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WHY HAPPINESS, WHY YOUNG PEOPLE?

Young people’s happiness has had a prominent position in the media of late; 2016 has seen
numerous headlines claiming young people today are the unhappiest they’ve ever been, with
social media and technology often cast as the villain. There is always mileage in claiming that
young people have hit a low point, and there always seems to be a study to make that point. But
for every ‘bad news’ story there’s a headline saying just the opposite – that young people are
happier than previous generations of teens, wrongly demonised by the media, and having their
lives enriched by technology.

2CV’s Social Practice often explore the more sensitive issues in life. In the past few months alone
we have explored: debt, mental health, deprivation, cancer, childhood obesity, STIs and life on
benefits to name but a few. We decided to take on teenage happiness as our next challenge and
uncover the truth behind the headlines; How happy are the young people of today - the adults of
tomorrow - and how can we help this ‘always on’ generation find their way to happiness in an ever-
changing, online world?

A snapshot of some of 2016’s headlines:



OUR APPROACH

Happiness, or more specifically unhappiness, remains something of a taboo topic. For young
people especially, there is so much pressure to appear happy all the time, so we needed to draw
on behavioural science techniques to strip back some of these public-facing layers in order to truly
get to the heart of young people and their happiness.

We also felt it essential to draw on the existing body of knowledge within the area of positive
psychology. The foundation of our approach drew inspiration from the work of Martin Seligman
(the founding father of optimism and positive psychology) and in particular, his 7 traits of happy
people; 7 behavioural and personality based traits shown to be key components of happiness. We
used the Fordyce scale in our questionnaire which is shown to correlate with daily affect and life
satisfaction.

Our approach combined a mix of quantitative and qualitative techniques; the methodology paired
empirically proven quantitative scales with innovative behaviour science questioning and digital
qualitative techniques to ensure we captured key aspects of young peoples’ lives and happiness, as
and when they happened.

QUANTITATIVE QUALITATIVE

14 young 
people 

from across 
the country

Week-long auto-
ethnographies

Using Momento
Heartbeat

500 young people

Integrated behavioural science 
techniques, to try to elicit 
impulsive, implicit feelings

HOW?

All 16-18 
years

Equal gender split | All 16 - 18

Equal 
gender split

Representative 
of UK population

10 minute mobile 
enabled survey



SO HOW HAPPY ARE YOUNG PEOPLE?

Overall, we found that young people are largely happy – mostly sitting at high (44%) or mid-levels
(43%) of happiness. Within happiness, most young people peaked at ‘pretty happy’, described as
‘Sprits high, feeling good’ on our descriptive 11-point scale drawn from the Fordyce Emotions
Questionnaire (which ranges from extremely happy to extremely unhappy).

However, there’s a small but significant minority who are unhappy. And our analysis of this group
showed some worrying characteristics, which you’ll hear more of later on in this report.

Despite these levels, it’s important to note that this is a snapshot in time, and particularly during
teen years, happiness can very hugely from one moment to the next, with both large and small
factors playing a role.

Happiness is most fragile at the point of transition. We found that unhappiness levels increase
markedly between the ages of 17- 18. Approaching adulthood brings about changes to self and
changes in personal environment: leaving school, starting to work or going to university brings
about increasing levels of responsibility, at the same time some of young people’s support
networks and friendships groups fall away.

Yet they are still driven by many of the most fundamental urges: to be part of the crowd, to be
accepted by their peers, and it’s at this age we see higher levels of isolation and lack of
companionship experienced. Our research revealed a bigger gap between 18 year olds happiness
levels and the levels they believe their friends would ascribe to them, vs. 16-17 year olds where the
external view and their internal view were more closely matched.

“Everybody has the real them, and the person that 
they present to the world. For some people, the 
gap between the two is narrow. For some people 
the gap is big. The space between those two 
people is where mental health issues arise, so the 
wider the gap, the bigger the chance that 
something’s going to happen.” 
Natasha Devon, former government advisor on 
children’s mental health



LOOKING AT THE WORLD THROUGH THE 
LENS OF YOUNG PEOPLE

One key learning from our time in the social sphere, is that young people see the world differently 
to adults. For this reason, we approached Martin Seligman’s foundation with open and curious 
minds as to how this framework of happiness manifests among young people.

A thirst for independence

Independence is a key goal for young people – but few really know
what it entails or how to achieve it. Our previous work with
organisations like MAS and StreetGames has shown an almost
overnight change that happens when turning 18; suddenly young
people are expected to take on real responsibility and this can be
very overwhelming, especially as levels of support seem to fall
away quite quickly, and ‘independence’ suddenly becomes more
than just setting your own curfew.

Young people are going through a huge range of transitions in a
relatively small space of time; leaving school, leaving home,
starting work – everything is changing – and they are very
aware of the fact that the decisions they make at this time have
the potential to change their lives forever. In an age of great
choice and opportunity, this can lead to anxiety about whether
they are making the ‘right’ choice.

The future is tangible

Self-image is still important

Other people’s opinions matter

This is perhaps the point in time where other people’s opinions
matter most. Be that friends, parents, authority figures – what
other people think exerts an influence that is not experienced
as keenly later in life. Not only are they trying to find their
independence in the world, there is still an overwhelming need
to continue to be ‘part of the crowd’.

Young people are constantly maintaining what 2CV coined
‘brand me’ - the personal brand they present to the world, a
public character which is acceptable, interesting, compelling,
and fits in with what people expect of them. This constant cycle
of misrepresentation and exaggeration no doubt contributes to
the pressure felt among young people & perception that others
are happier than them.



HOW DO THE 7 TRAITS MANIFEST AMONG 
YOUNG PEOPLE?

So what makes young people happy, and is it really different to adults? Do the 7 traits of happy
people encompass the unique needs of young people in 2016? 2CV discovered that they do apply,
but there are unique nuances to consider…

TRAIT 1 – RELATIONSHIPS

Undoubtedly one of the most important traits - a strong support system is positively correlated
with higher levels of happiness among young people. But the old saying ‘quality over quantity’
remains true; it’s not about big friendship groups, but having at least one person who they can
share their innermost feelings with, without fear of judgement. And spending quality time with
people in person still reigns supreme; online relationships have their role in young people’s social
lives but spending physical time with others has the greatest impact on happiness.

Over half of 16-18 year 
olds with low levels of 
happiness claim they 
have nobody to share 
personal feelings with 

when needed

Sadly, 80% of 
those with low 

levels of happiness 
also feel isolated 

from others



TRAIT 2 – FLOW

Flow is described as a time when you totally lose yourself in an activity – it provides a challenge,
but not so much that you feel out of your depth. Just enough to keep you engaged, focussed and
fully immersed. Although not always considered a key driver of happiness on reflection, it does
have a positive impact on affect in-the-moment. Interestingly, flow was something experienced by
many young people, regardless of happiness levels. They’re accessing this through hobbies, sports
and passions, and when harnessed through a productive activity it allows them to tap into other
positive traits such as self-confidence, progression, achievement and finding a like-minded
community.

72% 
have an activity that allows 

them to totally immerse 
into a state of flow… and 
this remains high across 

happiness groups

“I look forward to swimming every 
day that it’s on. It’s such a booster 
for my emotion. I’ve had days that I 
feel bad – but I go swimming and it 
just makes me happy. It’s given me 
more confidence because I’ve seen 
how I’ve got better and it gives me 
motivation to do more things”



TRAIT 3 – PROGRESSION AND ACHIEVEMENT

An adaptation of Seligman’s original trait, defined as ‘strengths and virtues’ – knowing your
strengths and being able to put these to use. This manifests differently among young people who
are still in the process of discovering their strengths, and we found that any opportunity to feel like
they are progressing and achieving something helps them to develop an understanding of their
strengths, boosts happiness, and makes the transitions they are experiencing that bit easier. This
can be a sticking point for some young people, who don’t feel they have the resources to progress.

Young people are making constant measurements of success. Focused on self-image and other
people’s opinions, they want to know where they are compared to where they want to be, and
where others think they should be.

3 in 4 of those with 
the highest levels of 
happiness are aware 

of and use their 
strengths and virtues

Vs. just 1 in 4 low 
happiness youths



TRAIT 4 – BELONGING AND ACCEPTANCE

A nuanced interpretation of Seligman’s ‘Spiritual engagement and meaning’ unique to young people
is a general need to belong; to feel accepted by a community of like-minded people. It’s clear this is
an area that young people struggle, and the absence of this has a huge impact on unhappiness. This
is particularly key for girls, who put greater emphasis on belonging and community, and is
challenged further at points of transition when existing ‘tribes’ can drop away rapidly.

TRAIT 5 – POSITIVE MINDSET

Having optimism, the glass being half full, finding small pleasures in life; a positive mindset is a
hugely protective behaviour. But for young people, anxiety about an uncertain future can override
this and make it difficult to see the positives in challenging situations. For some, a positive mindset
is a natural tendency that helps stabilise happiness, but for others it’s more of a challenge and can
feel like a fight to stay positive when times get tough.

Half of all young people do 
not feel that they belong to 

a group or community of 
like-minded people – rising 

to 3 in 4 youths with low 
general happiness

Over half of 16-18 year 
olds feel uncertain or 
anxious about their 
future – rising to a 

concerning 93%  among 
those with low happiness



TRAIT 6 – EXERCISE

Exercise makes you happy. It’s a fact that has been proved time and time again. But exercise
provides happiness for young people in many ways; physiologically their endorphins are fired and
mood is lifted, emotionally they feel they are doing something positive for their bodies and it
creates motivation to achieve other goals, and it provides opportunities to tap into other positive
traits like progression and confidence. Young people acknowledge that movement generates
happiness, and actively seek regular opportunities to do this.

TRAIT 7 – CARING AND KINDNESS

Young people want to help others; it’s an aspiration and something they identify as being a source
of positivity in their lives. But there’s a conflict between wanting to give back, and not really
knowing how and feeling helpless to do so. Alongside this is an acknowledgement that this is the
time in life for investing in yourself; once they’ve identified their strengths and know how they can
help, then they can give something back to others. Currently, this trait is embodied through small
acts of kindness – supporting a friend, buying someone a coffee, or giving a positive compliment.

Wanting to help others can 
be polarising for 

youngsters; by creating an 
added pressure on 

themselves that they don’t 
feel like they can fulfil

Many young people 
are active, with 2/3 

exercising weekly – but 
this drops to less than 
half among those with 

low happiness

Boys have a dual benefit 
of being both more 

active and more likely to 
be exercising with others

– and subsequently are 
more likely to feel part of 

a community



REIMAGINING THE HAPPINESS 
CHARACTERISTICS

Undeniably, all of these 7 traits play a huge role in young people’s happiness. But they don’t all
hold equal weight and some are less influential in isolation. Using driver’s analysis and overlaying
this with qualitative insight, we are able to identify which of these are most influential.

At the very heart of young people’s happiness is Relationships, Belonging and Positive Mindset;
they need to feel supported, accepted and excited about the imminent changes in their future.

Embodying other traits - such as Flow, Progression & Achievement, Exercise and Kindness - will
undoubtedly help boost happiness further but are less impactful without the core traits.

Looking at the 7 traits in this way we can identify the areas young people need most support, and
ultimately help them access the inner circle of happiness.



WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR THE FUTURE 
OF HAPPINESS?

So, is the next generation of young adults less happy? Are the media stories true? We don’t have 
all the answers from this research, but we can say that there’s more to the media headlines than 
meets the eye. Here are our key learnings from this fascinating exploration of young people’s 
happiness:

1. Just being asked about their happiness makes young people happy

One surprising outcome of this research was the amount of spontaneous, positive feedback we got 
from our young participants; just having an opportunity to truly express themselves made them far 
more aware and more grateful for their levels of happiness. So why not ask them how they feel, 
and really listen to the answer?

“I really enjoyed 
focusing on the things I 
feel grateful for”

2. The online world is often positive and reassuring

It’s all too easy to fear and judge the things we don’t fully understand - social media has never
been as engrained in people’s lives as it is for this generation. It’s always been a part of their social
world and is just another setting for them to discover and explore relationships. It provides
avenues for them to find support and acceptance from a wider circle, and there is pleasure and
familiarity in being part of a larger conversation. Rather than demonising social media and
technology, we need to recognise its importance in building relationships and maintaining a sense
of belonging.

“You don’t need to 
be in the same 
room as long as the 
communication is 
honest and open”  

“I loved doing this.  It made 
me think exactly how I was 
feeling, and made me focus 
on what I cared about”



3. But it can be hard to stay positive when everyone seems happier than you

Although the online world can be a positive influence, sometimes ‘Brand Me’ can become too
pervasive and at times it can be difficult for young people to remember what’s real, when filtering
through someone’s social media feed. The permanent exposure to the perfection of other people’s
lives can be hard to navigate, especially when feeling vulnerable, so they may need gentle
reminders that the happy people they see online are only one dimension of people’s lives.

“If I’m down or 
something, I tend to 
act even happier on 
Facebook”

4. The most profound happiness is often built on the smaller things in life

Flow, achievement, progression are all pillars of happiness, but simple pleasures can’t be
overlooked. There may be nothing more important than giving young people the opportunity to be
happy whenever they can; the more opportunity they have to enjoy the smaller things, the happier
they are. The happier they are, the more likely they are to positively focus on making the big
changes. These big changes may just be the key to a happier society.


