela & Sheldon 2019). Second, 
measurement scales are often not interval scales. Within individuals and across 
individuals, the difference on a scale between 2 and 3 and between 6 and 7 
might not have the same value. One important reason for this is that scores 
on subjective self-report scales are a combination of two unknowns, a subjec-

2. See for example the following: 
https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/why-its-impossible-to-measure-happiness
https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-11765401 

https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/why-its-impossible-to-measure-happiness
https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-11765401
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tive feeling and a cognitive evaluation or reporting function (Ingelström & van 
der Deijl 2021; Bond & Lang 2019; for a more positive evaluation, Plant 2020). 
Economists in particular are often sceptical about the use of ordinal data from 
happiness questionnaires to aggregate and compare group averages (Bond & 
Lang 2019; Schröder & Yitzhaki 2017). Third, points on a given measurement 
scale might not be consistent over time (Fabian 2022; Kaiser 2022). Cases of 
hedonic adaptation (for discussion, see van der Deijl 2017b) and the depen-
dence of reports on evaluations (for discussion, see Haybron 2007) have been 
prominent in the discussion of this issue. Collectively, these measurement 
problems ground a sceptical attitude about the claim that we are able to mea-
sure well-being.

Instances of well-being measurement scepticism might occur on a spec-
trum ranging from a local scope (in which the scepticism is about one or more 
specific scales) to a more global scope (expanding the scepticism to all current 
scales and potentially future ones). Hausman (2015) might be an example of 
a local well-being measurement scepticism. Hausman (2015: 129) points to 
problem with the widely used SWLS. When using SWLS, subjects indicate 
whether they agree with statements such as ‘I am satisfied with my life’, on 
a seven-point Likert scale (Diener et al. 1985). Some studies have shown that 
in general participants evaluate their lives as better if a disabled person is 
present in the room, when compared to a control condition (Strack, Schwarz, 
Chassein, Kern, & Wagner 1990). Further, participants rate their satisfaction 
with life to be greater if they find a dime before answering the survey ques-
tions (Schwarz & Strack 1991). In the end, this makes the life satisfaction 
reports unstable and significantly context-dependent.3 In the more global end 
of the spectrum, White (2013) extends many of the sceptical worries of Haus-
man (2010; 2015) to cover all attempts to measure well-being. Note that the 
argument of this paper concerns both local and global forms of well-being 
measurement scepticism.

 Well-being measurement scepticism could target two different psychomet-
ric aspects of well-being scales. First, one might take the worries of measurement 
scepticism to be about the fact that the scores of well-being scales are unreliable. 
This scepticism could be local (concerning the reliability of a limited set of scales) 
or more global (concerning most or all well-being scales). A score of a particu-
lar well-being scale would be reliable to the degree that the scale consistently 
produced the same score when repeated under similar conditions (Markus & 
Borsboom 2013: 58–59; McDonald 2013). If the sceptical worry concerns the 

3. Importantly, other places, Hausman (2012) is moderately optimistic about measuring well-
being by preferences. Note that some replication studies indicate that most context-effects are 
small to non-existent (Lucas, Oishi, & Diener 2016).
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reliability of the scores of well-being scales, the empirical well-being literature 
contains many relevant considerations, since researchers already investigate the 
reliability of different well-being scales (e.g., Diener et al. 1985; Diener & Tay 
2014). If we take measurement scepticism to be only a worry about reliability of 
scores, then these considerations would provide a plausible reply. This paper 
does not concern the issues of reliability.

Second, measurement scepticism could be interpreted as a worry about 
whether the measurements are best explained by the target phenomenon 
(i.e., well-being). While the worry about reliability concerns the consistency 
of results produced by a scale, the worry about the explanation of the results 
concerns our confidence in whether the results of a scale are produced by actu-
ally measuring the intended attribute or phenomenon (in our case, well-being) 
(Shadish, Cook, & Campbell 2002). Whereas the first kind of worry concerns 
the degree of measurement precision associated with a test score, this second 
kind of worry concerns its so-called validity. Even if a scale reliably produces 
the same results, it could still be an open question whether the results are best 
explained as measures of one common attribute or as systematic measurement 
artefacts. Again, scepticism about validity could be both more local (concerning 
the ability of a limited set of scales to actually measure well-being) and more 
global (concerning the ability of most or all well-being scales to actually mea-
sure well-being).

For the rest of the paper, when we talk about measurement scepticism, 
we mean the kind of scepticism that targets the validity of well-being scales. 
Accordingly, the measurement problems listed above are taken to justify a 
sceptical attitude to the claim that common measures of well-being are able to 
measure well-being (rather than some other phenomenon or nothing at all).4 
This still leaves it open how one’s fundamental background assumptions could 
motivate one’s well-being measurement scepticism about measurement valid-
ity. One could imagine a measurement sceptic saying that results of well-being 
scales could not be measurements of well-being since well-being is not the kind 
of think that can be measured—for instance, it is not a uniform phenomenon or 
proper scientific object (see Bechtoldt 1959 and Brodbeck 1957 for this type of 
view). Or, one could imagine a measurement sceptic saying that we could not be 
sure that results of well-being scales were in fact measurements of well-being, 
since there is currently no consensus about which well-being theory is correct, 
and that therefore we are ‘in the dark’ when interpreting and measuring well-

4. Alexandrova (2017: 106) seems to understand Hausman (2015: 129) to express a worry 
about measurement validity. Discussions of measurement scepticism concerning the validity of 
well-being scales is a prominent topic in the philosophical literature (see, for example, van Der 
Deijl 2017a; Taylor 2015; Alexandrova 2017; Hausman 2011: 7).
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being (see Rodogno 2015 and Wren-Lewis 2014 for relevant philosophical dis-
cussions of such motivations).5

2.3. Construct Validation as a Response

Social scientists of well-being often validate their well-being scales (Lui & 
Fernando 2018; Koushede et al. 2019; Joshanloo, Capone, Petrillo, & Caso 2017; 
van Dierendonck 2005; Lundgren-Nilson, Jonsdottir, Ahlborg, & Tennant 2013; 
Pavot & Diener 2009). These validation studies typically examine correlational 
patterns in large sets of survey data to see what hypothesis about well-being has 
the best fit to the data. One example would be Arthaud-Day, Rode, Mooney, and 
Near (2005) who examined the tripartite theory (Diener et al. 1997). By observing 
both discriminant and convergent correlational patterns between results of dif-
ferent measurement scales assumed to measure subjective well-being, Arthaud-
Day et al. (2005: 470) concluded that the correlational patterns supported the 
tripartite theory. According to Alexandrova (2017: 120), such validation stud-
ies have consistently shown that well-being scales like SWLS exhibit construct 
validity, meaning that we have reasons to be confident in the scale’s ability to 
measure (in this case subjective) well-being, or at least very central aspects of it 
(Diener et al. 1985; Schneider & Schimmack 2009).6

When the scores of independent measurement instruments are converging, 
we have prima facie reason to increase our confidence in both the truth of the 
results and the ability of the instruments to measure what they are intended to 
measure (Cartwright 1991; Wimsatt 1981; Woodward 2006). Think of eyewit-
nesses: if they independently converge in the events they report, this seems to 
give us some reason for increasing our confidence. Given this basic logic, the 
psychometric procedures of construct validation prima facie appear to provide 
an answer to the second type of sceptical worry concerning the validity of scales. 

5. One could also imagine a measurement sceptic that argues that well-being is a purely qual-
itative phenomenon. Since measurement presupposes that the measured phenomenon is quantita-
tive in nature, well-being cannot be measured (for this type of argument, see Michell 2003; 2008). 
Economists sometimes express a related scepticism about the way in which psychologists turn 
ordinal scale data into quantitative and statistical information about group averages (Bond & Lang 
2019). In this paper, we set aside this type of scepticism. For the sake of the argument, we assume 
a broad notion of measurement according to which measurement “is defined as the assignment of 
numerals to objects or events according to rule” (Stevens 1946: 677). Our list of possible motiva-
tions for measurement scepticism is not exhaustive.

6. We are not suggesting that measures of subjective well-being should be understood as 
measures of well-being per se. The term ‘subjective well-being’ is used to refer to the aspect of 
well-being concerned with feelings (or emotions) and evaluative judgement of one’s own life. It is 
controversial whether these subjective aspects are exhaustive of human well-being (for discussion, 
see Sumner 1996).
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Since the validation procedures aim to be both an examination of whether a 
given scale really measures the target-attribute and an optimisation of the scale’s 
capacity to do so, construct validation is relevant for answering the sceptical 
worry that the measurement results are best explained as measurement of dis-
parate phenomena or as measurement artefacts.7

To better understand the relation between construct validation and measure-
ment scepticism about well-being, let us outline what we take to be the core pro-
cedures of construct validation. Construct validation of a scale or measurement 
instrument is the attempt to certify whether the scale or instrument is really 
measuring what it purports to be measuring.8 Many sources of evidence can be 
relevant for the assessment of validity, relating not only to how scores of the test 
under consideration correlate with scores of other tests, but for instance also to 
the experience of taking the test, the real-life performance of test takers, the cog-
nitive models of the cognitive processes involved in taking the test, experimental 
results, and the fit with well-confirmed models and theories in the field (Ameri-
can Educational Research Association, American Psychological Association, & 
National Council on Measurement in Education 1999; Embretson 1983; Slaney 
2017). For the purpose of this paper, two central features of construct validation 
are of particular interest.

The first central feature is that construct validation as one central source of 
evidence uses correlational patterns concerning, on the one hand, scores of dif-
ferent scales measuring the same and other attributes and, on the other hand, 
scores of similar scales measuring the same and other attributes (Campbell & 
Fiske 1959; Strauss & Smith 2009). Suppose that we develop a scale, S, to mea-
sure well-being in a given population (e.g., in university students). Construct 
validation draws on the idea that if S really measures well-being in this popula-
tion, then two types of correlational patterns should be observed between S and 
results from other scales measuring the same or other attributes.

One type of correlation would be convergent correlations: significant correla-
tions, either positive or negative, between scores of S and scores of other relevant 

7. Note that Alexandrova (Alexandrova & Haybron 2016) has been critical about the actual 
practice of construct validation in the sciences of well-being. Having this in mind, when we say 
that Alexandrova has proposed construct validation as a tool for answering measurement scepti-
cism, we refer to her ideal of how construct validation should proceed (see Alexandrova 2017: 
150). Even though Alexandrova (2017) might be the only author to have explicitly formulated a 
reply to well-being measurement scepticism based on construct validation, many naturalistically 
minded philosophers of well-being have presented similar ideas (e.g., Angner 2013a; Hersch 2022; 
Rodogno 2015; Bishop 2015).

8. We remain neutral with respect to the foundational debate about whether validity is a 
property of scales or inferences and interpretation of scores obtained by using the scales (see 
Borsboom, Cramer, Kievit, Scholten, & Franíc 2009; Hood 2009; Sireci 2009; Slaney 2017). We pro-
ceed to talk as if validity is a property of scales, but our argument does not depend on it. It could 
be reformulated along the lines of the second conception.
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scales that measure the same target attribute or other attributes that we would 
view as related. For example, we would expect individuals with high scores in S 
to score high also in other scales measuring well-being or other phenomena we 
would expect to be positively related to well-being (e.g., physical health, social 
life, income). Moreover, we would expect such individuals to score low in scales 
measuring, for example, psychopathology. 

The other type of correlational pattern would be discriminant correlations: 
non-significant correlations between scores in S and scores in other scales 
measuring attributes we would view as unrelated. For example, we would 
expect that individuals with high scores in S would not correlate in any sig-
nificant way with measurements of general intelligence or perceptual acuity, 
or other attributes or psychological phenomena that we would find unrelated 
to well-being.9

It is important to notice that even though the use of correlational patterns 
might appear data-driven, it rests upon the use of theory (Cronbach & Meehl 
1955; Slaney 2017). With regards to measurements of well-being, characterising 
well-being theories come into play in several ways. To begin with, we need a 
theory to tell us something about the nature of the attribute under investigation. 
In our case, to design a well-being scale, we need a theory to tell us what well-
being consists of for a given population (e.g., does it consist in emotional life or 
a sense of meaning?). Moreover, we need a theory to tell us what correlational 
patterns to expect, if any, and why we should expect positive or negative cor-
relations, strong or weak correlations. The design and evaluation of results of 
the scale is only made possible by a theory of the target phenomenon—that is, a 
characterising well-being theory.

The second central feature of validation is that construct validation is holis-
tically testing both a scale and the theory that underlies it (Alexandrova & 
Haybron 2016; Slaney 2017). Just as observing the relevant correlational patterns 
might lead us to revise our scale (e.g., delete, add, or reformulate items on our 
scale), construct validation requires that we are open to revising our theory of 
the target phenomenon (in this example, our characterising theory of what well-
being consists in). Whether to revise the scale or the theory is a judgement call 
for the researcher, but she should be open to revising the theory over time. This 
means that if the researcher consistently obtains results suggesting the theory is 
inadequate, she might be rationally forced to revise it or at least to provide very 
good reasons for not doing so. Since the claim that construct validation requires 
openness to empirically based theory-revision is a central point of contention, let 
us elaborate on what the claim entails.

9. What discriminant correlations to expect when measuring well-being is not a trivial matter. 
For example, opposite to the example above, intelligence (or certain kinds of it) might very well be 
related to well-being (Dimitrijevíc, Marjanovic, & Dimitrijevic 2018).   
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A number of important ideas underlie this openness to theory-revision. 
One general idea of construct validity theory is that as a scientific psychologist 
or social scientist, you have no privileged, theory-neutral access to the target 
phenomenon you are trying to measure. If two scales, embodying two different 
and conflicting theories supposed to measure the same phenomenon, provide 
us with conflicting measurement results, we have no theory-neutral perspective 
from which we can settle which scale is correct. 

This is a perfectly general point about establishment and calibration of mea-
surement scales, also for physical measures like measures of temperature or 
pressure (Chang 2004; Tal 2017a, 2017b). Given only a vague theoretical under-
standing and a few basic assumptions, such as the assumptions that the target 
phenomenon is unified, well-behaved, and measurable, we can start measuring 
the target phenomenon by using crude ordinal measures and a vague theory. By 
repeated measuring with the same and different types of instruments, we slowly 
establish reliable scales. This might enable us to enrich our theory by rejecting 
false assumptions, increasing confidence in others, and adding new ones. This 
might enable us to improve the scales, and so on.

Historically, theories about construct validation have been committed to this 
coherentist feature of validation (Cronbach & Meehl 1955). According to Cron-
bach and Meehl, when engaged in psychological testing and measuring, the psy-
chologist is trying to measure something which is not directly observable. You 
need to start from vague theory and crude scales. The only possible way for-
ward seems to be adjustments back and forth between theory, scales, and data 
obtained with the scales. This is why construct validation requires that we are 
open to theory-revision on the basis of correlational data. That is, if we keep get-
ting negative correlations when we expect them to be positive (or vice versa) or 
insignificant correlations when we expect them to be significant (or vice versa), 
then at some point it would be irrational not to revise one’s theory. However, 
that we are required to remain open to theory-revision should not be conflated 
with the claim that construct validation requires us to actually revise our theory: 
as stressed, it is a judgement call whether to revise the scale, the theory, or to 
reject the data as faulty.

Openness to theory-revision is not only a general feature of validation; it is 
required if construct validation is supposed to answer well-being measurement 
scepticism. That is, the reason why construct validation can raise our confidence 
in our ability to measure well-being is because the procedures examine and 
potentially revise both the scale and the underlying theory of the phenomenon. 
Well-being measurement scepticism is the worry that well-being might not be 
the kind of thing that we can measure (by some current or all possible scales). 
To answer this sceptical worry, we need validation procedures that can make us 
confident that our scales are measuring the attribute as conceptualised by our 
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theory, but also that our conceptualisation and theory are appropriate in rela-
tion to the attribute. Construct validation addresses both kinds of confidence but 
only because it demands that both the involved scale and theories are open to 
revision (in our case, the relevant characterising well-being theories). This means 
that even if validation does not actually lead us to revise our characterising well-
being theory (because we make other reasonable revisionary prioritisations), the 
only reason why construct validation actually raises our confidence in measur-
ing well-being is because our theory was open to revision but nevertheless stood 
the test of correlational examination.

Summing up this line of reasoning, a basic assumption of construct valida-
tion theory is that the theorising and the measuring of an attribute proceed in 
parallel and are mutually adjusted since we have no theory-neutral access to the 
target attribute. This means that no theory enjoys an a priori privileged posi-
tion in conceptualising the attribute. Different theories make different predic-
tions about correlational patterns obtained with a variety of scales designed to 
measure the same, related, and unrelated attributes. The theory underlying the 
scales with the most attractive correlational patterns does, everything else being 
equal, appear to be the best supported conceptualisation of the attribute. In sum, 
construct validation intuitively appears to be a promising answer to well-being 
measurement scepticism (in both local and global forms). 

3. Methodological Controversies about Openness to Theory-
Revision

3.1. Construct Validation and Rational Theory Choice

How successful is a response to well-being scepticism that relies on construct 
validation? As we shall see in the following, for a response based on construct 
validation to work, it must make crucial assumptions about the methodology of 
well-being theorising. 

Let us first revisit construct validation and its central assumption of open-
ness to theory-revision by looking at an example. Suppose that we develop a 
scale, S1, to measure well-being among university students, and we build this 
on an underlying characterising well-being theory, T1. S1 measures well-being 
by asking participants to assess their degree of self-discovery (see Waterman et 
al. 2010). T1 states that the well-being of university students is a matter of stu-
dents developing and realising their academic and general higher psychologi-
cal capacities such as reflective skills, meaningful conversations, and nourishing 
of their talents (T1 could draw inspiration from a version of perfectionism as 
known from moral philosophy, for instance, Wall 2017 and Hurka 1993). 
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There are (at least) three types of scenarios in which there could be a pres-
sure on us to revise our theory of well-being that underlies our well-being scale. 
In relation to S1 and T1 specifically, consider how these scenarios might mani-
fest themselves. First, opposing correlations, suppose we observe convergent cor-
relation in the survey data such that students that score high in S1 (degree of 
self-discovery) are among the students who use less time at peer socialising. 
However, T1 is predicting the opposite: it predicts that individuals with high 
scores in S1 would be among the students spending most time at peer socialis-
ing. Second, silence about correlations, suppose we observe a significant positive 
correlation such that students with high scores in S1 also score high in scales 
that measure the level of ambition of one’s own life (e.g., ambition on behalf 
of one’s own career). Suppose that prior to making the measurements, T1 did 
not predict anything about this relationship. Third, null results, suppose we 
observe discriminant correlation such that students with high scores in S1 are 
not generally among the students with high emotional health and they are not 
less prone to psychopathologies such as affective disorders (e.g., depression and 
anxiety). However, suppose that T1, in accordance with the majority of other 
well-being theories, predicted that people with high degrees of well-being gen-
erally have higher degrees of emotional health and are significantly less prone 
to psychopathologies.10

Now, suppose that another scale, S2, which has the underlying characteris-
ing well-being theory T2, has been developed. T2 is a hedonic well-being theory: 
it takes well-being to consist in the ratio of positive to negative mental states. 
Assume that S2 (and other scales designed on the basis of T2) exhibit an attrac-
tive degree of correlation: their measurement results correlate more attractively 
with reports on life satisfaction, income, social life, and other relevant dimen-
sions than results of S1. Furthermore, assume that T2 is better at predicting the 
convergent and discriminant correlational patterns with respect to related and 
unrelated attributes. Given that T1 and T2 are theories about the same attribute 
(namely, well-being of university students), all other things being equal, T2 
seems to be a better theory of what well-being of university students consists in 
(following the logic of construct validation).

If construct validation is supposed to work in the same way when investi-
gating well-being as in other domains of psychology, the above three scenarios 
could (at least, in principle) put pressure on us to revise our characterising theory, 
T1. Each scenario could reasonably be taken to indicate that T1 theorised about 
well-being in a mistaken way. Given the sketched relationships between T1 and 
the observed correlations in the survey data, one could reasonably argue that 

10. Such expectation might not be universal. See Westerhof and Keyes (2010) and Ryff and 
Keyes (1995) for an interesting view that suggests a more nuanced relation between well-being 
and mental illness.  
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the correlational patterns are evidence that the well-being of university students 
is not flourishing, at least not in the sense specified by T1, and that it is more 
plausible that their well-being is a matter of hedonic mental states. Following the 
standard logic behind construct validation, the three possible scenarios could be 
relevant for justifying revision of our theory or choosing between different com-
peting theories of the same attribute.

3.2. Methodology of Well-Being Theorising

Despite being common in psychology, this kind of correlation-based revision 
of characterising well-being theories is a controversial idea. This becomes clear 
when we consider two philosophical positions on the methodology of well-
being theorising.

First, methodological naturalism about characterising well-being theorising 
is the position that well-being theorising should proceed in a fashion similar 
to theorising about other natural phenomena—that is, in direct relation to and 
informed by scientific measurement attempts. Methodological naturalism would 
in this sense be the view that the big questions about the nature of well-being 
should be answered by drawing on scientific, empirical work. Moreover, such 
naturalists would take operationalisation of well-being in terms of relevant mea-
sures to be a real constraint on characterising well-being theories. Many of the 
methodological naturalists would aim for a reflective equilibrium or coherent-
ism where empirical data from social science are given equal weight to intuitions 
and conceptual analysis in the sense that strong empirical evidence can lead one 
to reject intuitions and adjust conceptual considerations.11

Second, methodological non-naturalism about characterising well-being theo-
rising is the position that the question of what essentially and non-derivatively 
makes a person’s life go best, or what is non-instrumentally good for her, is a 
question with a strong evaluative dimension that should be decided by the meth-
ods found in (moral) philosophy.12 That is, just as the appropriate way to theorise 
about what characterises the morally right action is to engage in systematic and 
careful deliberation using thought-experiments and counter-examples, the ques-
tion of which characterising well-being theory is correct should be approached 

11. Many contemporary authors seem to adopt the position of methodological naturalism, or 
a position closely related to it, for example, Rodogno (2015), Angner (2013a), Alexandrova (2017), 
Hersch (2022), Tiberius and Plakias (2010), Tiberius (2007; 2018), and Bishop (2015).

12. To be clear, we are not suggesting that moral philosophy is or should be committed 
methodological non-naturalism. We are merely assuming that methodological non-naturalism 
is a prevalent stance in moral philosophy (compared to philosophy of language or philosophy 
of mind).
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by careful conceptual deliberation. This makes theorising about well-being an a 
priori activity. Methodological non-naturalists sometimes use possible states of 
affairs to argue against wellbeing theories—for example, imagine someone who 
is happy while also deprived of basic needs. However, whether these states actu-
ally obtain is irrelevant to them (e.g., does poverty correlate with happiness?). By 
contrast, the methodological naturalists think that whether these states obtain 
is relevant.13 A methodological non-naturalist does not consider well-being an 
empirical matter in the sense that empirical material (such as survey data or 
other measurements) could never decide the classic debates between compet-
ing characterising theories of well-being. Consequently, for a methodological 
non-naturalist, it is not necessarily a requirement for a characterising theory of 
well-being that it can be operationalised in terms of psychological and economic 
measures of well-being. To sum up, the methodological non-naturalist does not 
aim for a reflective equilibrium or coherentism in the above-sketched sense.14

The fundamental differences between methodological naturalism and non-
naturalism are related to views about the relevant epistemic virtues of character-
ising well-being theories. Since methodological naturalists would take well-being 
theorising to be similar to or continuous with any other theorising in science, 
they might stress abductive-inductive reasoning and classical epistemic values 
such as accuracy, consistency, scope, simplicity, and fruitfulness (Kuhn 1977). 

13. We thank a reviewer for suggesting this way of phrasing the difference between the natu-
ralist and non-naturalist.

14. Feldman (2010) is a clear example of an author endorsing methodological non-naturalism. 
In general, Feldman (2010: chs. 12, 13, 14) objects to the contemporary tendency among philoso-
phers to take scientific work to be relevant to characterising well-being theorising. After discussing 
arguments in favour of the relevance of scientific inquiry to a philosophy of well-being (or happi-
ness), Feldman writes (2010: 269): 

Furthermore, I have not said that [Richard J.] Davidson’s research is of no 
philosophical interest. For all I know, it might be relevant to some philosophical 
question [on the nature of well-being or happiness]. Again, at present, I cannot 
think of any philosophical question to which that research would be relevant. . . . 
Furthermore, I have not said that the empirical research of others in the “positive 
psychology” field is either pointless or irrelevant to philosophical questions about 
happiness. Maybe there is some other researcher who has discovered something 
that bears on some philosophical question. In spite of the fact that I have looked, I 
have not found any such research. I doubt that it will be found. 

Moreover, considering the method by which many contemporary moral philosophers present 
and defend their well-being theories, it seems plausible that methodological non-naturalism is a 
common position. Take for example the well-known well-being theories by Crisp (2006b), Kraut 
(2007), and Hurka (1993): they all proceed by traditional conceptual reflection to figure out what 
characterises human well-being. Hersch (2022: part 3) and Alexandrova (2017) share the impres-
sion that a significant number of (moral) philosophers endorse some form of methodological non-
naturalism with regards to characterising well-being theories. See also Fumagalli’s discussion of 
what he calls ‘theory-based approaches’ (Fumagalli 2022).
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By contrast, since methodological non-naturalists would take well-being theo-
rising to be essentially conceptual in nature, they would often take the goal of 
well-being theories to present necessary and sufficient conditions for something 
to count as well-being. According to the methodological non-naturalist, a central 
epistemic virtue of a well-being theory would be resistance to counter-examples. 

The distinction between methodological naturalism and non-naturalism in 
characterising well-being theory is further supported by the way in which it 
relates to Hersch’s (2022) distinction between well-being coherentism and foun-
dationalism. According to well-being coherentism, beliefs about well-being are 
justified when they cohere with other mutually supportive beliefs about well-
being. By contrast, well-being foundationalism is the view that beliefs about 
well-being are justified only with reference to some basic truths about well-being 
(Hersch 2022: part 3). Hersch argues that well-being coherentism should be devel-
oped along the lines of Chang’s notion of ‘epistemic iteration’ (Chang 2004; see 
also our Section 3.4). Thus, coherentism embodies the epistemological outlook 
of construct validation and the openness to correlation-based theory-revision. 

This suggests that methodological non-naturalism would often pair up with 
foundationalism (which is clearly Hersch’s impression). According to method-
ological non-naturalism, there is an asymmetric dependency: Characterising the-
ories constrain measurements, but measures cannot constrain and decide basic 
theoretical questions. According to methodological non-naturalism, character-
ising well-being theories are immune to empirical revision. By contrast, from 
the perspective of methodological naturalism, characterising well-being theories 
should cohere with our measurements and be open to empirical revision. 

Summing up, where the methodological naturalist would ask “given insights 
from all these different ways to study well-being, what is well-being?”, the meth-
odological non-naturalist would say “given that well-being is x, all these other 
supposed ways to study well-being are actually studying something different”.

3.3. Methodological Non-Naturalism and Openness to Theory-
Revision

Methodological non-naturalism cannot accept that characterising well-being the-
ories are open to revision based on correlations in survey data (although it can 
allow that associative theories are open to such revision). Consequently, method-
ological non-naturalism is incompatible with construct validation procedures as 
a way to respond to well-being measurement scepticism.

Maybe the conflict between these validation procedures and methodologi-
cal non-naturalism is only apparent. One could object that since data always 
underdetermines one’s choice of theory, empirical data never rationally forces 
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one to adjust one’s theory. Correlation-based openness to theory-revision is so 
inconsequential that methodological non-naturalism can take it on board easily. 
Following this line of thought, the methodological non-naturalist might stress 
that construct validation never unambiguously demands theory-revision, and 
that methodological non-naturalism is in fact compatible with this validation 
procedure. In other words, since construct validation proceeds holistically by 
adjusting measurement scales and underlying theory in parallel, it is always a 
judgement call whether the involved scale or the theory should be the target of 
revision: the mismatch between data and theory might in principle be explained 
away by faulty measurement scales and measurement noise (Duhem 1914/1954). 
With this in mind, one could adopt holism about testing (Quine 1951) and claim 
that no observation can ever ‘demand’ a revision of one’s well-being theory. 

This objection does not work. As stressed above, even though it is true that 
validation procedures do not necessarily demand theory-revision in any given 
situation, validation demands that theories are open to a revision based on cor-
relational data—meaning, at least, that researchers must provide reasons for not 
revising their theories in the light of inconsistent correlational patterns. In other 
words, as conflicting evidence piles up by means of well-tested measurement 
scales, at some point it might be most rational to revise one’s theory.15 Dogma-
tism about one’s theory would be untrue to the spirit of construct validation and 
rob the procedures of their relevance as an answer to well-being measurement 
scepticism.16 Given the absence of a theory-neutral direct access to the target 
attribute, we need to remain open to revision of our characterising well-being 
theories: that is how we can gain confidence that our theories are actually con-
ceptualising the attribute properly and that our scales are actually measuring a 
real phenomenon.

However, this is exactly the kind of openness to a correlation-based revision 
of characterising well-being theories that a methodological non-naturalist would 
find mistaken. Recall how methodological non-naturalism considers well-being 
to be profoundly connected to value theoretical and moral questions and the 
associated philosophical methodology. Unless a convincing argument is pro-
vided prior to the presentation of the procedures of construct validation, many 
moral philosophers would most likely be reluctant to accept that characterising 
well-being theories should be open to an empirically justified theory-revision. 

15. There are important examples of theory-revision due to observation of correlational pat-
terns—for instance, in intelligence research (Jensen 1987), in emotion research (Barrett 2006), in 
research on implicit attitudes (Feest 2020), and in cognitive motor neuroscience (Grünbaum & 
Christensen 2020).

16. One might back up this claim with arguments to the effect that radical holism about test-
ing leads to irrationality (Laudan 1990) or arguments showing that that auxiliary claims and mea-
surement scales often can or have undergone independent testing (Chang 2004; Sober 1999).
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Many value theorists and moral philosophers would probably view the empiri-
cal openness to revision in construct validation as an inappropriate way to blend 
descriptive (patterns of correlational results) and normative matters (ideas of 
what has non-instrumental value in life).

Methodological non-naturalism is incompatible with the kind of openness 
of characterising well-being theories that is involved in construct validation and 
which is required for validation procedures to be an answer to measurement 
scepticism. The important implication of this is that construct validation does 
not work as a reply to well-being measurement scepticism if such scepticism is 
motivated on grounds of methodological non-naturalism. In such a case, the rel-
evant sceptic would not accept that construct validation could increase our con-
fidence in measuring well-being since this increase presupposes that our char-
acterising well-being theories are open to revision based on correlational data. 

One reasonable question now becomes whether well-being measurement 
scepticism as motivated by methodological non-naturalism is a plausible posi-
tion and whether any authors occupy it. The answer is ‘yes’—in short, because 
there appears to be a straightforward connection between methodological non-
naturalism and measurement scepticism. Take the following two considerations. 

First, contemporary authors explicitly articulating a form of well-being mea-
surement scepticism often endorse methodological non-naturalism with respect 
to characterising well-being theories. For example, Hausman (2011: 141) explic-
itly endorses a characterising well-being theory similar to that of Kraut’s (2007), 
which takes well-being to consist in flourishing. Hausman’s way of determining 
that this is the correct characterising well-being theory relies on a non-natural-
ist methodology: his identification of well-being with flourishing is motivated 
by philosophical reflection, not by examination of correlational patterns or any 
other common scientific procedure (see for example the reasoning in Hausman 
2011: 64, 130).

Second, methodological non-naturalism would in many cases make well-
being measurement scepticism a natural position. If one reasons in accordance 
with the schema “given that well-being is x, all these other supposed ways to 
study well-being are actually studying something different”, measures that are 
not measuring x are not measuring well-being at all. Take the example of Feld-
man (2010) who accepts a form of methodological non-naturalism and explicitly 
expresses a form of measurement scepticism with considerable scope (Feldman 
2010: 235): 

While I recognize that all of these are genuine sources of worry concern-
ing these Satisfaction with Life Domain test instruments, I think the prob-
lem runs far deeper. I think the problem is that, even if all the wrinkles 
could be ironed out, any such instrument would still be measuring the 
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wrong thing. That is, the test instrument would not be measuring happi-
ness [or well-being].

White’s (2013) measurement scepticism is also motivated by his endorsement of 
methodological non-naturalism.

In general, methodological non-naturalism often aligns with some form of 
well-being measurement scepticism with regards to the current supply of well-
being scales. If one is an invariantist (to use Alexandrova’s terminology) in the 
sense that one and only one characterising well-being theory is true (say, some 
version of hedonism), then one will tend to be sceptic towards the ability of 
scales inspired by any other characterising well-being theory (say, objective list 
theory) to measure well-being (at least of their ability to measure well-being in 
any direct way). 

Importantly, this is not to say that an invariantist methodological non-nat-
uralist necessarily will be sceptical towards any scientific measurement of well-
being. She might indeed be very positive towards measurements of well-being 
inspired by the characterising well-being theory that she supports. Neither is 
it to say that such an invariantist will find well-being scales inspired by other 
theories totally useless—such an invariantist could think that these scales mea-
sured well-being in an indirect way. All we suggest is that there are likely links 
between methodological non-naturalism and well-being measurement scep-
ticism, not that there is any strict implication. Considering the fact that many 
moral philosophers appear to be methodological non-naturalists (e.g., Crisp 
2006a; 2006b; Kraut 2007; Hurka 1993), it therefore seems reasonable to expect 
that moral philosophy contains several well-being measurement sceptics who 
endorse scepticism on methodological non-naturalist grounds. 

With the above points in mind, well-being measurement scepticism moti-
vated by a form of methodological non-naturalism is an important and plau-
sible position. Given the assumption that methodological non-naturalism cannot 
accept empirical openness to theory revision, it is clear that construct validation 
is not a neutral common ground on which to refute measurement scepticism. 
Construct validation can serve as a successful answer to measurement scepti-
cism only if both the sceptic and the non-sceptic about well-being measurement 
accept methodological naturalism.

3.4. The Need for a Further Argument

Suppose that one accepts well-being measurement scepticism on methodologi-
cal non-naturalistic grounds. Given this assumption, an argument against mea-
surement scepticism would need to provide a further argument for why char-
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acterising well-being theories should be open to a correlation-based revision as 
required by construct validation. That is, we would need to show that method-
ological non-naturalists should accept the right form of openness to correlation-
based theory-revision. In the following, we discuss two possible ways to pro-
vide such an argument and conclude that both are begging the question against 
methodological non-naturalism. 

 (a) Alexandrova (2017: xl) has introduced a distinction between high-level 
and mid-level theories of well-being. High-level well-being theories are theories 
as known from traditional moral philosophy—such as hedonism, preference-
satisfaction theory, and objective list theory. Such theories specify what non-
derivatively or ultimately makes a person’s life go well, they apply to humans 
in general, and consider the whole of an individual’s life (Parfit 1984: app. I). By 
contrast, mid-level theories of well-being are theories that state what well-being 
consists in for a specific kind of individual (e.g., one mid-level theory might 
specify what well-being is for children, while another specifies it for cancer 
patients). Such theories state what is good for individuals in virtue of these indi-
viduals being members of a specific group. Mid-level theories might draw upon 
elements from multiple different high-level theories. A criterion specific to mid-
level theories is that they must be translatable into measurement procedures. 
According to Alexandrova (2017), philosophical theories are typically high-level 
theories, while the characterising well-being theories used in psychology and 
economics are mid-level theories.  

The distinction between high-level and mid-level theories would enable the 
reply that only mid-level theories should be open to correlation-based revision, 
while high-level theories should be immune to this kind of revision (Alexan-
drova seems to hold such a view, 2017: part 5.3). Hence, the suggestion would be 
that correlational patterns should only inform us on how to theorise about what 
well-being consists in for a specific group of individuals, not for human beings 
in general. By making this distinction between levels of well-being theories, it 
seems possible to hold a position that preserves both the intuitions of immunity 
and the openness to a correlation-based revision of characterising well-being 
theories. 

Should the methodological non-naturalist accept that characterising well-
being theories at the middle-level are open to empirically based theory-revision? 
Probably not. Arguing for the appropriateness of only mid-level theory-revision 
requires a further argument in addition to simply highlighting the two levels of 
well-being theorising, and such an argument appears to beg the question against 
the methodological non-naturalist. Consider the following two stances on high-
level well-being theories. 

First, assume that a person is a high-level invariantist with respect to well-
being theories, if she thinks that one, and only one, of the high-level theories is 
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true (Crisp 2006a and 2006b is an invariantist with regards to hedonism, whereas 
Kraut 2007 is with regards to flourishing). Assume moreover that this invari-
antist is a methodological non-naturalist and further that she thinks that any 
justification of a well-being theory should follow a foundationalist procedure 
according to which the fundamental elements of the specific high-level theory 
that is true should be imported into the mid-level theory (this seems reasonable, 
since this specific high-level theory is viewed as the only true view of the funda-
mental nature of well-being). 

Given the foundationalist procedure of this high-level invariantist, the invari-
antist would argue that correlational patterns are of only very limited relevance 
to the evaluation of mid-level theories. That is, correlational patterns could be 
of use only if the relevant competing mid-level theories were all based on the 
specific high-level theory taken to be true by the invariantist (that is, such pat-
terns would only be of relevance in relation to an ‘internal competition’ between 
different mid-level versions stemming from the same higher-level theory). Fur-
thermore, the invariantist might argue, if the competing mid-level theories were 
based upon different high-level theories (a kind of ‘external competition’), the 
selection between them should be made in virtue of the high-level theory that 
figured as the foundation of the mid-level theory. The mid-level theory with 
the correct high-level inspiration would come out as a winner no matter what 
correlational patterns supported it compared to other mid-level theories. Con-
sequently, the high-level invariantist could state that correlational patterns of 
survey data could never decide the main elements of mid-level theories, though 
they might play a role in deciding how one should translate the correct high-
level theory into a suitable mid-level theory. That is, from the perspective of 
a methodological non-naturalist invariantist about well-being, a characterising 
mid-level theory could only be open to empirically based theory-revision in the 
sense of finding the right translation from high-level to mid-level theory; it could 
never be open to empirically based theory-revision in the sense of playing a role 
in specifying what well-being is.

Second, assume that a person is a high-level variantist in the sense that she 
thinks that one needs to draw on more than one of the high-level theories to 
understand the nature of well-being (Alexandrova seems to endorse this kind of 
pluralism, 2017: 45). Yet, despite being a variantist, she might still be a method-
ological non-naturalist also in relation to mid-level theories. That is, she thinks 
that since mid-level theories are theories of what makes a specific group of 
individuals’ lives go best with respect to them being members of this group, 
the method to arrive at plausible mid-level theories is the same as arriving at 
high-level theories (namely by the method of systematic reflection using basic 
intuitions, thought-experiments, and counter-examples). Put differently, even 
though the variantist is open to deciding between different mid-level theories 
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with different high-level inspirations, she might take the very nature of well-
being theorising to be of such a kind that this decision is not to be justified by 
correlational patterns of survey data (as required by construct validation), but by 
conceptual analysis.

With the above in mind, it is clear that simply stressing the distinction 
between different levels of well-being theories should not convince the method-
ological non-naturalist to be open to empirically based theory-revision. Both a 
high-level invariantist and a high-level variantist could be methodological non-
naturalists and insist that the correctness of mid-level theories should be decided 
by conceptual analysis and not by a coherentist procedure open to theory-revi-
sion. The use of correlational patterns as an evidence source for mid-level well-
being theorising requires another argument and this argument must address the 
basic disagreement about the methodology and epistemology of characterising 
well-being theories.

(b) The second way to provide an independent argument to address the non-
naturalist’s rejection of the openness to theory-revision would more explicitly 
follow a coherentist line and argue that to ensure scientific progress in the sci-
ence of well-being, characterising well-being theories must be open to revision 
justified by correlational patterns. 

First, one might point to what Hersch (2022) calls ‘the coordination problem’. 
This refers to the problem of coordinating and integrating the knowledge gained 
in the philosophy of well-being and in the science of well-being, implying that 
the theories and methods of each domain can benefit from each other. It seems 
reasonable to say that for the ambition of coordination to be satisfied, charac-
terising well-being theories must be open to revision justified by correlational 
patterns.       

Second, one might use the notion of epistemic iteration by Chang (2004). The 
basic idea is that scientific progress is ensured by an epistemic process in which 
one adopts a certain system of knowledge (in our case, a set of beliefs and mea-
surement procedures about well-being). This system is then utilised in accor-
dance with two primary commitments. First, one uses it under a principle of 
respect (the idea that the system is an achievement and should not be discarded, 
unless a better system is in fact available). Second, one uses it under the impera-
tive of progress (the idea that the system is not correct and needs improvement). 
In this sense, construct validation is a process of epistemic iteration. That is, (a) 
one adopts a system of knowledge (a theory and a related scale), (b) one applies 
it and corrects it by revising the scale and theory on the basis of correlational pat-
terns (as well as other sources of data and theoretical development), (c) the steps 
are iterated and the result is a progressively optimised system of knowledge of 
what well-being is and how to measure it. Hence, one could argue that charac-
terising well-being should be open to revision justified by correlational patterns, 
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since this is crucial to ensure that the theorising about well-being follow the 
general and plausible view of epistemic progress as characterised by epistemic 
iteration.

Again, this kind of reasoning begs the question by assuming a specific kind 
of methodological and epistemological outlook on well-being theorising.17 
According to the methodological non-naturalist, the coordination problem is not 
to be solved by philosophical theories being revisable on the ground of empirical 
results. This would not count as any progress in understanding what well-being 
is. Instead, progress would be made if scales were better designed in relation to 
the most plausible characterising well-being theories—theories developed using 
the standard methods of (moral) philosophy. Moreover, such a non-naturalist 
could remain unimpressed by the reference to epistemic iteration. She might 
stress that such epistemic iteration might have worked for measurements of 
physical phenomena, for example temperature or mass, but since well-being is 
a phenomenon with a decisive evaluative dimension, the iteration approach is 
inappropriate here.  

It is not a trivial task to provide an independent argument for the openness 
to empirically based theory-revision of characterising well-being theories that 
does not beg the question against methodological non-naturalism. However, if 
construct validation is to work as an answer to measurement scepticism moti-
vated on methodological non-naturalist grounds, it must provide exactly such 
an argument.

4. Methodological Non-Naturalism and Further Implications

Endorsing methodological non-naturalism about well-being is not without 
problems. Let us briefly examine two interesting implications of accepting the 
position. 

First, accepting methodological non-naturalism would have consequences 
for our understanding of the possible roles of construct validation in the sci-
ence of well-being. Since non-naturalism implies that openness to a correlation-
based revision of characterising well-being theories is inappropriate, construct 
validation could not help us in any way with figuring out what the fundamental 
nature of well-being is. Construct validation could only inform us on our abil-
ity to measure phenomena associated to well-being. For example, consider the 
construct validation as carried out by Arthaud-Day et al. (2005) who, as already 
mentioned, examined the tripartite theory (Diener et al. 1997). Since, given meth-

17. For instance, Hassoun (2019) and Fumagalli (2022) would most likely raise concerns about 
this coherentist spirit of theory-revision.
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odological non-naturalism, confirmation of the tripartite theory by correlational 
data could only be a confirmation of the theory as an associative theory, all the 
procedures of construct validation could tell us is something about how self-
reports of affect and cognitive evaluation of one’s life are related to each other. 
Since the informational and justificatory traffic only goes in one direction (from 
philosophical specification of what well-being is to empirical measurements), 
construct validation could only play a role in helping us understand how best to 
measure what we already know to be well-being. It could not play a real role in 
the specification of the nature of well-being  

Second, these considerations point to a more general implication of meth-
odological non-naturalism: namely, that such a position divorces philosophi-
cal theorising about the nature of well-being from the science of well-being. By 
embracing methodological non-naturalism and providing characterising well-
being theories with immunity to an empirically based revision, we separate phi-
losophy from the empirical investigation of well-being and hinder any use of sci-
entific procedures to answer measurement scepticism about well-being. Given 
widespread disagreement among methodological non-naturalists about the cor-
rect characterising theory of well-being, methodological non-naturalism seems 
like an unattractive theoretical point of departure for any attempt to measure 
well-being directly. Given the importance of measurements of well-being for the 
design and evaluation of social policies and interventions, this would appear to 
be unfortunate.

It begins to look like the nature of well-being as a graded phenomenon and 
the imperative to empirically measure it in order to evaluate policies force a 
kind of dilemma upon us. If we adopt methodological naturalism about well-
being theorising, we have a way to answer well-being measurement scepti-
cism. Methodological naturalism implies that developing characterising well-
being theories is a task also for science. This implies an openness to data driven 
revision of characterising well-being theories, which is unacceptable for many 
value theorists and moral philosophers. It would fundamentally neglect the 
normative dimension of well-being. If we adopt methodological non-natu-
ralism, we can preserve the fundamental normative character of well-being. 
Methodological non-naturalism implies that developing characterising well-
being theories is solely a task for philosophy. This choice implies a separa-
tion of philosophy and science. Consequently, measurement scepticism cannot 
be answered by reference to traditional scientific procedures, like construct 
validation. 

Ideally, the design, choice, and evaluation of social policies and interven-
tions should be informed by whether they provide members a given population 
with more or less well-being. Such policy-making and policy-evaluation would 
be greatly facilitated by objective measurements of well-being. Well-being mea-
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surement scepticism presents us with an important challenge to this ideal. Meet-
ing this challenge requires us to explicate basic methodological assumptions 
about the grounds on which the scepticism is articulated and countered. The 
basic challenge to the methodological naturalist’s reply to well-being measure-
ment scepticism is to demonstrate that well-being is a measurable psychological 
attribute just like personality traits and intelligence. However, many philoso-
phers would object that well-being has substantial and irreducible evaluative 
dimensions. The basic challenge to the methodological non-naturalist is that the 
position has no convincing answers to well-being measurement scepticism. The 
consequence would seem to be that measures of well-being could not justifiably 
feed into our choice of social policies and interventions.

To be sure, the person who is whole-heartedly committed to either method-
ological naturalism or non-naturalism would see no dilemma here. The choice 
would be straightforward for her. Yet, we suspect that many philosophers would 
be hesitant to take position on this issue, especially in the light of the above-men-
tioned dilemma like situation.

5. Conclusion

We can conclude that the psychometric procedures of construct validation can 
be used to answer well-being measurement scepticism only if this scepticism is 
motivated on methodological naturalist grounds. This is clear since construct 
validation both as a set of general psychometric procedures and as a reply to 
measurement scepticism requires that characterising well-being theories are 
open to a correlation-based revision—an openness the methodological non-nat-
uralist cannot accept. We have moreover argued that it seems difficult to provide 
an independent argument for the appropriateness of this openness that does not 
beg the question against methodological non-naturalism. Finally, we suggested 
that both methodological naturalism and non-naturalism comes with implica-
tions that could be perceived as unattractive. Methodological naturalism about 
well-being theorising implies an openness to revision of characterising well-
being theories based on survey data, whereas methodological non-naturalism 
implies a methodological separation of the science of well-being and the philoso-
phy of well-being.
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