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ABSTRACT: Hedonic adaptation has come to play a large role in wellbeing studies and in practical 
philosophy more generally. We argue that hedonic adaptation has been too closely assimilated to sensory 
adaptation. Sensation and selective attention do indeed play a role in adaptation; but so do judgment, 
articulation, contextualization and background assumptions, as well as coping strategies and features of 
one’s social and physical environment. Hence the notion of hedonic adaptation covers not a single 
uniform phenomenon, but a whole range of different processes and mechanisms. We present a taxonomy 
of different forms of hedonic adaptation, pointing especially to the importance of coping strategies and 
socially supported adaptation, which have been overlooked or misdescribed by adaptation theory, but 
implicitly recognized by empirical research. We further argue that the differences between types of 
adaptive processes have ramifications for normative theories. Adaptation can work both for good and 
for bad, depending on the psychological and contextual details. Acknowledging the many forms of 
hedonic adaptation, and the ubiquitous role of mutual adjustments of values, standards of judgment, 
emotional tendencies, behaviour and environmental factors in achieving wellbeing also gives support to 
a more complex and dynamic view of wellbeing as such.  
 
KEY WORDS: Hedonic adaptation; wellbeing; happiness; normative implications of psychological theorizing and 
empirical findings  
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1. Introduction 

The notion of hedonic adaptation has come to play a large and varied role in happiness 

and wellbeing studies.1 It has become important not just to the philosophy of wellbeing, 

but also to those broader fields in philosophy that rely on assumptions about the nature 

of, or conditions for, human wellbeing, like ethics and political philosophy. The idea that 

people adapt, with time, to positive as well as negative events or conditions, and so return 

to a certain baseline of wellbeing or happiness, is intriguing, and has provoked a variety of 

responses. It has been taken to show the futility of welfare policies and interventions or 

the need for such policies and interventions to give priority to enjoyments that are 

supposedly not subject to adaptation (Binder 2010, 185). But it has also been perceived as 

so counterintuitive, in some cases also as so morally repugnant (Cudd 2015), as to reveal 

the inadequacy of the subjective notions of wellbeing on which it is based. It has been 

seen as demonstrating the shortcomings of life- or preference-satisfaction measures of 

welfare, with some arguing that more objective measures are needed (e.g. Sen 1980) and 

others opting for a purely mental state view of happiness (Haybron 2008). It has, 

moreover, been extensively debated how robust the evidence for adaptation actually is 

(Sheldon and Lucas 2014).   

 In the following, we will argue that the notion of hedonic adaptation covers not a 

single uniform phenomenon, but a whole range of, in some respects quite different, 

processes and mechanisms. We will further argue that the differences between kinds and 

manifestations of adaptive processes have ramifications for normative theories. Just as 

there is more than one kind of adaptation, there is no single definite conclusion as to how 

it should constrain or otherwise influence theorizing about wellbeing. Our focus, however, 

	
1 We shall use the expressions ”happiness” and ”wellbeing” more or less interchangeably, as they often 
are in the empirical literature, where ”wellbeing” usually means subjective wellbeing. When it comes to 
discussing the philosophical implications for normative evaluation and theorizing about “the nature of 
wellbeing”, we may occasionally use “wellbeing” to refer to whatever is seen as ultimately good for a 
person, as it usually is in the philosophical literature.  
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will be on the psychological (and in some cases social) mechanisms underlying adaptation. 

The following is intended as contribution to philosophical psychology, and not a piece of 

normative theorizing, though we shall point to some potential normative consequences 

(most importantly, we believe that a full recognition of the complex and diverse nature of 

adaptation might strengthen the case for a hybrid and process-oriented (Tiberius 2015; 

2018; NN 2018) theory of wellbeing). We shall argue that in the social sciences, hedonic 

adaptation has been too closely assimilated to sensory adaptation. Sensation and other 

basic cognitive processes like selective attention do indeed play a role in adaptation; but 

so do judgment, articulation, contextualization and background assumptions, as well as 

coping strategies and features of one’s social and physical environment.    

 In order to substantiate our claims, we will draw on empirical studies from the fields 

of disability research, gerontology and memory psychology. Concepts commonly used in 

gerontology, like resilience, coping and emotional regulation, lend themselves to 

reinterpretation as describing forms or aspects of adaptation. More generally, the 

philosophy of mind, especially in its more or less phenomenologically sensitive varieties, 

can be used to nuance the understanding of adaptation and provide for a more detailed 

taxonomy, since it acknowledges a much wider range of mental states and processes than 

those considered by standard adaptation studies.    

 

2. The received view(s) of adaptation and its significance 

The contemporary discussion of hedonic adaptation goes back to Brickman and 

Campbell’s paper “Hedonic Relativism and Planning the Good Society” (1971), in which 

they introduced the catch phrase “the hedonic treadmill”. Like most psychologists and 

economists have done ever since, they relied on stimulus psychology, especially Helson’s 

(1964) automatic habituation model. They assumed that “the same laws governing the 

experience of specific sensations […] also govern the experience of generalized symbolic 

rewards (namely, money, prestige), and also even the experience of qualitative pleasures 

that lack clear external or extrinsic reference scales” (Brickman & Campbell 1971, 287). It 
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is this projection of the basic sensory stimulus model of adaptation on to a much wider 

range of interactions between human beings and their environment, and a much wider 

range of wellbeing-enhancing or -reducing processes and mechanisms, which we will call 

into question.  

 While we will maintain that the tie to stimulus psychology has been too narrow and 

prevented psychologists from recognizing a wider variety of adaptation processes, it 

should be noted that there has been, from the outset, a tendency to stretch the notion of 

sensory adaptation, often using it more like an analogue or metaphor. Hence, in the 

introduction to a recent standard work, hedonic adaptation is defined as “the tendency to 

cease noting particular stimulus over time so that the stimuli no longer have the emotional 

effects they once had” (Sheldon and Lucas 2015, 4). This makes adaptation a matter of 

selective attention. In contrast, Helson had been adamant that adaptation was not merely 

a change in judgment or other kinds of cognitive response (Helson 1971, 6f.), and 

Brickman and Campbell, accordingly, saw it as effecting a change in the very quality – the 

“pleasurableness” – of experiences (loc cit.)  

 It should also be granted that “stimulus psychology” is itself a flexible and inclusive 

notion. Helson took adaptation level psychology to be compatible with almost all basic 

psychological theories and positions (Helson 1971, 6). The psychological notion of a 

stimulus is quite broad. Luibomirsky tellingly puts “stimulus” into scare quotes, noting 

that it can “be a circumstance (new mansion in the hills), a single event (a pink slip), or a 

recurring event (thrice-weekly dialysis” (2010, 201). This is in line with the notion that a 

stimulus can be any object that elicits a response, be it sensory or behavioural, in an 

individual. The object can be complex, and so can the reaction. But while this is so in 

principle, the stimulus notion has been closely associated with perceptual psychology, 

where a stimulus is standardly understood as an energy change (see e.g. Frith 2012, 16) or 

least something as something more simple than the perception or judgment that may be 

based on it; usually an external and proximal stimulus. Thus, in a recent discussion of 

adaptation, Weiman et al. invoke classical principles of psychophysics, notably the Weber-
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Fechner Law, to explain adaptation effects. Experience is logarithmic, they argue, in that 

it takes increasingly stronger stimuli to elicit a distinctive sensory reaction; the sensation is 

proportional to the logarithm of the stimulus intensity (Weiman et al. 2015, 103). 

 In short, the received way of thinking about adaptation seems to be an almost 

unrestricted – and unqualified – generalization of principles that presumably hold for 

sensory stimulation and perception of e.g. brightness, loudness or weight. People are 

assumed to adapt to conditions like unemployment or wealth in much the same way they 

adapt to light or acoustic signals.    

 Hedonic adaptation has already been given a number of different interpretations in 

the existing literature. But the diversity has been in the interpretations, especially in the 

normative significance attributed to adaptation, rather than in the understanding of 

adaptation as such. Thus, Sen (1992; 1999) and Nussbaum (2000) have seen adaptive 

processes as manifestations of self-abnegation. But while this moves the discussion of 

adaptation well outside the field of perceptual psychology, it is characteristic that Sen, for 

example, still understands adaptive preferences as reflecting “adapted perceptions” (Sen, 

1985, 196). Teschl & Comin (2005) observe that critics of adaptive preferences have had 

“a particular narrow” view of adaptation, but do not expand it themselves, beyond 

recognizing the existence of both positive and negative adaptation. Van der Deijl (2017) 

distinguishes axiological and epistemological strands in the criticism, but again without 

questioning the basic view of adaptation as such; the same holds for Mitchell (2018). By 

contrast, we would like to highlight the existence of a larger variety of psychological and 

social processes, which has to be taken into account before the normative issues can be 

properly raised and tackled. 

 It would, however, be a gross overstatement to claim that different forms of hedonic 

adaptation have not already been recognized. Frederick and Loewenstein (1999) 

distinguish between processes that alter the stimulus level that is experienced as neutral 

and processes that diminish the intensity of the stimulus generally (what they call 

desensitization). But while they also acknowledge that adaptation can occur “at several 
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different levels”, and include “behaviours that reduce exposure to a stimulus” (1999, 302), 

they use the notion of hedonic adaptation in the more restrictive sense of “adaptation to 

stimuli that are affectively relevant” (loc. cit),2 and their distinctions are made within the 

narrow framework of stimulus psychology.  

 Closer to our proposal is the hypothesis of Diener et al. (2006) that the use of 

different – more or less useful – coping strategies can explain individual differences in 

adaptation. However, Diener et al. tend to understand coping strategies narrowly as 

metacognitive strategies for e.g. suppressing emotions (though they also note, in passing, 

that coping styles like “using humor” might play a role, too).  

 Lyubomirski (2011) notes two “unresolved questions” regarding adaption. The first 

is whether the stimulus must be “an actual situation” or “the knowledge or recognition of 

that situation”. This points to an import distinction we would like to make – between an 

objective situation and various subjective responses to it – and also highlights the ambiguity 

of “stimulus” as the term is used in happiness research, between external and internal 

stimuli.3 The second unresolved question noted by Lyubomirski comes even closer to 

concerns that have been raised by philosophers (e.g. Haybron 2008): Whether the 

evidence for adaptation is evidence for “true adaptation” or mere “relabeling” of the same 

perceptions.4 This is implicitly critical of the subjective wellbeing measures and/or the 

	
2 Thus some might argue that our criticism is misguided, because the notion of hedonic adaptation is, per 
definition, restricted to affective responses to stimuli, while this does not rule out that there are other 
forms of “adaptation” relevant to wellbeing more generally. Yet the notion of hedonic adaptation is not 
normally understood in such a restricted sense. Rather it is used to describe – and explain – adaptation 
phenomena, i.e. adaptive changes in subjective wellbeing, much more generally (see e.g. Nettle 2005, 75; 
Diener et al. 2006; Wikipedia contributors 2019). While we could use an alternative expression like 
“wellbeing adaptation” to refer to the more generic phenomenon we are after, this would not be helpful.  
3 From a philosophical point of view, however, the use of the expression “knowledge” is less fortunate, 
since it is normally taken to denote an epistemic, truth-involving relationship, whereas Lyubomirski 
probably intends it to mean merely a doxastic, and not necessarily veridical or properly warranted, mental 
state caused by the situation. Moreover, her talk of “recognition” seems to imply a kind of conceptual 
grasp or apprehension a situation, which is also an unduly restriction, as it rules out less cognitively laden 
types of subjective response 
4 In fact, the hypothesis that the apparent adaptation is merely linguistic relabeling was put forward 
already as a critical response to the adaptation-level theory of Helson; see e.g. Krantz & Campbell 1961. 
It was vehemently rejected by Helson himself (1971).  
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methodology standardly used in wellbeing surveys. Usually, expressed satisfaction is taken 

as more or less definitional, or at least as a reliable indicator, of actual wellbeing. The 

possibility of “mere relabeling” entails that people may be judging – or at least reporting 

– their own wellbeing wrongly. 

 As a first try at a taxonomy, we will note that at least the following explanations of 

adaptation (far from all mutually exclusive) can be found in the existing literature:   

 

i) The dependency of subjective wellbeing on (possibly genetically hardwired) personality 

types (e.g. Lykken & Tellegen 1996) 

ii) The change-sensitivity of the sensory apparatus (e.g. Brickman & Campbell 1971) 

iii) The logarithmic nature of sensation (e.g. Weiman et al. 2015) 

iv) The lack of a “perfect pitch” for happiness (e.g Weiman et al. 2015) 

v) The importance of relative position for subjective wellbeing (e.g. Easterlin 1995)  

vi) Change in aspirations (e.g. Nozick 1989; Easterlin 2001) 

vii) Norms of modesty or gratitude  (e.g. Roberts 2004; cf. Haybron 2008) 

viii) Reprioritizing activities or interests (e.g. Carstensen 2019) 

 

While the mainstream psychological and economical literature does sometimes invoke vi), 

it has mostly focused on i)-v), while explanations like vii) and viii) are mostly found in 

qualitative research and/or studies of particular life conditions (e.g. disability or ageing). 

It also should also noted that iii) and vi) are mostly invoked to explain adaptation to 

positive events, whereas vii) is more suited to explain adaptation to negative events. 

Though several of the proposed explanations are compatible both which each other and 

with the standard stimulus-psychology view of adaptation (e.g. i)-iii)), and several of them 

may be neutral with respect to the underlying mechanism (e.g. iii), iv) and presumably also 

v) and vi)), the large variety of explanatory factors that have been proposed does seem to 

indicate that we are in fact dealing with a more complex and diverse phenomenon.  
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3. Beyond stimulus psychology: Forms and manifestations of hedonic adaptation 

We will begin our own analysis of adaptation by making a number of more or less obvious 

distinctions.  

 First, the very term “adaption” needs to be disambiguated. It has been used to refer 

to both the change in measured wellbeing over time – the “return to the baseline” – and 

the psychological mechanisms underlying this change.5 Distinguishing these is particularly 

important both because we wish to show that a variety of mechanisms underlies 

adaptation (in the first and primary sense) and because the mechanisms we point to are 

broader psychological response mechanisms that perform roles other than regulating well-

being. In the following, we will, as far as possible, use “adaptation” in the first sense, and 

speak of “adaptation processes”, “explanations of adaptation” etc. when we refer to the 

underlying mechanisms. We will, however, allow ourselves to speak of adaptation brought 

about in different ways as different “forms of adaption”, even though this does not 

express any difference with regard to the adaptation as such (the outcome is, in any case, 

a return to the baseline); it should be read as a shorthand for “forms of adaptation 

processes”.   

 Secondly, it is one thing to become literally insensitive to a certain stimulus – i.e. 

changing one’s sensory response so as to keeping it from causing an unpleasant (or 

pleasant) experience (like becoming numb). It is another thing to change one’s response to 

a sensory experience one is actually having, so as to minimize its impact on one’s life 

satisfaction judgment. These alternatives are roughly correlated with the popular notions 

of “affective” and “cognitive” wellbeing (see e.g. Weimann et al. 2015, 104).  

 A somewhat subtler distinction is between having a sensation and attending to, or 

being aware, of it. I may sense the background noise, but not really notice it. I may notice it, 

but not form a judgment about it. And I may form a judgment about it – thinking, for 

example, to myself that “this noise is really annoying!”, but without metacognitively 

registering the judgment, and/or not stating it overtly. Apart from these different 

	
5 This was suggested by a very perceptive reviewer 
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psychological responses, there is also the possibility of preventing exposure to a certain 

stimulus. This can be done by oneself, but also by others who care for one or are otherwise 

motivated to keep one unexposed. It can be done directly, by e.g. moving out of harm’s 

way (leaving noisy surroundings, wearing sunglasses etc.), or indirectly and “strategically”, 

by adopting alternative lifestyles or career-paths.     

 Before applying these distinctions to the explanation of adaptation, let us make a 

caveat, as well as note a further complication. First, how many shades of adaptation 

processes one will eventually acknowledge depends on one’s commitments in the 

philosophy of mind. Some of the distinctions just made presuppose realism about 

phenomenal states, and also a relatively rich conception of the phenomenology of such 

states, which, for example, allows that that there can be unnoticed aspects of one’s 

experiences that nevertheless have a distinctive phenomenological quality. The distinction 

between noticing and judging may be particularly subtle and controversial. But while a 

more austere view of mind and consciousness may force one to work with fewer 

distinctions, at least some of the distinctions drawn should remain relatively 

uncontroversial. For example, it should be beyond dispute that one could undergo affect 

without metacognitively realizing it or stating it overtly or correctly. Any remotely 

plausible philosophy of mind must be able to accommodate such distinctions. Indeed, 

many if not most of the distinctions could be drawn without invoking phenomenal 

features, for example by interpreting them in functionalist terms, taking them to refer to 

mental states individuated by different functional roles.   

 Secondly, the picture is complicated by the likely occurrence of feedback effects. Overt 

expression, metacognitive registering, judgment and awareness are likely to influence the 

quality of lower-level mental states like feeling and sensations. This has come to be known 

as cognitive penetration (Siegel 2005; Newen & Vetter 2017). So while it is important to 

distinguish different forms and levels of subjective response to events, and acknowledge 

the possibility that the impact of a stimulus or event on one level need not be reflected on 

another, they should not, in practice, be considered in isolation. This also puts pressure 
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on the very distinction between affective and cognitive wellbeing, which is much less clear-

cut than is standardly assumed (NN 2019). It is likely that a tendency to form the judgment 

“my life is going less well, due to my being unemployed” will impact, more or less 

immediately, on the affective condition of the subject (as it is likely to lead to e.g. mild 

depression, feelings of unease or dissatisfaction, feelings of low self-worth etc.). These are 

merely causal propensities, and they may be mitigated by adaptation processes; but they 

are presumably quite robust tendencies that should be taken into account when applying 

the notions to real-life cases or speculating about the different significance or conditions 

of affective and cognitive wellbeing . 

 Assuming that there is such a thing as cognitive phenomenology, that is, that cognitive 

states, like propositional attitudes (including life satisfaction judgments), have a distinctive 

“feel” or phenomenological character (NN 2008; 2012), cognitive states may also 

contribute to affective wellbeing even more directly, if there is “something it is like” to 

judge something or entertain a certain thought. Moreover, emotions and moods may have to 

be acknowledged as a class of mental states in their own right, alongside with sensory 

experiences on the one hand and cognitive states on the other (Haybron 2008). Even if it 

is granted that the “wellbeing value” of such states (apart from their indirect, causal 

effects) also supervenes on their phenomenological character (NN 2016; pace Haybron 

2008), this shows that a wider range of mental states should be taken into account. Finally, 

the strong plausibility of a holistic view of the mind also further complicates the picture. 

Both functional and phenomenological considerations make it plausible to assume that 

the nature of a mental state is dependent on the other, “accompanying” mental states of 

a subject at given time; for example, the phenomenal character of an experience is likely 

to be influenced by other experiences with which it is co-conscious (Dainton 2008, 273). 

None of this undermines the proposed distinctions. But it serves to remind us that the 

different types of mental states and events that, presumably, play different roles in hedonic 

adaptation, might nevertheless be closely connected.   
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4. Forms of adaptation 

We will argue that at least the following forms of adaptation should be distinguished 

(admitting, indeed assuming, that further subdivisions might be appropriate). For the sake 

of simplicity, we will elucidate them in terms of “positive” adaptation, that is, describe 

them as ways of restoring or maintaining wellbeing in the face of negative events. Almost 

all the taxonomical categories could, however, easily be applied to cases of “negative” 

adaptation (that is, returning to a lower baseline of wellbeing after exposure to positive 

events) as well.    

 

(1) Developing an “immunity” to stimuli (not experiencing a negative event as such, even 

though one is directly exposed to it) 

(2) Remaining unaffected by experiences (experiencing negative events, but not apprehending 

them as such, or not letting them influence one’s overall wellbeing)  

(3) Ignoring or downplaying negative experiences (“shaking them off”, even though the 

negative events are apprehended as such) 

(4) Putting negative experiences in (a larger) perspective (contextualization and 

recontextualization)  

(5) Preventing negative events from having a negative impact on one’s wellbeing (e.g. by 

developing new preferences, adopting new values or cultivating new mental habits) (coping 

i)) 

(6) Integrating a potentially negative condition in one’s self-conception (e.g. identifying 

with an impairment or seemingly inferior social position) 

(7) Preventing negative events from taking place (by developing new behaviours or 

redesigning the environment) (coping ii)) 

(8) Being shielded (by others, or by mechanisms or structures in one’s environment) from 

exposure to negative events (assisted adaptation). 
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Only (1) describes the kind of stimulus-reaction posited by standard hedonic adaptation 

theory (it covers both the “shifting adaption levels” and the “desensitization” phenomena 

distinguished by Frederick and Loewenstein 1999). (2) exploits the possible discrepancies 

between affective and cognitive wellbeing. (3)-(6) are forms of psychological reactions to 

negative events. (7) and (8) are more indirect forms of adaptation that do not require any 

changes in the individual’s psychological dispositions.  

 We have left out cases of “mere relabeling”, that is, the form of “adaptation” (i.e. 

apparent adaptation) that consists merely in developing a tendency to describe oneself as 

doing well in otherwise difficult circumstances. They may, however, be partly covered by 

(2)-(5), as cases of pure relabeling without any corresponding changes in judgment, self-

conception, attentional habits etc. are probably quite rare. Developing a habit of positive 

self-description can be considered a coping strategy, since it will likely make one less aware 

of, or less affected by, negative circumstances. Hence the line between “faked” and 

genuine adaptation can be difficult to draw.  

 

5. Examples and elaboration 

Since our aim is to highlight the importance of the higher taxonomic levels, we will mainly 

consider examples of adaptation processes that consist not merely in altering a stimulus-

response relationship but involve changes in cognitive or practical behaviour.  

 

Responding to experiences 

Starting with (2), the ability to remain (cognitively) unaffected, it is interesting to notice 

that the presence of, or disposition to use, reflective powers may be detrimental to the 

wellbeing of an individual.6 This has been identified as a positive side-effect of cognitive 

impairment, which may preclude a person from concentrating on her negative experiences 

	
6	A similar point has been frequently made in animal ethics, where it is standardly assumed that human 
pain and misery is more harmful than that of animals, because of the ability of humans to realize and 
reflect on their sorry state or unpleasant experiences	
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(NN 2019). The same effect may be achieved in not-pathological conditions, as people 

can develop a habit of not dwelling on whatever bumps in the road they experience.  

 Downplaying negative experiences (3) may be achieved by applying a less demanding 

standard (which makes it come close to (4)). But it can also be achieved by calling on one’s 

courage or morale (McAdams & Bauer 2004; Zarifnejad et al. 2014) or invoking moral 

norms that require one to attach less importance to unpleasant events (Haybron 2008, 

91ff.). There is ample evidence from our own empirical studies (NN 2020) that older 

adults react to difficult life conditions by carrying out at continuous meta-assessment, 

which often amounts to a reassessment: This is bad, but it is not that bad; it should not be 

considered something to worry deeply about. Such an attitudinal norm apparently guides 

the use of the standard phrase “I am okay!”, which implies that one is in fact far from 

unhurt or free from suffering, but has sufficient strength or resources to deal with it and 

not be significantly harmed, and so should not be seen as needing substantial care.7 

  

Wellbeing calibration 

Our empirical studies show, more particularly, that older adults engage in a continuous 

process of adjustment and alignment of wellbeing-related notions, standards and 

expectations. They have more or less pleasant experiences, they (sometimes) register and 

remember these experiences, but they go on, in many cases instinctively, to (re)consider 

their significance and which attitude to take towards them, often by comparing them to 

aspects of their life or general norms and expectations, and so arrive at a balanced or 

“calibrated” judgment of their own wellbeing. Here are some examples – from eldercare 

residents – of such processes of wellbeing calibration:  

 

I am doing well. But it’s not the same as being at home. And I miss going on holiday abroad … But 

I do still get out. My daughters in-law take me on car trips. … The caretakers are treating us so 

well, we are getting along splendidly. But there’s such a turnover of personnel. I seldom get to learn 

	
7 Compare this with Darwall’s (2002) definition of wellbeing as that which we ultimately care for when 
we care for a person 



	 14 

their names. And many of them have such strange names, anyhow. But they do treat us so well; 

they are so nice (NN et al. 2018; italics added) 

 

Especially the succession of modifying “buts” is evidence of the calibration process. 8 The 

older adult works towards an appropriate perspective (Tiberius 2008; 2018), from which 

the quality of various elements in her life can be judged appropriately (corresponding to 

(4)). Another example does not exhibit a similarly elaborate calibration process, but still 

shows that some such process is going on, as the older adult shifts between more and less 

categorical judgments, and adopts an external perspective in order to solidify his initially 

less certain judgment: 

 

Well, damn, I am fine here. I am fine here. For you see … I’ve been in many hospitals. And they 

say I’ve been fortunate ending up here, for here they really care for people. I’ve lost 12 kilos since 

I came. They say it’s the food they serve. It’s so varied. I don’t know if it’s true. It probably is. (NN 

et al. 2018). 

 

The initial “well, damn”, which sounds like a serious qualification – as if the older adult is 

feeling obliged, rather than really wanting, to say that he is fine, or wish to ensure that no 

one should dare insinuate otherwise – is left out in the repetition. Yet this apparently 

categorical judgment is also arrived at through a process of contextualization, as the older 

adult invokes a comparison with life in other care institutions. There are even traces of 

assisted adaptation (8) in this, as the perspective he adopts has been induced by others.    

 That very strong attitudinal norms are sometimes at work in wellbeing calibration is 

evidenced by the following example, where an elderly care resident, after some discussion 

	
8 While the semantics and pragmatics of the coordinating conjunction ”but” is a controversial issue, it 
seems rather obvious that in the example it has the function of contrasting (Umbach 2004; 2005), while 
also exhibiting elements of concession (Grote et al 1997). Even if when it is used without any semantic 
intention, just as a pausing sound or expression of hesitation, “but” is still an indicator of calibration; by 
pausing or hesitating, the speaker avoids making a completely spontaneous judgment and adopts a slightly 
more reflexive stance (in pragmatics, “but” is seen as an indication of a higher-order speech-act; see Huang 
2012, 135).  
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with himself, decides not to complain at all, and so retracts even the modest indications 

he has made of being sometimes a little annoyed:  

 

Yes, I think, like, well, that I have a good life ... Yes, well, really good ... Well ... you see, I don’t 

know if anything is better than anything else ... Because ... Well, everything that happens seems fine 

to me. [I am] not dissatisfied with anything at all ... Well, if I’ve asked someone to stop doing 

something, and then it happens again, I may become a little annoyed ... But I actually tolerate almost 

everything, right, so it it’s not ... it’s ... well, forget it! (NN et al. 2018).   

 

Besides expressing adherence to a conventional attitudinal, perhaps also conversational, 

norm – the older adult remembers that one ought not complain about minor things – this 

might also show how one aligning one’s experiences with one’s personality can serve to 

neutralize them. The older adult is reminded of his own calm and accommodating 

temperament, and so eventually dismisses the factor he has first brought up as irrelevant. 

He notices an annoying stimulus but concludes that it should have little or no bearing on 

his general wellbeing. In line with what is known from gerontology about the general 

psychological tendencies of older adults (Carstensen 2019), this person seems particularly 

adept at emotional regulation, being able to quickly and efficiently suppress or isolate 

negative emotions. The recurrent use of “well” again indicates a continuous process of 

calibration, or search of an appropriate perspective or standard of comparison.  

 

Recontextualization 

A good example of positive recontextualization (4) comes from an interview with an elderly 

Bosnian woman, who recalls being negatively affected by her mother’s angry reaction to 

what she did in childhood, but now sees it as negligible and reports having a generally 

pleasant memory of the event:    

 

Seda shared her memory of preparing her first meal ever. She was alone in the kitchen and took 

some ingredients, chopped them and turned the oven on. At that moment at first she felt very 

happy and proud because of what seemed to her an amazing achievement, but when she went out 
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in the garden to show it to her mother, her mother was shocked and reacted very negatively. Seda 

said: At first I was very happy because I had made a nice meal and it was my first meal ever. But when my mother 

started screaming I became sad and worried. I didn’t know what would happen and I was very afraid … Now, 

when I think about this event, I feel very well because of it. And I am proud of myself and my first meal (NN 

2020) 

  

The ability to selectively remember positive events has been widely recognized as one of 

the key adaptive mechanisms that enable especially older adults to maintain a high level of 

wellbeing, in spite of declining physical and cognitive functions; it has been labelled “the 

positivity effect” (Mather & Carstensen 2005; Reed & Carstensen 2012; cf. Lawton 2001). 

Hence the “positivity effect” has been understood as an attentional bias – as such a 

relatively basic, quasi-perceptual mechanism, but one that works at a higher level than that 

of mere stimulus psychology, and which, notably, is also seen as related to a general 

reorientation, and a process of developing new preferences, associated with the experience 

shrinking time perspective due to aging (Carstensen 2019). Moreover, the example of Seda 

(and other participants in the study) actually calls into question whether the positivity 

effect is an attentional bias at all (or at least whether it is so in all cases). For Seda remains 

quite, indeed vividly, aware of her original negative emotions. She is not disposed to 

overlook or ignore them, but rather to reinterpret them, and to dissociate her valuation of 

the event as such from them, judging them now to have not accurately reflected the 

significance of the event. 

  

Preference adaptation 

By far the most widely acknowledged instances of (5), at least in the philosophical 

literature, are cases of the development of new preferences. But they are not the only ones, 

nor should they be interpreted too narrowly in terms of perceptual (or, more generally, 

individual) psychology. Preference adaptation is typically depicted as an otherwise passive 

reaction to an unfortunate circumstance (like the “sour grapes”-cases). In many cases, 

however, the preference change will dependent on a more active intervention into the 
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circumstances. Often other actual goods will be available, or such goods can be made 

available to the person (for example, a widowed person may actively seek new company 

and thereby acquire a preference for kinds of company she did not formerly appreciate) 

(see Schroeder 2015 for a similar observation).     

 

Identification with a condition 

Perhaps the most complete and radical form of psychological adaptation is the ability to 

integrate a potentially negative condition in one’s self-conception, or simply to identify 

with it (6). This may explain, to a quite significant degree, one the most frequently cited 

examples of hedonic adaptation, viz. the surprising tendency of people with severe 

disabilities to rate their wellbeing quite positively (Schulz & Decker 1985; Albrecht & 

Devlieger 1999). Schramme (2018, Ch. 7) argues that a disability may not be regarded as 

absolutely harmful to a person, in case she is able to identify with it. Since the disabled 

person would, as a rule, be better off without the disability,9 this does not mean that it 

should not be seen as relatively harmful. But this need not affect the way we judge her 

quality of life, nor how she experiences it herself.  

 A negative event or state is likely to be perceived as harmful as long as it appears as 

something that has happened to one, or a state one has been forced into. But when the 

condition that has been brought about is no longer perceived as external, but as 

constitutive of the kind of person one is (which is typical in the case of inborn disabilities, 

and chronic conditions more generally), it ceases to negatively influence perceptions or 

judgments of wellbeing – though it can be reactivated through negative adaptation, e.g. 

	
9 It may be less straightforward to assess whether a person “would been have better off without the 
disability” than we assume here. As pointed out by a reviewer, it gives rise to one of the infamously tricky 
‘non-identity’ problems (Parfit 1984), since it is arguably unclear who would, in a counterfactual situation, 
be benefitted by not having a disability. This actually reinforces the point that a person may identify with 
a disability and use this identification to understand her condition as not harmful, because the comparison 
is not relevant; a person without the disability would not be her. This may be compatible with viewing 
disability as relatively harmful from a population or public health perspective, and something to be 
prevented, assuming that such preventive measures need not be ‘person-affecting’. McMahan (2013) has 
defended a view that allows for recognition of both comparative and non-comparative concerns.  
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through negative recontextualisation, for example by becoming vividly reminded of the 

exceptional or unfortunate nature of one’s condition, or strongly exposed to unfavourable 

standards of comparison.10 

  

Prevention, shielding and assisted adaptation  

Preventing negative events from taking place (7) is of course an indirect kind of 

adaptation. Some might say that it is not adaptation at all, because adaptation, per 

definition, must be a response to a negative (or positive) event. But prevention of local 

negative events can be a way of adapting to a more “global” negative events or 

conditions.11 One might adapt to an income reduction by moving to a cheaper apartment. 

Or one can respond to the loss of a spouse by seeking more social contact with others, 

thus preventing experiences of loneliness.   

 Assisted or “outsourced” adaptation (8) is perhaps the most neglected form of 

hedonic adaptation, and the form of hedonic adaptation the importance of which we 

would like to stress the most. It is probably part of the explanation why social 

relationships, especially of certain kinds, are among the factors most robustly conducive 

to wellbeing (Helliwell & Putnam 2004). In our study of elderly care, we noticed how 

caretakers routinely and instinctively use techniques akin to (outsourced) positive 

psychology or metacognitive therapy, nudging the elderly into thinking along more 

positive lines, highlighting positive aspects of the situation (e.g. nice weather, that the 

weather is likely to improve, that festive days are coming up), noticing subtle expressions 

of joy and bringing them to words (“that tastes good, doesn’t it?”), thereby creating a 

positive emotional feedback loop; amplifying positive and suppressing negative moods 

etc. The shielding mechanism was also visible in various ways. Indeed, the very care home 

	
10 Mechanisms like these have, for example, been identified in recent studies of identity-building among 
autists (some of whom, characteristically, prefer being described thusly, rather than as ‘people with 
autism’). See e.g. Cooper et al. 2021.		
11 In their study of adaptation in chronically ill and disabled patients, Menzel et al. (2002) also point to 
mechanisms that are not internal to the patients’ psychology.  
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institution can be said to fulfil (or at least aiming to fulfil) a shielding function, as it is 

designed with the intention to meet the needs that the residents are no longer able to 

satisfy themselves. More specifically, the caregivers engage in a variety of shielding 

activities, for example by ensuring that mentally or physically unhealthy habits, like a 

proclivity for alcohol consumption or rumination, are not triggered.  

 Redesigning the environment (7) can of course be done by the person herself but is 

often done with assistance from others. It has been widely noted how the wellbeing impact 

of impairments or disability is crucially dependent on the features of environment or the 

availability of support from others (Hausman 2015). One older adult in our study credited 

the acquisition of a mobility scooter with nothing less than having saved his life; it enabled 

him to satisfy his very strong need for being able to leave the care home and visit old 

friends in town.  

 

Kinds of coping 

Our taxonomy distinguishes different types of coping (5) and 7)). This is similar (though 

not identical) to a distinction commonly made in gerontology between assimilative and 

accommodative coping (e.g. Boerner 2004; Brandstädter 2015). Both aim at reducing 

discrepancies between desired and achieved states. The assimilative type of coping consists 

in self-corrective and compensatory efforts directed at a fixed goal. It is about solving, 

rather changing, a given problem. Examples of such coping are provided by a study by 

Wahl et al (1999), who found that older adults with vision impairment, when compared 

to a non-visually impaired control group, used more compensatory strategies, such as 

relying on other senses, simplifying daily tasks or using optical devices (e.g., magnifiers) or 

large print material. Similarly, the elderly citizen in our study used the mobile scooter to 

maintain his social relationships outside the care facility and satisfy his need for outdoor 

activity.  

 By contrast, the accommodative type of coping adjusts the goals to the available 

means by means of disengagement or lowering aspirations, sometimes also by reappraisal 
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of loss. Both tendencies (which we would, however, prefer to distinguish), are found in 

older adults, who, with advancing age, attach less importance to social recognition and 

achievements – but also, like in the case of the Bosnian woman Seda, tend to 

retrospectively reevaluate the significance of past experiences and events, or reinterpret 

suffering or loss as elements in a larger life context and so eventually as personal or 

existential gains.  

 These examples and elaborations show how diverse and complex the phenomenon 

known as hedonic adaptation actually is. Indeed, while they do match the taxonomical 

categories we have suggested, they may be seen as evidence of the need for a still more 

comprehensive, finer-grained taxonomy, with more precise and elaborated formulated 

categories. Yet our present suggestion, while admittedly still tentative and incomplete, 

should suffice as a basic for discussing the philosophical significance of identifying and 

distinguishing different types of adaption, to which we now finally turn.  

 

6. Normative implications: Adaptation for good and for bad – and a plea for a 

process-oriented approach to wellbeing 

It is tempting to analyse and evaluate the different forms of adaptation top-down, 

according to one’s preferred theory of wellbeing. Thus hedonists and other mental state 

theorists of the sort that emphasize affective happiness and momentary wellbeing are 

likely to interpret (2) as a case of self-delusion. Kahnemann, for instance, has argued 

precisely that the tendency to retrospectively play down the badness of unpleasant 

experience should be seen as a bias, and recommended the use of wellbeing measurement 

methods that do not rely on global or retrospective judgments (Kahnemann 2000).  

 Objectivists like Sen and Nussbaum might worry less about (1) and (2), but will see 

(3)-(6) as cases where subjects deceive themselves, or become deceived, into believing to 

be better off than they actually are. They will take them to imply an adjustment of one’s 

aspirations and self-understanding to conditions that one ought not to accept, and the very 

presence of which will detract from one’s wellbeing, regardless of whether one is sensitive 
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to it or not. While they will probably also be critical towards the idea of accommodative 

coping, it is likely that objectivists would be more favourably disposed towards 7)-8), 

which could be seen as procedures for maintaining one’s capability set. Yet 

characteristically, they hardly consider such forms of adaptation at all. By contrast, 

preference satisfaction theorists might accept all the phenomena listed as cases of genuine 

adaptation – dismissing only cases of “mere relabeling”, where a life satisfaction judgment 

does not match actual preference satisfaction.  

 We take a different lesson from the many forms and shades of adaptation. First, not 

only is it impossible to take an affirmative or critical stance towards adaptation quite 

generally, because the phenomenon is so diverse. 12 Each type of adaptive process may 

work for good or for bad, depending on the more specific details as well as the wider 

context of the case. This is why more detailed psychological information and analysis, 

including information obtained by qualitative methods, is needed if one wishes to draw 

solid normative conclusions. Real-world cases almost always call for a nuanced 

assessment. For example, older adults are known to both suffer widely from depression 

and to declare themselves highly satisfied with their life (Wahl 2017). The appropriate 

reaction to this is neither to dismiss their life satisfaction judgments as implausible, nor to 

conclude that depression does not detract from their wellbeing. It is rather to balance their 

judgments against the independent evidence of their affective states and what is known, 

from other sources, of the impact on wellbeing on depression – and at the same time 

acknowledge that older adults do seem impressively adept at emotional regulation, 

“insulation” (Ormont 1994) and reappraisal, and that this really helps maintaining their 

wellbeing, even though it may have indirect negative effects, as it makes the detection and 

treatment of depression more difficult.  

 Secondly, we see the many forms of adaptation as pointing to the complexity of the 

very phenomenon of wellbeing. This is a further reason why it should not be a simple 

	
12 As for example Menzel et al. (2002) argued that different types of adaptation in chronically ill patients 
could have different normative significance 
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choice between affective, cognitive, subjective or objective notions of wellbeing, made 

“upfront”, nor a matter of simply combining them disjunctively or conjunctively, for that 

matter. The case for a genuinely hybrid and holistic theory of wellbeing (NN 2018) is 

further strengthened by considering various forms and cases of hedonic adaptation. Our 

examples show how subjects continuously weigh and balance different factors. While this 

is primarily evidence for an epistemic process of calibrating the judgment of one’s wellbeing, 

it is likely to reflect the complex, holistic and dynamic structure of wellbeing itself, as it 

reveals both how wellbeing depends on many different factors and the extent to which 

these factors are sensitive to the context and condition each other mutually. 

 The theory of wellbeing we take to be particularly well supported by our analysis 

hedonic adaptation is hybrid in a different way than the so-called ‘hybrid’ theories of 

wellbeing considered by Fletcher (2016), which are simply conjunctions of necessary 

conditions posited by two of the three rival standard theories (hedonism, preference 

satisfactionism and objective list theories). Such theories seem even more problematic 

than the standard theories they are intended to improve upon, because they set the bar for 

wellbeing unacceptably high, as Fletcher himself seems to recognize. Closer consideration 

of the different processes of hedonic adaptation indicates that different, putatively 

wellbeing-constitutive factors, like experiences, likings and preferences, condition each 

other mutually.13 We therefore suggest instead that that none (or few) of the factors 

posited by the rival theories are strictly necessary, but that all might contribute, and that 

their contribution (that is, their weight) is conditioned by the other factors present. This 

makes the envisaged theory genuinely holistic, since it implies that wellbeing factors are 

not strongly separable because their contribution to overall wellbeing can be attenuated or 

	
13 We do not argue that the processes of hedonic adaptation, as we have described them, are incompatible 
with more standard views of wellbeing. Proponents of such views may say that the conditioning in 
question is merely causal and not constitutive. But maintaining a very strict distinction between causal 
and constitutive factors in wellbeing may be difficult, and in any case unproductive, if one also wants 
one’s theory of well-being to be illuminatingly applicable to real-life cases (Alexandrova 2017). Besides, 
even though it needs independent justification, a hybrid and holistic theory of the sort proposed here 
seems to match the characterization of the adaptation processes exceptionally well.  
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enhanced by the presence of other such factors.14 In other words, the theory denies that 

wellbeing is additive; total wellbeing cannot be calculated simply by adding up the individual 

factors.  

 Acknowledging the many different forms and cases of adaptation may even lend 

support to a contextualist theory of wellbeing (Alexandrova 2017).15 While we do not wish 

to commit ourselves to this idea, we do note that part of the complexity seems to stem 

from the fact that one can – and often does – apply different notions or standards of 

wellbeing to the very same case, depending on one’s specific interest or focus.16 If we stick 

to Darwall’s (2002) criterion (i.e. wellbeing is what we ultimately care for when we care 

for a person), then we will probably have to recognize most, if not all, forms of adaption 

as genuinely wellbeing enhancing, and so something to – at least ceteris paribus – approve 

of. If one’s child were to suffer pain and hardship, one would likely wish that it would 

nevertheless be able to remain relatively unaffected. One may, however, at the same time 

pity the fact the child must be in such a condition. If one’s interest is directed at 

population-level, and perspectives for improving overall wellbeing (as is typical of 

	
14 For a formalized definition, and further specification, of separability, see Bader (2016). See also Broome 
(1991) for a similar notion. Raibley’s (2012) understanding of holism is different, as he takes it to imply 
that momentary wellbeing and wellbeing over time are different thing (as does Velleman 1991), whereas 
our proposal allows for wellbeing over time to be calculated from the totality of factors and their 
interaction. But see further below on how our findings may also lend support to a pluralist, contextualist 
view of wellbeing.  
15 Hybridism, holism and contextualism are all independent views. It is possible, indeed the standard of 
‘default’ position, to be a hybridist and/or a holist while maintaining a unitary, ‘invariantist’ view of 
wellbeing (taking it ‘wellbeing’ to denote a single, albeit multiply realizable and complexly structured, 
property, in all contexts). However, the fact that apparently identical cases of hedonic adaptation may 
elicit different normative judgments that do not seem to reflect (merely or mainly) different normative 
standpoints may lend support to contextualism.  
16 A similar observation was made by Velleman (1991), who suggested that we have both a synchronic or 
moment-based and a diachronic notion of wellbeing. Schramme’s (2018) distinction between 
comparative and absolute harm also points towards a kind of contextualism, since it implies that one and 
the same condition (e.g. a certain disability) may be judged both harmful and unproblematic, depending 
on the context of evaluation. Fletcher (2019) has recently argued that the apparent evidence for radical 
contextualism is not compelling and only supports the more moderate view that in different contexts, we 
are interested in different aspects of wellbeing and set different thresholds for doing well. The latter view, 
however, seems to us already significantly contextualist (it is, for example, not less contextualist than 
typical contextualism about knowledge ascriptions), and we do not take our analysis of hedonic 
adaptation to support anything stronger.   
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proponents of objective views), one may take a different stance towards this type of case, 

wishing that people in general people will not become immune to pain and hardship, in 

order for them to be able to voice their dissatisfaction or otherwise contribute to changing 

the conditions (though this might seem like an instrumental, and not a genuine wellbeing, 

concern).  

 A somewhat similar attitude may be appropriate on a more local level, an even in 

one-on-one interactions. The goodness or badness of a specific form of adaptation may 

depend on the availability of alternative forms of adaptation. (7) and (8) will often be 

considered preferable to (1) and (2), perhaps to the whole range (1)-(6), because they 

render them superfluous. It is better, so the reasoning might go, not having to deal with 

negative experiences or events at all.  

 It might be argued, especially by critics of adaptive preferences, that (7) and (8) are 

preferable because they are not genuine instances of adaptation – or perhaps that their 

being so obviously preferable is an indication that they must be significantly different. But 

it should be remembered that the pre-theoretical phenomenon of adaptation, which the 

standard notions are intended to cover, is just the fact people tend to return to a certain 

baseline of wellbeing. This has been explained mostly in terms of psychophysics or 

preference changes, but there is nothing in the phenomenon as such that calls for any 

particular explanation. Moreover, (7) and (8) are not that different, neither with respect to 

the psychological mechanisms involved nor to their normative implications. Adaptation 

cannot be completely “outsourced”. Even if it is both initiated and assisted by another 

person, this process must result in a change in the individual’s behaviour, attentional habits 

or experiences. Of course, one might invoke considerations of autonomy. But this might 

actually make assisted adaptation seem more problematic, inasmuch as it is not carried out 

by the person herself.17 It should be noticed, however, that one can also understand 

	
17 Enoch (2020) argues, on liberalist grounds, that adaptative preferences are normatively problematic if 
they are not formed sufficiently autonomously, but also points out, in accordance with our view, that it 
is going to be “potentially controversial, for each purported adaptive preference case, whether is [in fact] 
one” (2020, 172).  
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autonomy in less individualist ways, allowing also for assisted or supported autonomy (in 

fact, this has now become a very popular view; see e.g. Nedelsky 1989; Mackenzie & 

Stoljar 2000; Sullivan & Niker 2018).  

 Again, the upshot seems to be that all forms of adaptation can happen (or be actively 

exercised) either for good or for bad; that it depends on the particularities of the situation. 

The same modification in the preferences or dispositions of an individual can be morally 

innocuous (indeed, sometimes morally required) or morally problematic (e.g. a violation 

of the person’s autonomy), depending on the way it is brought about. Similarly, 

“shielding” a person from unpleasant experiences can be an instance of deception, and 

maybe even of harm, if it implies that is kept ignorant of factors that are centrally relevant 

to her, perhaps also relevant to her overall or long-term wellbeing; it could be an example 

of “epistemic injustice” (Fricker 2007). But it can also consist in a genuine improvement 

of the person’s situation. Something similar can be said of the lower taxonomical levels. 

It may be true that is not good for people to develop an immunity to negative stimuli if 

this makes them more widely numb or insensitive, i.e. if it reduces their capacity to react 

to other kinds of stimuli. Here again, the precise psychological details of the case matter 

crucially to its normative status.  

 The point is not, of course, that psychological description should replace normative 

evaluation. It is rather that one should not make too hasty or generalizing conclusions in 

a field where the psychological mechanisms are complex, and the complexity matters 

significantly. But neither does this mean that one should opt for a two-step process, 

keeping psychological description and normative evaluation strictly apart.  For often the 

psychological and normative appear very closely entangled. The normative status of 

specific sub-processes might have to be taken into account. That the specific form and 

context of a particular modification of the experiential dispositions of an individual may 

matter, is one example.18  

	
18 Interestingly, already Nozick (1989, 114f.) noticed – implicitly – that a person’s particular ‘style’ of a 
adaptation (i.e. ‘shifting baselines’) matters for whether we consider it good for the person or not. 
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 Another example is change of perspective. As argued by Tiberius (2008), 

recontextualization or change in values can be better or worse, depending on how well 

the new values fit the person’s emotional nature and more fundamental interests and 

commitments. The example of Seda quoted above appears to be of an appropriate 

recontextualization, as Seda comes to take into account further factors that are genuinely 

relevant to her wellbeing. Her new perspective is really fitting: Trying to prepare a meal was 

not such a bad thing; it was actually something to be proud of. Cases of self-delusion or 

self-abnegation may be narrowly psychologically similar, but dissimilar in a wider 

psychological (i.e. environment-involving) sense.  

 Similarly, identification with an impaired condition or inferior position need not be 

self-abnegation. Specific examples of this can differ both normatively and psychologically. 

Identifying with working class or minority culture seems markedly different from the 

resignation-driven identification with being dumb or ugly or incurably ill. Identification 

with a “negative” condition need not be a negative identification. But again, seeing this may 

require looking at both the psychology and the normative context at once.  

 

Conclusion  

Hedonic adaptation is a wide and complex field – even more so than has been usually 

recognized, if our diagnosis is right. It may also seem that we have been making a wide 

variety of observations and claims. So let us sum up. Our conclusion is threefold, 

consisting of a basic psychological point about the nature of hedonic adaptation, a point 

about normative significance and a more tentative suggestion as to the implications for 

the understanding of wellbeing   

 A) Hedonic adaptation is more than sensory adaptation. The evidence for this is i) that even 

proponents of traditional adaptation theory almost invariably describe cases of adaptation 

as involving other mechanisms, ii) that in-depth research into actual cases (e.g. related to 

disability and aging, and independent of adaptation theory) have identified a number 

adaptation mechanisms that do not seem to involve, or be driven by, lower-level 
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psychological processes (e.g. coping strategies or identity formation). It is also supported 

by iii) the growing evidence that adaptation is far from universal or exceptionless, that 

interventions and changing conditions can indeed bring about lasting changes in happiness 

and wellbeing (Diener et al. 2006; Sheldon & Lucas 2014). On the other hand, our pluralist 

view is quite compatible with the still substantial evidence for widespread adaptation. For 

the further psychological and social mechanisms that, on our view, drive adaptation are 

also very widespread, some of them probably almost universal. Our view is even 

compatible with the notion that the relationship between “stimuli” in the very broad sense, 

i.e. typical causes of experiences or judgments, and happiness or wellbeing is non-linear 

(e.g. logarithmic). For such relationships are known to hold between a variety of factors; 

another example is the phenomenon of diminishing marginal utility in economy. That 

people usually get more extra wellbeing by making their first two friends than by adding 

two to the thirty friends they already got is hardly due to limitations in their sensory 

apparatus. But precisely because they are relatively common, and can have different (at 

most structurally similar) explanations, the presence of such non-linear relationships in 

cases of hedonic adaptation should not count as evidence for the dominance of low-level 

processes.   

 B) Hedonic adaptation does not have any specific normative (prudential or moral) value as 

such. This holds also for the general forms or types of adaptation. So the mere fact that an 

allegedly wellbeing-constitutive factor is “adaptive” is not sufficient to dismiss it. The 

specific psychological, or socio-psychological, process that brings about adaptation must 

be subjected to more fine-grained scrutiny.   

 C) Human wellbeing is complex and dynamic in a way that cannot be captured adequately 

by one-factor theories. It results from an interplay between emotions, experiences, 

preferences, values and possibly also objective factors. Hence adaptation is nothing 

special; is not an anomaly or problem to be dealt with independently of one’s theorizing 

about wellbeing. As humans will always become exposed to new experiences and 

situations, it is the typical way of achieving wellbeing.  
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