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Aims Based on cross-cultural studies, the experience of subjective well-being may be different 
in distinct populations. The findings of recent studies do not provide empirical evidence on 
subjective well-being in Iran. This study aimed to identify the most important components 
of subjective well-being in an urban Iranian population using a qualitative method with a 
phenomenological approach.
Participants & Methods Sixty Iranian men and women aged 18 to 65 with different 
economic, social, and educational backgrounds voluntarily participated in semi-structured 
interviews, which focused on their experience of subjective well-being. The participants 
were selected based on purposeful sampling, and the data analysis was performed using 
Colaizzi’s phenomenological method. 
Findings The analysis revealed several main themes about subjective well-being from the 
studied sample as follows: fulfillment of basic needs and welfare, positive relationships 
with family and community, having positive emotion, and orientation about persistency, 
contentment, and spirituality. Although these themes are usually stated in subjective well-
being research, the expression of these themes and subthemes was unique in the Iranian 
culture.
Conclusion The findings of this study enhance the current subjective well-being literature 
and understanding of this experience in the Iranian culture and contribute to the limited 
knowledge about well-being in this nation with its unique culture.
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Aims A significant number of chemical events happen every year in Iran, which may require 
admission and management of victims in the hospital. The results of studies have shown 
that Iranian hospitals, like many developing countries, are not sufficiently prepared for 
these events. The aim of this study was to explain the challenges of hospital preparedness in 
chemical events in Iran.
Participants & Methods This qualitative research was conducted with the content analysis 
approach in Tehran. Ten participants were enrolled using purposive sampling. Data collection 
was through in-depth and semi-structured interviews and continued until reaching data 
saturation. The selected interviewees consisted of physicians, nurses, members of the 
Hospital Risk Management Committee, and experts of Health in Emergencies and Disasters, 
who had experience in responding to and treating chemical casualties. All interviews were 
recorded, transcribed, imported into the MAXQDA 10 software, and analyzed using the 
Graneheim and Lundman method. 
Findings The main theme was “Lack of priority of chemical events for policy makers”. Five 
categories and eleven sub-categories were extracted. Categories relating to challenges of 
hospital preparedness in the management of chemical casualties included “Lack of updated 
plans and protocols”, “Ineffective training”, “Organizational challenges”, “Lack of legal and 
financial support”, and “Lack of infrastructure and decontamination equipment”. 
Conclusion Iranian hospitals are facing challenges to acquire and maintain preparedness 
in response to chemical events. Therefore, national standards for hospital response to 
chemical events should be agreed upon by policy makers, and their implementation should 
be evaluated in hospital accreditation.
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Introduction 
Subjective well-being refers to an overall evaluation 
of the quality of a person’s life from her/his own 
view. It represents the extent to which a person 
believes that her/his life affairs are going well [1, 2]. 
The evaluation of subjective well-being involves 
both the cognitive and emotional components. The 
cognitive aspect refers to the person’s general 
assessment of life events, while the emotional one 
involves the presence of positive emotions and the 
absence of negative feelings. A survey on well-being 
has suggested that positive emotions and life 
satisfaction are the most significant components of 
subjective well-being [3]. The findings of this survey 
reveal that people differentiate between happiness 
as a temporary emotional state and life satisfaction, 
which is an overarching assessment of one’s life. 
Indeed, subjective well-being is a deeper concept 
than the individual experience of being in a 
temporary pleasant mood. Since there is a vast 
wealth of literature on various aspects of well-being, 
we first present a brief review of recent literature on 
the most relevant aspect of the subject, followed by 
introducing the specific aim of this study. In recent 
years, numerous studies have suggested a strong 
link between well-being and desirable 
consequences, such as health and longevity [4-6], 
good job, high income [7, 8], desirable social 
interactions, and few or no negative feelings [9-11]. In 
most cultures, subjective well-being has been 
emphasized at both individual and social levels [12, 

13]. 
Although some studies have suggested numerous 
key factors contributing to subjective well-being, 
others believe that the components of well-being 
vary across various cultures. For instance, 13118 
college students in 31 country completed measures 
of life satisfaction, self-esteem, and satisfaction with 
specific domains, such as friends, family, and 
significant others [14]. The results of this study 
suggested that self-esteem was the most significant 
indicator of well-being and life satisfaction in such 
nations as the United States and New Zealand 
compared to older cultures like Egypt and Japan. 
Meanwhile, emotional support and pleasant 
relationships with others are indicators of well-
being and life satisfaction in Hong Kong [15] and 
Japan [16]. 
A study by Parnami et al. in 2013, which was 
conducted on a sample of 400 adults in an Indian 
population, demonstrated that religion and 
community support were important determinants of 
enhancing one's perception of well-being [17]. Later 
in 2016, Delle Fave et al. studied a sample of 2799 
adults from 11 countries and explored their 
definition of happiness [18]. This study used open-
ended questions and asked the participants: “What 
is happiness for you?”. The answers encompassed 
various definitions addressing a broad range of life 

domains, from contextual and social domains to 
psychological areas. The analysis of the responses 
revealed that despite minimal variations in age and 
gender among the participants, emotional 
satisfaction from within predominated the 
psychological definitions, with family and social 
relationships being the second main contextual 
definitions.  
In another qualitative study using a thematic 
analysis approach, thirty Indonesian adults 
participated in semi-structured interviews with a 
focus on their experience of well-being. The results 
of that study indicated that the fulfillment of basic 
needs, social relations, and the positive world views 
of self-acceptance, gratitude, and spirituality were 
the main aspects of subjective well-being [19]. The 
common interpretation of the above studies is that 
social relationship with family and community, as 
well as spirituality, played strong roles in the 
experience of well-being in Eastern cultures.  
Further research in Iranian society is necessary, 
complementing the scarce literature in this field to 
increase our understanding of subjective well-being 
among Eastern cultures. Such a study should 
address the gap between the experience of 
subjective well-being and the individual definition 
and expectation of well-being within an Iranian 
population. The findings might be different from 
those known for Western nations and even for some 
Eastern cultures. Several earlier studies conducted 
in Iran focused on correlational variables associated 

with subjective well-being [20-22]. 
Not many well-focused studies have been conducted 
on this critical subject so far in Iran to date to 
explore the subjective definition of well-being. 
Interestingly, based on the latest World Happiness 
Report (2017), Iran ranked 105 among the 157 
countries, with a subjective well-being score of 4.8. 
In this context, Iran, as the sixth most populous 
Muslim country, is an example of an Eastern 
developing nation with its own cultural, social and 
religious perspectives. Therefore, exploring the 
critical components of subjective well-being in Iran 
is a major challenge both for the people and the 
government. This study is an attempt to explore this 
subject and to contribute to overall plans aimed at 
enhancing the spirit of subjective well-being within 
the Iranian society.  
Due to the current limitations facing research on 
well-being in Iran, we planned to use social 
interpretive instead of a theoretical framework in 
designing the present study. This interpretive 
approach encourages researchers to have an insight 
into human behavior and its interaction with 
society. This involves developing an in-depth 
understanding of people’s thoughts and beliefs 
about themselves and society [23]. As have been 
recommended by many researchers, such an 
understanding will be further enhanced if in-depth 
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research is undertaken on the personal 
interpretations of well-being [18]. Such an in-depth 
qualitative and contextual approach necessitates 
gaining a thorough understanding of well-being at 
individual level and across cultures and the society, 
shedding light on socio-economic and cultural [19, 23].  
This approach will help shedding light on how 
subjective well-being is evaluated and whether the 
current definitions of subjective well-being are 
culturally acceptable. 
Well-being studies have little to offer about 
subjective well-being in Iranian society, with 
cultural differences compared to both the Eastern 
and Western nations. It justifies undertaking a 
descriptive phenomenological study as the 
framework, such as the one employed in this study 
[24]. Phenomenology is defined the study of lived 
experiences with a focus on discovery. We chose this 
method since it is based on describing particular 
phenomena or emergence of events as the individual 
experiences them throughout life [25]. In this 
descriptive method, researchers make no 
interpretations; rather, they analyze the 
descriptions verbalized by participants and group 
them into meaningful statements. Collecting the 
meanings are essential to the foundation of the 
phenomenon under study [26].  
This study aimed to explore the subjective sense of 
well-being in a typical Iranian urban sample, 
focusing on the prevalent culture through a 
descriptive phenomenological inquiry. We derived 
themes and subthemes out of the individual 
expressions that helped identify the individuals’ 
experience of well-being while being reflective of the 
nation’s unique and complex culture. Our main 
intention was to contribute to the literature that 
analyzes the multi-cultural sense of well-being in 
their residents and to provide junior researchers, 
health practitioners, and lawmakers in Iran with 
insight toward the ultimate improvement of the 
status of well-being in research and policy-making. 
 

Participants and Methods 
The participants were 60 urban adults aged 18 to 65 
years from Tehran, Iran. To recruit the participants, 
we used purposeful sampling [25] to ensure they 
came evenly from varying demographic strata with 
typical views on well-being.  
Prior to initiating the study, we received the 
approval of the “Blinded for Review”. Also, the 
reviewed and signed written informed consents 
were received from the participants consistent with 
the University’s guidelines and based on the Helsinki 
Declaration before the data collection started. 
Participation was entirely voluntary for the subjects 
whose mother tong was Persian. They reviewed the 
study protocol and had the right to leave the study 
any time when they wished; however, they all stayed 
with the study through to its conclusion. We used a 

semi-structured interview system to explore the 
participants’ experiences and definition of subjective 
well-being. The interviews were administered in 
Persian by one individual throughout the study, and 
the term “subjective well-being” was used in Farsi 
words most commonly spoken in their daily 
conversation. At the beginning of the interviews, the 
aim of the study was explained again to the 
participants while they reviewed the study’s brief 
outline.  
The interview began with a general question asked 
of each participant: “What is well-being for you?” or 
“How do you understand the word well-being”. In 
order to evoke profound responses, the interviewer 
went on with other probing questions, such as: 
“What changes in your life happen when you are in a 
state of well-being?” The interviews continued until 
the interviewee did not have any further responses 
to offer. Given the participants’ schedule for the day 
and their willingness, the interviews took 40 to 60 
minutes to complete. All interviews were carefully 
recorded and later transcribed. Finally, each 
transcribed text was compared with the 
corresponding recorded audio file for consistency 
and accuracy.  

Data analysis 
Data analysis was performed using the descriptive 
phenomenological method of Colaizzi, including the 
following steps [27, 28]: 
Step 1: The participants’ narratives, called 
“protocol”, were carefully reviewed several times by 
the first author.  
Step 2: Upon reviewing the protocol, critical 
sentences were chosen that were directly reflective 
of the concept of subjective well-being. At the 
completion of this step, 700 closely related 
statements had been identified and extracted.  
Step 3: To conduct a systematic interpretation of the 
selected statements, they were reviewed and 
discussed collectively by the authors to get the true 
connotations. 
Step 4: The above steps were repeated for all 60 
interview protocols. Then they were arranged in a 
separate folder under the respective themes 
together with their interpretations.  
Step 5: The data collected in Step 4 were integrated 
into a series of comprehensive components of 
subjective well-being.  
Step 6: To understand the intrinsic structure of 
subjective well-being, comprehensive descriptions 
of the components were compiled, consisting of the 
clear statements and the basic structure of the 
phenomenon.  
Step 7: To write down the study findings, the 
polished narratives were assigned to the respective 
participants for a final review. After the necessary 
editing, the report was finalized and compiled.  
Step 8: Seven themes emerged that were linked to 
the descriptions of the participants’ verbalized 
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subjective well-being, which were categorized under 
such headings as comprehensiveness, overlaps, bias, 
and homogeneity.  
Step 9: The themes’ validity was assessed based on 
the guidelines of the study protocol.  
At this point, the main themes and the subthemes 
were discussed among the four authors and the 
consistency and appropriateness of the codes, and 
the titles for the themes and subthemes were 
finalized, after making minor adjustments as 
needed. 
 

Findings 
The mean age of the participants was 38.30 years in 
the range of 18-65 years. Table 1 shows the 
frequency distribution of the main demographic 
characteristics of the participants. 
 
Table 1) Frequency distribution of participants' characteristics 
(n=60) 

(1) Characteristics (2) No. (%) 

(3) Gender 
(4) Female (5) 30 (50.0) 
(6) Male (7) 30 (50.0) 
(8) Marital status 
(9) Married (10) 25 (41.7) 

(11) Single (12) 25 (41.7) 
(13) Divorced (14) 10 (16.7) 
(15) Education level 
(16) High school (17) 10 (16.7) 
(18) Diploma (19) 20 (33.3) 
(20) Undergraduate (21) 20 (33.3) 
(22) Postgraduate (23) 10 (16.7) 
(24) Socio-economic status 
(25) High (26) 20 (33.3) 
(27) Medium (28) 20 (33.3) 
(29) Low (30) 20 (33.3) 

 

Four overarching themes immerged out of the final 
analyses, encompassing the ways the participants 
expressed subjective well-being in their daily lives. 
Figure 1 presents these four main themes and the 
subthemes that were identified and titled as: (a) 
Basic needs and welfare, (b) Positive relationships, 
(c) Positive emotions, and (d) Positive orientation. 
The participants stated their understanding of 
subjective well-being as a state of fulfillment and 
satisfaction under the four different themes. What 
follows are the descriptions of the themes and 
subthemes together with the typical participants’ 
expressions under each category: 
Theme 1: Basic needs and welfare 
This theme was about meeting the basic needs in the 
participants’ lives. Having the basic needs for self 
and the family met was essential to their experience 
of subjective well-being. The fulfillment of the basic 
needs and welfare was expressed under three 
interrelated and distinct subthemes.  
• The first was having the bare minimum life 

necessities and facilities for living. These 
consisted of food, housing, and a few amenities 
that one needs. The next was materialism to 
purchase a big house and an expensive car, and 

the third was having their physical and mental 
health. Most participants of different ages and 
socioeconomic backgrounds stated that their 
subjective well-being began when the following 
basic needs were fulfilled: 

“I think well-being means not being poor…. It is 
when I have the bare necessities and facilities in life 
like food, clothes, and housing, and don’t need help 
from someone else… It is when I can buy things that 
I need” (Male, 36, low income).  
“Well-being means my current situation; I have a 
good house, ample income, and have the necessary 
resources for living” (Female, 42, high income). 
• The second subtheme was materialism. Under 

this subtheme, the participants cited having a 
big house, a modern car, access to recreational 
facilities, plus going on domestic and/or foreign 
trips. This finding may be particular to 
developing countries such as Iran, where having 
comfortable material needs is considered a 
luxury for much of the population. This is largely 
due to this country being under harsh 
international sanctions. A statement by one 
participant was expressed as follows: 

“For me, well-being means getting rich. A rich 
person has high income and can buy a luxury house 
and a high model car” (Male, 36, medium income). 
On the other hand, Iran has become a consumer 
society, and having ample financial resources has 
become a dream as well as a class for most Iranians 
over the past several decades. The following 
statement is a good example:  
“Wellbeing is a 5-letter word: M.O.N.E.Y. It is when I 
have enough money to get everything I need in my 
life, and people will respect me for that status” 
(Male, 25, low income). 
• The third subtheme was health, which was 

defined as being physically and mentally in good 

shape. All participants directly stated that 

subjective well-being depended upon physical 

and mental health for them and their families. 

The importance of health to subjective well-

being is reflected in the following 

statements:“For me, the first sign of well-being 

is having a healthy body. If my body is not 

healthy, having other things will not help me” 

(Male, 35, medium income).  

Another participant had this to say:  

“Not being ill and having my physical and mental 

health means well-being to me” (Female, 50, high 

income). 

Most of the participants were from a medium to high 

socioeconomic status and had reasonable financial 

resources. Nonetheless, their strong emphasis on 

finances and good health as the essential needs for 

their subjective well-being were indications to be 

strongly influenced by their cultural attitude. Lack of 

financial security and issues like peer comparisons,  
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 Figure 1) Four main themes and subthemes 

 
consumerism, and high greed for wealth and 
 material gains were prevalent in the statements of 
most interviewees. The participants’ carefully 
worded comments on “luxury” showed their desire 
for materialistic and luxurious goods, which was 
linked to their sense of subjective well-being.  
Theme 2: Positive relationships 
The next main theme that emerged from our 
qualitative analysis was positive relationships with 
others. It was referred to a fundamental need for the 
participants’ sense of well-being. The importance of 
positive relationship, as expressed through their 
comments, was associated with having a good 
spouse and children and maintaining good 
relationships with them and others. They clearly 
identified this as one of the requirements for having 
a sense of subjective well-being. This theme is 
underscored by two different domains: (1) 
relationship with family members, including spouse, 
children, parents and relatives, and (2) relationship 
with others, such as friends, colleagues, etc. 
• Although a typical Iranian family has extended 

relationships with significant others; however, 

in recent decades, family in Iran has been 

limited mostly to the immediate family 

members and parents. The linkage of the family 

to the individual’s sense of well-being was 

reflected in comments, such as follows: 

“Well-being for me means having a family, a good 

wife, and good children who are warm and intimate 

toward each other” (Male, 58, medium income). 
“Well-being means I have a good husband, and I can 
maintain a good relationship with him and my  

 
 
 
children and other close relatives” (Female, 27, low 
income). 
Participants also referred to the importance of 
family as a source of support that they would count 
on for emotional and financial support. For example: 
“For me, having a warm and friendly family for 
support and help when I need them means my sense 
of well-being is met” (Female, 38, low income). 
• Relationships with friends and significant 

others outside the family also emerged as the 
main aspect of the participants’ subjective 
well-being, some of which were associated 
with the relationship and support outside the 
family with their sense of well-being. For 
example: 

“Wellbeing means having a good friend I can rely on" 
(Female, 42, low income). 
“For me, well-being means having a good friend who 
will guide me and care for me throughout my life” 
(Male, 30, high income). 
The reciprocal nature of a good relationship was 
also reflected in many participants’ statements as 
the important component of having a sense of well-
being. What follows are two good examples: 
“For me, well-being is helping others, helping those 
in need, especially in meeting their financial needs” 
(Female, 49, low income). 
“Well-being for me is being able to do something 
useful for people. I need to think of helping others as 
much as I think of helping myself” (Male, 20, 
medium income). 
The strong emphasis on the importance of family 
and having positive and strong relationships with 
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others are consistent with the Iranian collectivist 
culture. This theme was stated not just as being 
supported by family and friends but also focused on 
helping family and others in the community. A 
positive relationship was expressed as good, 
intimate, and reciprocal interaction with family and 
others, which was strongly linked to the 
participant’s sense of well-being. 
Theme 3: Positive emotions 
The next main theme that emerged from the study 
results was positive emotions as an essential reason 
for the participants’ sense of well-being. Positive 
emotions were expressed through two interrelated 
but distinct subthemes.  
• The first subtheme was being blessed with 

pleasant emotions, feeling of happiness, 
hope, pride and peace.  

• The second subtheme was identified as the 
absence of unpleasant emotions, such as 
sadness  

“I think well-being means good feeling; when I feel 
happy and laugh” (Female, 42, medium income). 
Low arousal positive affect also emerged as part of 
this subtheme from the participants’ comments. 
They referred to affect as inner peace and serenity 
regardless of the circumstances of life, as shown in 
the following example: 
“Well-being means having inner peace with 
everything I have in life. How little and how much is 
not important. Well-being means total satisfaction” 
(Female, 30, high income). 
Unpleasant emotions are typical to countries in the 
Middle East, such as Iran, where many people suffer 
from negative emotions for the right reasons, as 
exemplified by the following statements: 
“I have a sense of well-being when I don’t feel sad or 
stressed out. Well-being means living without 
worries, I believe” (Male, 30, low income). 
Another typical response was: “Well-being means 
someone who is not constantly anxious and worried 
so much like me. It is a person who sleeps peacefully 
at night and wakes up with full energy and hope in 
the morning” (Female, 51, high income). 
Expressing the above comments indicated that 
having pleasant emotions and not having unpleasant 
feelings were the characteristic elements of the 
individual’s sense of well-being, regardless of their 
age and socio-economic status.  

Theme 4: Positive orientation  

A significant part of the comments made by the 
participants was about personal attitudes toward 
life and its linkage to their sense of well-being. Such 
attitudes were expressed about trying to achieve 
their goals in life, accepting what the individual 
cannot change with a sense of spirituality as the 
important components of subjective well-being. The 
attribute of trying to achieve one’s goals in life was 
labeled as persistence. 

• As the first subtheme, persistency implied that 
participants tried hard to achieve their goals in 
their careers. Persistency was stated directly or 
indirectly by many participants as being the 
essential need for them to have a sense of well-
being. The following statements reflect on this 
idea: 

“I think well-being is having a goal in life. I need to 
set a series of goals in different domains and move 
in that direction. Meanwhile, I shouldn’t hurt anyone 
in order to make my dreams come true” (Female, 30, 
high income). 
“Simply put, well-being is the equivalent of success. 
Success means achieving the goals I have chosen for 
myself. For example, I am a student, and I have my 
educational and career goals. If I achieve them, it 
means I have achieved my sense of well-being” 
(Male, 22, medium income). 
The notion of persistency was expressed by the 
participants across all ages, gender, and socio-
economic strata and was reflected as the force 
behind achieving a positive and dynamic status in 
their lives. 
• The second subtheme refers to contentment 

and the status quo, i.e., living with what we can 
or cannot change. It was termed contentment, 
implying that the participants accepted 
themselves and their life circumstances as they 
were. In other words, they accepted things as 
they were, whether they could change them or 
not regardless of making efforts. The 
Participants’ comments implied that 
contentment was one of the essential 
requirements before they could achieve a sense 
of well-being. The following typical examples 
represent that notion: 

“Well-being means, don’t be jealous and don’t 
compare my life with those of others” (Female, 30, 
low income). 
“For me, well-being means accepting the situation as 
is and situations that I face. It is being happy and 
content with them” (Female, 58, high income). 
Surprisingly, the concept of contentment was found 
more among females at different ages and socio-
economic status than the males. It was especially 
emphasized by women who enjoyed a pleasant, 
uneventful, and peaceful life.  
• The third subtheme under this category was 

“spirituality”. Some participants indicated that 
spirituality was a source of their sense of well-
being. Participants remarked about spirituality 
as an orientation based on faith and believing in 
God as a supreme power and the importance of 
accepting his will in their lives. Spirituality was 
often expressed as an important coping 
mechanism when facing difficulties and 
hardship. What follows are the typical examples: 

"When I don’t have someone to talk to or I have 
something that I cannot share with anyone else, 
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what I do is to pray to God. I just express what I have 
in my mind to God and ask for his guidance about 
what I wish to get” (Female, 25, medium income). 
Spirituality was seen by some participants as a way 
to overcome unfavorable life circumstances, which 
helped them re-frame the undesirable issues and 
accept them. The following is a good example: 
“If I believe in God, I know that everything that 
happens to me is his will, and it should be good, even 
if I do not know the reason” (Female, 34, low 
income). 
Performing religious rituals and doing prayers were 
included often in the participants’ remarks, which 
was associated with bringing them a sense of well-
being. The above three subthemes were referred to 
as the orientation in people linked to their subjective 
well-being. This orientation helped them endure 
tough life challenges while trying their best to 
achieve their goals and accepting life circumstances 
as they unfold. Also, reframing life realities from a 
spiritual point of view was mentioned as being 
helpful to attain a sense of well-being. In this 
context, this orientation helped the participants 
achieve a sense of fulfillment and contributed 
significantly to their subjective sense of well-being. 
 

Discussion 
This study explored the concept and connotation of 
subjective well-being in an Iranian urban sample. 
The findings provide a basis for the cultural 
understanding of subjective well-being for 
individuals from various socio-economic and 
cultural backgrounds [18]. The qualitative data 
analysis showed that the main components of 
subjective well-being for the participants were 
having their basic needs and welfare met in addition 
to having positive emotions, relationships, 
persistency, contentment and spirituality. While 
some of the themes are similar to other bases for the 
sense of well-being, the subthemes provided deeper 
insight into the Iranian cultural manner of 
expression about this sense. Our findings indicate 
that urban Iranians appear to view subjective well-
being as a multi-dimensional construct consistent 
with the structures of well-being in other Eastern 
nations. The themes and subthemes may be 
examined and explored on theoretical bases, 
systematic research findings and cultural value 
systems. 
Due to the limitations of research in the field of 
wellbeing in Iran, we intended to use social 
interpretivism as a conceptual framework instead of 
a specific theoretical framework in the present 
study. The interpretivism view invites the 
researcher to investigate meaning behind the 
understanding of human behavior, interactions and 
society. It involves the researcher's attempt to 
develop an in-depth subjective understanding of 
people’s lives [23]. The importance of such contextual 

analysis has recommended by several researchers to 
extend on the current wellbeing research [18]. 
Contextual exploration refers to the in-depth 
subjective understanding of wellbeing across 
cultures and society to explore differences due to 
variations in socio-economic and cultural 
circumstances  [19].  Adopting an in-depth qualitative 
approach is supported in the literature as a suitable 
method for such contextual exploration [23]. This 
method may help to tell how subjective wellbeing is 
evaluated or whether the present definitions of 
subjective wellbeing are culturally appropriate. 
Basic needs and welfare 
For many of the participants, the fulfillment of basic 
needs as the main indicators of subjective well-
being. Most participants stated that it was 
impossible or very difficult for them to have a sense 
of well-being without satisfying the stated needs. 
The findings are consistent with those of previous 
studies that suggested subjective well-being and its 
tangible determinants, such as income, as the most 
important indicators of subjective well-being in 

most nations [29-31]. The impact of the fulfilled basic 
needs and welfare on the subjective well-being is 
not questionable since financial affordability 
impacts many aspects of an individual’s life. Also, the 
association of health with subjective well-being is 
consistent with the findings of another study [21], 
which suggested that health has a considerable 
effect on the individual’s sense of well-being in Iran. 
Having good income provides for access to good 
healthcare facilities and enables people to have a 
greater sense of well-being [2]. 
Positive relationships 
The importance of having positive relationships 
with family and others as a major component of 
subjective well-being was highlighted by all of the 
participants. Positive relationships were expressed 
as the practical means of helping others, which was 
as important as receiving support and friendship 
from them. The majority of the participants declared 
that happiness in their family was as important as 
their own happiness and sense of well-being. These 
findings are consistent with those reported by past 
studies [19, 32-35] as they all considered family and 
social relations as the major components of one’s 
sense of well-being in non-Western countries. Delle 
et al. demonstrated that almost half of the responses 
received in a qualitative research were associated 
with relationships, where 29% of the codes were 
related to family and 27% linked to interpersonal 
relationships [18]. 
According to recent findings in neuroscience based 
on cultural relations theory [36], relationships have a 
major share in the individual’s psychological 
development. This theory highlights the key role of 
original, reciprocal relationships as the foundation 
for the individual’s sense of well-being. It holds that 
psychological development leads to positive 
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relationships, and isolation causes emotional 
distress. In this context, Asian people place high 
value on  relationships with family and community, 
which stem from their collectivist culture. It places 
reciprocal helping of members of the society as an 
important personal goal or almost a moral duty [37]. 
Although the importance of positive relationships in 
subjective well-being has been explored by various 
studies in Western and Eastern cultures, the 
components of this theme, as identified in the 
current study, were somewhat different from those 
of most Western and even some Eastern nations. 
Western studies are profoundly strong in social 
relationships [38]. However, the current study 
highlighted the importance of family relationships 
and its contribution to the individual’s sense of well-
being. In Eastern cultures, the focus is more on the 
main family than the extended one, and often people 
prefer to attend to their own family’s social, 
emotional and financial needs. Unlike the East Asian 
cultures, our participants associated their personal 
happiness with helping their communities. 
Positive emotions 
The importance of positive emotions, such as inner 
peace, was clearly expressed by most participants. 
This concept is consistent with that reported by 
previous studies, underscoring the contribution of 
positive emotions to the individual’s sense of well-
being [39-42]. The findings of our study suggest that 
both positive and negative emotions impacted the 
participants’ subjective well-being. Lack of stress, 
anxiety, and sadness were evident in the majority of 
the interviews. Since many people suffer from 
negative emotions in Iran [43], the absence of this 
feeling implied the participants’ normal sense of 
well-being. Studies have shown that negative 
emotions have a significant adverse effect on the 
sense of well-being among Eastern Asians and Asian 
Americans. Conversely, Europeans and European 
Americans enjoy significant amounts of positive 
emotions [44, 45]. Therefore, our findings indicate that 
both positive and negative emotions are the 
important components of the people’s sense of well-
being.  
Positive orientations  
Positive orientation, as expressed by the 
participants, was a major factor for their sense of 
well-being. The components of positive orientation 

were persistency, contentment and spirituality. The 
role of persistency in attaining the participants’ 
personal goals is consistent with findings from an 
earlier study by Noferesti et al. in 2016 [46]. That 
study suggested that having personal well-defined 
goals and pursuing them were strongly associated 
with the sense of well-being. Also, Balas and Dorling 
have stated that major events, such as graduating 
from university and getting career promotion are 
among the positive factors for the individual’s sense 
of well-being [47]. Our participants pointed out that 

having goals and achieving them in different 
domains, such as education and career, gave them a 
clear direction in their lives and led them to success. 
Although Iran is an Asian nation with a 
predominantly collectivist culture, people 
emphasize personal achievements. This finding is 
inconsistent with those reported by other studies, 
suggesting that people in collectivist cultures are 
highly interested in having social goals [44]. Further 
research is warranted to examine the linkage 
between achieving personal goals and having a 
sense of well-being across other Iranian 
communities. 
The participants also considered the share of 
contentment as one of the factors for their subjective 
well-being. In our study, it was noted that the 
concept of contentment was highlighted more often 

by women than men. Contentment has not been 
studied widely especially for its role in the 
individual’s sense of well-being in Iran. Our findings 
open up a new horizon on the value of contentment 
as a significant part of the individuals’ sense of 
subjective well-being, worthy of research in various 
cultures. Further research on this subject and its 
role in person’s subjective well-being in various 
Eastern cultures is warranted. 
Spirituality immerged as another important factor 
contributing to the sense of well-being in the 
participants, which was consistent with previous 
studies conducted in Iran [20, 46]. It is no surprise 
since Iran is a religious society, and people usually 
apply religious principles, rituals and values to their 
life challenges. Researchers have reported that 
religious beliefs could have a considerable role as a 
protective factor to help people cope with 
unfavorable life circumstances by believing that God 
provides them with ways to deal with misfortunes 
that may happen to them [48, 49]. Spirituality can 
empower people in religious communities to attain a 
sense of serenity even in difficult times and leads 
them to a sense of well-being [5].  
Finally, the present study discovered a cultural 
context for subjective well-being in a sample of 
urban Iranian participants that may represent a 
similar context for this nation at large. While the 
main themes are consistent with a universal 
definition of subjective well-being, the subthemes 
were somewhat different. Iran is a nation of diverse 
communities and the sixth most populous Muslim 
country in the world with unique cultural and 
spiritual values that are likely to be different from 
those in the West and even Eastern cultures. This 
study supports the important association between 
cultural and spiritual contexts and the perception of 
well-being. This qualitative study was the first to 
explore the perception of subjective well-being in a 
homogeneous population of urban Iranian adults. 
Limitation of the study: The results do not 
represent the diverse Iranian cultural and social 
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strata. Iran is a country with diverse traditions, 
customs, cultures, and religious beliefs that could 
impact the components of subjective wellbeing in 
different provinces. Moreover, the ages of 
participants of the study ranged between 18 and 65, 
thus, the results of the study cannot be applied to 
people under 18 and above 65.  
Recommendations for future research: Other 
studies could be conducted to determine the 
components of well-being and happiness in elderly 
populations of Iran. Also, further research is 
recommended, using different methodological 
approaches, and participants will enhance our 
understanding of this construct. Lastly, further 
research is needed to examine the linkage between 
achieving personal goals and improving the sense of 
well-being across other Iranian communities. 
 

Conclusion 
The themes and subthemes associated with the 
participants' senses of well-being are as follows: 
fulfillment of basic needs and welfare, positive 
relationship with family and community, having 
positive emotion, and orientation toward 
persistency, contentment, and spirituality.  
Although some of these concepts have commonly 
been reported in well-being literature, they are 
unique in the Iranian cultural context. The study 
findings enhance the current subjective well-being 
literature and understanding of the experience in 
the Iranian culture and contribute to the limited 
knowledge about well-being in Iran. 
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