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A Reformed Division of Labour for the Science of Well-Being 
 
 

Abstract  
 

This paper provides a critical evaluation of leading theory-based, evidence-based and 
coherentist approaches to the definition and the measurement of well-being. It then 
articulates a reformed division of labour for the science of well-being and argues that this 
reformed division of labour overcomes all the major challenges faced by theory-based 
approaches while circumventing all the major challenges faced by evidence-based and 
coherentist approaches. 
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Over the last few decades, much empirical and theoretical work across philosophy and 
the empirical sciences has been devoted to the definition and the measurement of well-
being (e.g. Alexandrova, 2017, Fleurbaey, 2009, Hausman, 2012). However, widespread 
disagreements remain regarding both the definition and the measurement of well-being 
(e.g. Alexandrova, 2018, Fleurbaey and Adler, 2016, Hausman, 2015). In fact, rather 
different positions are advocated about what role philosophical theories and empirical 
findings should respectively play in the science of well-being. Three competing positions 
about this issue are especially prominent. Theory-based approaches (henceforth, TBAs) 
posit a sharp division of labour whereby philosophers should provide general theories of 
well-being, whereas empirical scientists should develop measures of well-being grounded 
on philosophers’ theories (e.g. Angner, 2011, Sobel, 1997, Sumner, 1996, Van der Deijl, 
2017). For their part, evidence-based approaches (henceforth, EBAs) hold that the 
science of well-being should be grounded on “direct measures” of well-being and take 
“as a prime objective the quantitative study of the determinants of well-being” (Layard, 
2010, 535; also Bernheim and Rangel, 2009, Bishop, 2015, Diener et al., 2009, Seaford, 
2011). Still differently, coherentist approaches (henceforth, CAs) hold that “we need to 
practice science and philosophy in a joined up manner” and that the science of well-being 
should work “both from below - the existing empirical base - and from above - the 
relevant [philosophical] theories, and then synthesizing the two” (Alexandrova, 2017, 
xlii; also Glimcher, 2010, Haybron and Tiberius, 2015, Loewenstein and Ubel, 2008).1 
 

 
1 I use the terms ‘well-being’ and ‘welfare’ interchangeably to indicate what is non-instrumentally 
good for a person (e.g. Griffin, 1986, Sumner, 1996). Also, I take theories of well-being to specify 
both which goods and experiences are non-instrumentally good for people and in virtue of what 
properties or features these goods and experiences are non-instrumentally good for people (e.g. 
Crisp, 2006, Lin, 2018). And I use the expression ‘science of well-being’ broadly to designate a 
wide range of empirical and theoretical studies that aim to identify adequate definitions and 
measures of well-being and to determine what role philosophical theories and empirical findings 
should respectively play in this interdisciplinary endeavor (e.g. Alexandrova, 2017, Fumagalli, 
2019, for a similar use of such expression). 
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The ongoing debate concerning the merits of these approaches has widespread 
implications not only for the definition and the measurement of well-being, but also for 
policy purposes. For different approaches support dissimilar definitions and measures of 
well-being (e.g. Adler, 2019, Fumagalli, 2013) and frequently have dissimilar policy 
implications (e.g. Fumagalli, 2016, Kahneman and Krueger, 2006). In this paper, I join 
the debate and argue that a radically modified version of TBAs - which I call reformed 
division of labour (henceforth, RDL) - overcomes all the major challenges faced by TBAs 
while circumventing all the major challenges faced by EBAs and CAs. This result does 
not per se exclude that the proponents of EBAs and CAs may improve or amend their 
approaches. Still, together with the major challenges that plague EBAs and CAs, it shifts 
the burden of justification on the proponents of those approaches. 
 
The paper proceeds as follows: 
 
- Section 2 outlines the main tenets of TBAs, which are widely endorsed by philosophers 
(e.g. Angner, 2011, Sobel, 1997, Sumner, 1996, Van der Deijl, 2017), and explicates three 
major challenges faced by these approaches, namely: the challenge from theoretical 
disagreements, the challenge from limited measurability and the challenge from construct 
pluralism;  
 
- Section 3 outlines the main tenets of EBAs, which are advocated by leading empirical 
scientists (e.g. Bernheim and Rangel, 2009, Bishop, 2015, Diener et al., 2009, Layard, 
2010, Seaford, 2011), and explicates three major challenges faced by these approaches, 
namely: the challenge from measurement divergences, the challenge from normative 
uninformativeness and the challenge from conceptual thickness; 
	
- Section 4 outlines the main tenets of CAs, which are advocated by prominent authors at 
the interface between philosophy and various empirical sciences (e.g. Alexandrova, 2017, 
Haybron and Tiberius, 2015, on psychology; Glimcher, 2010, Loewenstein and Ubel, 
2008, on neuroscience), and explicates three major challenges faced by these approaches, 
namely: the challenge from underdetermination, the challenge from disciplinary conflicts 
and the challenge from theoretical collapse; 
 
- Section 5 outlines the main tenets of RDL and explicates how RDL differs from - and 
arguably improves over - TBAs, EBAs and CAs. I shall argue for two claims of general 
interest concerning the relative merits of RDL and of these three competing approaches. 
On the one hand, RDL agrees with TBAs that philosophers should aim to provide general 
theories of well-being and that the science of well-being should be grounded on these 
theories, i.e. that what definitions and measures of well-being should be adopted primarily 
depends on such theories. As a result, RDL has more resources than EBAs and CAs to 
capture the many respects in which theoretical and value-laden presuppositions inform 
the definition and the measurement of well-being (e.g. Longino, 2002, Rolin, 2015, Wray, 
2002, on how some moral and political values may promote the attainment of scientific 
knowledge; also Douglas, 2013, Elliott and McKaughan, 2014, Steel, 2013, on various 
trade-offs between epistemic and non-epistemic values in assessing the risks involved in 
accepting uncertain empirical hypotheses for policy purposes). On the other hand, RDL 
agrees with EBAs and CAs that identifying adequate definitions and measures of well-
being typically requires researchers to rely on empirical findings. As a result, RDL 
provides both more empirically informed definitions and measures of well-being and 
more plausible policies’ welfare evaluations than TBAs. In particular, RDL overcomes 
the challenge from theoretical disagreements, the challenge from measurability and the 
challenge from construct pluralism faced by TBAs. 
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