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Abstract

Given the well-founded critiques of academia as Western-centric, there are increasing efforts to conduct research
that is more cross-cultural and global. These dynamics apply to all aspects of life, including human flourishing,

as exemplified by the new Global Flourishing Study (GFS), a longitudinal panel study investigating the predic-

tors and components of flourishing across over 200,000 participants from 22 geographically and culturally diverse
countries (Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Hong Kong [S.A.R of China, with mainland China also included from 2024
onwards], Egypt, Germany, India, Indonesia, Israel, Japan, Kenya, Mexico, Nigeria, Philippines, Poland, South Africa,
Spain, Sweden, Tanzania, Turkey, UK, and USA). The research is not only comprehensive in its global reach but also its
conceptual coverage of flourishing, involving 109 distinct questions (comprising a one-off intake survey of 43 items
and an annual survey of 71 items, with five items shared by both). This paper elucidates the questionnaire develop-
ment process, giving a transparent and open accounting of its multi-phase construction. By describing this process
in detail, this article not only articulates the nature of the GFS but also serves as a useful resource in the survey devel-
opment literature more broadly (e.g., for scholars undertaking similar endeavors).
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Background

Over recent decades, the question of human flourish-
ing has increasingly commanded academic attention.
An exemplar is the recently launched Global Flourish-
ing Study (GFS), a longitudinal panel study enabled with
$43.4 million in initial funding—involving a consortium
of funders including the John Templeton Foundation, the
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Templeton Religion Trust, the Templeton World Charity
Foundation, the Fetzer Institute, the Paul Foster Family
Foundation, the Wellbeing for Planet Earth Foundation,
Well Being Trust, and the David & Carol Myers Foun-
dation—investigating the predictors and components of
human flourishing. As part of a raft of papers elucidating
various aspects of the methodology of this endeavor, this

©The Author(s) 2025. Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0
International License, which permits any non-commercial use, sharing, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if

you modified the licensed material. You do not have permission under this licence to share adapted material derived from this article or
parts of it. The images or other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated
otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To
view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s44263-025-00139-9&domain=pdf

Lomas et al. BMC Global and Public Health (2025) 3:30

paper articulates the process by which the GFS question-
naire (GFS-Q) at the heart of the project was constructed,
over several sections. First, we set the context by intro-
ducing the concept of flourishing, and the need to study
it globally, followed by details of the GES itself. Second,
we chart the process of the GFS-Q construction, which
unfolded over seven phases. Third, we review the main
issues that arose during the GFS-Q development process
and outline the main kinds of amendments that were
made to items. Finally, we finish with lessons, recommen-
dations, and conclusions. Various versions of the GFS-Q
and other relevant material are provided as additional
files, including: items ordered by thematic dimension,
together with explanatory notes (Additional file 1); the
GFS-Q as presented to participants, involving an intake
questionnaire (Additional file 2) and an annual question-
naire (Additional file 3); the prior three iterations of the
GFS-Q which were constructed and refined during the
questionnaire development process (Additional files 4,
5, and 6); a select list of experts involved in the GFS-Q
development (Additional file 7); and a summary of cogni-
tive interviews undertaken in phase 7 (Additional file 8).

Conceptualizing flourishing
There has been a blossoming of academic interest in
flourishing. Indeed, in some quarters, the concept may
now be starting to eclipse similar terms, like wellbeing.
Although the latter has tended to be more prominent in
recent decades—with a Google Scholar search in Feb-
ruary 2025 returning 5,680,000 results for “well-being”
and 2,970,000 for “wellbeing,” versus only 926,000 for
flourishing—there are signs of scholars starting to prefer
flourishing as a more all-encompassing term. An influ-
ential early adopter was Corey Keyes [1, 2] who argued
that rather than mental illness and health being a single
continuum, they are separate (physiologically, function-
ally, experientially), and people can experience both
concurrently. As such, his “dual continua” model had
separate spectra for each, placed orthogonally to create
a bivariate state space; most relevantly, he labeled the
ideal top-right quadrant—an absence of illness and active
presence of health—as flourishing. Another pioneer was
Martin Seligman [3], whose book Flourish introduced
his PERMA framework (positive emotion, engagement,
meaning, positive relationships, accomplishment). Also
prominent are Huppert and So, who view flourishing
as “synonymous with a high level of mental well-being
. epitomis[ing] mental health” [4]. Similarly, Deci and
Ryan’s [5] influential self-determination theory is also
sometimes presented as a framework of flourishing,
with the satisfaction of the main three self-determina-
tion needs (autonomy, competence, and relatedness)
described as “central to human flourishing” [6].
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Of particular relevance here is the framework devel-
oped by Tyler VanderWeele, as introduced in his seminal
paper “On the promotion of human flourishing” in the
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences [7],
which is the basis for the GFS. In the models above, flour-
ishing tends to be conceptualized in terms of high levels
of wellbeing and often mental wellbeing specifically. Van-
derWeele and colleagues’ approach, by contrast, is more
expansive, in two key ways. First, flourishing is not just
about mental thriving, but attaining wellbeing across all
dimensions of existence. In that respect, VanderWeele
and colleagues [8-11] identify four main dimensions,
which they refer to as the “WHO+” taxonomy, drawing
on the three in the WHO’s definition of health—“a state
of complete physical, mental and social well-being, and
not merely the absence of disease and infirmity” [12]—
and adding a spiritual dimension. As such, they define
wellbeing as “a personal subjective state of quality across
the physical, mental, social, and spiritual dimensions of
existence” [8]. Secondly though, while many scholars
often use wellbeing and flourishing synonymously, Van-
derWeele and colleagues assign a broader role to flour-
ishing. Whereas wellbeing is about how well a person is
faring in life, flourishing is about the person and their
context both thriving. With wellbeing, it is possible for
a person to attain this in spite of adverse circumstances.
By contrast, VanderWeele suggests flourishing implies
being supported by one’s environment, deriving ety-
mologically from the Latin florere (“to bloom, blossom,
flower”). Thus, it implies an adaptive interaction and
consonance between the individual and their contextual
systems, such that they help people within those systems
to prosper, and perhaps vice versa. Thus, expanding upon
the definition of wellbeing above, flourishing is defined
as “a state of personal and systemic quality in relation
to all dimensions of existence, in a way that is relatively
enduring and well-supported by the various conditions of
life” [10]. An alternative, more concise phrasing that cap-
tures the same idea is “the relative attainment of a state in
which all aspects of a person’s life are good, including the
contexts in which that person lives”

More specifically, VanderWeele [7] identifies five key
domains of flourishing—happiness and life satisfaction;
mental and physical health; meaning and purpose; char-
acter and virtue; and close social relationships—to which
a sixth domain, financial and material stability, is added
as an important means for “secure flourishing” over time.
While he emphasizes that these domains are not exhaus-
tive of flourishing and that other dimensions may also be
important, he nevertheless argues that whatever one’s
view on this topic, all these six are “arguably at least a
part of what we mean by flourishing” To that point, Van-
derWeele suggests that the first five domains satisfy the
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following two criteria: (i) each is generally viewed as an
end in itself; and (ii) each is nearly universally desired.
(Financial stability arguably does not satisfy the first cri-
terion, since wealth has only instrumental value, namely
as a medium of exchange.) VanderWeele has also pre-
sented a 12-item Secure Flourish Index featuring two
items per dimension—with subsequent evidence sup-
porting its psychometrics [13—15]—which serves as one
foundation for the GFS, although as elucidated below,
numerous other aspects of flourishing and other domains
have also been included in the GFS-Q, such as aspects of
communal wellbeing [16]. To reiterate, VanderWeele’s
framework is of course not the only approach to flourish-
ing; however, it is the basis of the GFS, with which this
paper is concerned, as we introduce shortly. Before that
though, it is worth noting why the GFS is needed, and the
issues it is designed to redress.

Studying flourishing globally

While the recent academic interest in flourishing is
most welcome, it has nevertheless been subject to
various critiques. Prominent among these is that such
scholarship has tended to be Western-centric, influ-
enced by the cultural dynamics of the USA in particular
[17-19]. This complaint is hardly limited to the topic
of human flourishing and has been leveled at fields
like psychology more broadly and indeed academia as
a whole (though we mostly limit our comments here
to psychology as an exemplar of this wider bias). This
issue was influentially brought to attention by Henrich
and colleagues [20], who argued that most research
in top psychology journals has been conducted by and
on people in societies they deemed “WEIRD” (i.e.,
Western, Educated, Industrial, Rich, Democratic).
Although one cannot simplistically classify places in a
binary way as WEIRD versus non-WEIRD—as each ele-
ment of the acronym is a spectrum upon which coun-
tries may be variously situated [21]—most of the world
is not as WEIRD as the USA, from where the major-
ity of research has historically originated [22], even if
the situation is gradually improving [23]. This cultural
bias has numerous implications, particularly given that
psychology and related fields tend to aim for universal-
ity (i.e., presenting its theories and findings as univer-
sally applicable). If prominent research is mostly from
WEIRD societies, one can question the extent to which
empirical findings are generalizable to people living
elsewhere. Some theorists argue they are generalizable,
on the basis that humans are relatively similar across
cultures and share a common human nature. How-
ever, a wealth of research—such as the now vast collec-
tion of studies using data from the Gallup World Poll
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[24] (https://www.gallup.com/178667/gallup-world-
poll-work.aspx)—show) people do meaningfully differ
across myriad aspects of life related to their cultural
and geographical location [25]. As a result, one cannot
simplistically draw conclusions based on people mainly
from WEIRD contexts.

In light of such critiques, psychology and related
fields are beginning to respond and adapt in a process
of evolution that has been described as an emerging
wave of “global scholarship” [17]. There are two fun-
damental issues that such scholarship aims to redress,
namely the Western-centrism of (a) participants and
contexts, and (b) ideas and scholars. First, it is impor-
tant to study people and places across the world, not
merely in the West, as noted above. This is a guid-
ing ethos of the GFS, as we shall see. However, even
if research is conducted globally, the ideas through
which it is operationalized and assessed might still be
Western-centric, shaped by the values and traditions
of Western countries. As such, it is also increasingly
acknowledged that scholarship must be more globally
inclusive in terms of how topics and ideas are concep-
tualized and interpreted. In the case of flourishing,
an example of this inclusivity is the Global Wellbeing
Initiative, a recent collaboration between Gallup and a
Japanese foundation called Wellbeing for Planet Earth
[26]. This has involved developing a module of items
for the Gallup World Poll that reflects ideas and priori-
ties around wellbeing associated especially with East-
ern cultures, and which has focused in particular on
balance and harmony [27], together with the related
phenomenon of low-arousal positive states, such as
calmness [28] and inner peace [29].

To an extent, the GFS has also embraced this second
point of greater inclusivity with respect to ideas and
scholars; for instance, it has included items on balance
and inner peace from the Global Wellbeing Initiative,
and has involved researchers in or from many differ-
ent countries across the various aspects and stages of
the project. For the most part, however, its prerogative
has been with (a) rather than (b)—being more glob-
ally inclusive with respect to participants and contexts
rather than ideas and academics per se. As such, it relies
on a framework of flourishing developed in a Western
context, which a critic might suggest still reflects West-
ern values and perspectives and hence might construe
as a limitation. Nevertheless, even if the conception of
flourishing underpinning the GFS-Q is not necessarily
as globally inclusive as an idealist might wish for, the
GES is arguably at least on a par with other compara-
ble endeavors in trying to be conceptually open and
inclusive, such as gaining input from scholars across
the world, as elucidated below. In any case, the GES has
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certainly aimed to be globally inclusive in terms of par-
ticipants and contexts, as we outline next.

The Global Flourishing Study

The GES is a longitudinal panel study involving—in its
first wave—202,898 participants from 22 geographi-
cally and culturally diverse countries, with the aim
being to retain as many of these participants in a pro-
cess of annual participation lasting at least 5 years. The
countries are Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Hong Kong
[S.A.R of China, with mainland China also included
from 2024 onwards], Egypt, Germany, India, Indone-
sia, Israel, Japan, Kenya, Mexico, Nigeria, Philippines,
Poland, South Africa, Spain, Sweden, Tanzania, Turkey,
UK, and USA. (Note: Data from Hong Kong (S.A.R. of
China) is available in the first wave of data collection.
Data from mainland China were not included in the
first data release due to fieldwork delays. The first wave
of fieldwork in mainland China began in February 2024,
and a second wave occured in November—December
2024. All wave 1 and 2 data from mainland China will
be part of the second dataset release in March 2025.)
The countries were selected to (a) maximize coverage of
the world’s population; (b) ensure geographic, cultural,
and religious diversity; and (c) prioritize feasibility and
existing data collection infrastructure. Data collection
was carried out by Gallup. Data for wave 1 were col-
lected principally during 2023, with some countries
beginning data collection in 2022, and exact dates vary-
ing by country [30]. Four additional waves of panel data
on the participants will be collected annually from 2024
to 2027.

In addition to the present paper focusing on question-
naire design, other aspects of the methodology and over-
all survey design are available, including an overview
of the GFS and its initial results [31], a summary of the
methodology [30], an early and condensed summary of
the questionnaire development process [32], analysis of
the cognitive interviews [33], the translation document
[34], the survey sampling design for wave 1,[35], the sta-
tistical analyses code,[36], the analytic methodology for
childhood predictor analyses for wave 1 [37], the ana-
lytic methodology for demographic variation analyses for
wave 1 [38], and the wave 1 Codebook [39]. Data that sup-
port the findings of this article are openly available on the
Open Science Framework (Wave 1 non-sensitive Global
data: https://osf.io/sm4cd/), and are available from Feb-
ruary 2024 - March 2026 via preregistration and publicly
from then onwards (https://www.cos.io/gfs). Subsequent
waves of the GFS will similarly be made available. Please
see https://www.cos.io/gfs-access-data for more infor-
mation about data access. Code in multiple software is
openly available for both the GFS demographic variation
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analyses [38] (https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.17605/
osf.io/vbype) and GFS childhood predictor analyses [37]
(https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.17605/osf.io/vbype).

As a final point here, we should emphasize—since it
is germane to the issue and task of developing a ques-
tionnaire for use across different cultural contexts—that
the main analytic purpose of the GFS was not to make
cross-cultural comparisons per se, but rather to create
22 closely related cohort studies. We acknowledge that
cross-cultural comparison is difficult and, due to trans-
lation challenges and differing interpretations of items
and response scales, the items themselves should not be
viewed as being absolutely identical across countries.
Rather, the primary analytic strategy is to carry out data
analysis separately within countries, which is of inter-
est in its own right, and also allows for meta-analysis
across countries. Such meta-analytic approaches do not
presume that the items are interpreted identically across
countries but merely are relatively closely related to one
another (just as a meta-analysis of closely related inter-
ventions that may differ in specific administration, dose,
mode, etc.).

Turning now to the focus of the present paper, the pro-
cess of questionnaire design took several years, involving
seven main stages, during which the GFS-Q underwent
considerable evolution and refinement. To that end, this
paper aims to shed light on this process of GFS-Q con-
struction, which will be useful in elucidating the nature
of the GFS and serve as a valuable resource for schol-
ars who will use the GEFS in their work. In addition, the
paper also shines a light on questionnaire development
more generally, providing insights into a comprehen-
sive questionnaire construction process that could serve
as a “template” that scholars might draw on in future
research projects. Although some aspects of question-
naire development are often discussed in the literature,
these are frequently confined to the methods sections of
papers (e.g., those presenting and validating a new meas-
ure). Rarely can one find entire papers devoted to explor-
ing the nuances and complexities of such an endeavor.
An exception is an article that discusses the creation of
the aforementioned Global Wellbeing Initiative module
on balance and harmony in the Gallup World Poll [26].
Drawing on this example, we offer a similar account of
the GFS-Q, tracing its development by describing seven
core phases of the process, building upon and extending
briefer and less formal earlier summaries [32].

Phases of GFS-Q development

Phase 1: selection of initial items

An initial set of 103 items relating to flourishing was com-
piled by the core members of the research teams at Har-
vard and Baylor Universities in 2019, thus constituting
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“Version 1”7 of the GFS-Q (see Additional file 4). This
process unfolded in two phases: (1) a selection of items
by a core team of researchers associated with the GFS
(discussed as “Phase 1” in this first subsection); and (2)
additional input from content experts (discussed below
as “Phase 2” in the following subsection). The first phase
of item selection by the core GFS team drew on several
main sources. The first was VanderWeele’s aforemen-
tioned Secure Flourish Index [7], which is the foundation
of the GFS-Q, and hence was included unchanged in the
finalized annual survey. A second key resource was the
Gallup World Poll, a global survey established in 2005
that has since been administered annually in up to and
over 160 countries. Gallup is a core partner in the GFS,
having been intimately involved at all stages of develop-
ment and implementation, and moreover being respon-
sible for data collection in each country included in the
GES, harnessing their expertise and networks accrued
through their operation of the World Poll. The World
Poll features items relating to all aspects of flourishing
which have been tested, honed, and validated through
the operation of the World Poll. As such, 22 of the core
items from the World Poll were included in Version 1.
Additionally, a variety of core social, demographic, eco-
nomic, and wellbeing items were chosen in consultation
with Gallup in order to achieve some consistency with
the World Poll.

A third key source was the Brief Multi-Dimensional
Measure of Religion/Spirituality (BMMRS) [40, 41]. The
connection of religion/spirituality to flourishing is not
only of particular interest to the GFS team [42, 43] and
its funders but has often been overlooked in the litera-
ture on this topic. As such, from the start, there has been
a motivation to have religion/spirituality be a prominent
aspect of the GFS-Q. In that regard, a starting point was
the BMMRS, which was developed in 1999 by a working
group of US experts supported by the Fetzer Institute
and the National Institute on Aging. Using this as a key
resource, an expert religion/spirituality advisory group
was formed (see Additional file 7 for participants) to fur-
ther select, refine, and update the items for the GFS-Q. In
discussions with the expert panel, alternative items were
proposed or adapted when those in the BMMRS were
either not sufficiently general to be applicable for use
among diverse global religions, when further research in
the field had suggested other wording was preferable, or
for aspects of religion/spirituality not explicitly addressed
by the BMMRS.

Here we ought to acknowledge that some critics might
take issue with the fact that representatives of all 22 coun-
tries featured in the GFS were not included in the design
process from the start. However, we should also note
that, (a) the process did include open global feedback in
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phase 5 from 133 participants in many different coun-
tries, (b) many participating scholars who reside in the
USA/West are originally from the countries of interest,
and (c) the process included within-country work on
translation in phase 7, and in a number of cases scholars
from the various countries provided final review of trans-
lations and construct fidelity. But, of course, more could
still have been done to attain even greater global cover-
age and inclusivity, and any relative lack in that respect
is acknowledged as a limitation. That said, we would also
argue that it is not critical to include representatives from
every country at every phase to achieve cross-cultural
validity. The initial phases were intended to set up the
overarching framework for the research design, including
the identification of key constructs to cover in the GFS-
Q. Existing operationalizations of those concepts seemed
like a useful means for a placeholder, and too many voices
at that point could have actually presented a hindrance
at those formative stages of research design. Of course,
though, the inclusion of diverse perspectives was never-
theless important as the process unfolded, which indeed
occurred throughout subsequent stages. This is especially
the case for phase 7, which was designed to examine the
cross-cultural validity of the GFS-Q items in each coun-
try: questions were reviewed by a team of local survey
experts, as well as cognitive interviews of the items con-
ducted in each country and in every language (apart from
in India, in which interviews were only conducted in
two of the 11 languages in which the GFS was eventually
fielded in that country), with the resulting input leading
to numerous changes to the final questionnaire, as out-
lined below.

Phase 2: input from content experts

In addition to the first phase outlined above (i.e., item
selection by a core GFS team), the initial survey itera-
tion (version 1) also featured a second phase that ran
from 2019 to 2020. This involved soliciting feedback and
item recommendations from domain experts around the
world, with a particular focus on the domains of flourish-
ing in VanderWeele’s framework and on aspects of flour-
ishing extending beyond the 12-item core measure (see
Additional file 7 for participants). Experts were invited
to recommend single items on these topics for survey
inclusion and moreover to provide evidence and justifi-
cation for the items selected. Often, the proposed items
came from validated scales and were chosen because they
were the specific indicators most strongly associated with
other indicators and/or most strongly predictive of sub-
sequent outcomes in longitudinal studies. Thus, in con-
junction with the item selection from phase 1, an initial
survey draft (version 1) was then developed based on the
input from the domain experts.
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Phase 3: targeted global feedback

Once an initial questionnaire draft (version 1) had been
finalized in phase 2, input, recommendations, and criti-
cisms were solicited from a culturally diverse group of
nine scholars from a range of countries (including Aus-
tralia, Brazil, China, England, New Zealand, South Africa,
and the USA) and representing different disciplines (e.g.,
psychiatry, psychology, public health, sociology, theol-
ogy). Selected scholars were sent the entirety of the ques-
tionnaire and were asked for feedback (see Additional
file 7 for participants). The proposed study and a brief
description of the GFS-Q (version 1) were also presented
in October 2019 at a meeting hosted by Dominic Johnson
(University of Oxford) and the Templeton Religion Trust,
convening scholars from numerous disciplines on the
Social Consequences of Religion (SCORE (see also Addi-
tional file 7). Revisions to the GFS-Q were made based on
feedback received from these various experts and stake-
holders, with open and disputed questions and additional
comments addressed during Phase 4 of the development
process.

Phase 4: cross-cultural and translational survey feedback
The fourth phase took place at the University of Oxford
on March 9, 2020, involving a discussion of cross-cul-
tural and translational issues at an in-person meeting in
order to further refine the details of the questionnaire
items. The meeting consisted of a small group of senior
members of Gallup, experts on translation and cross-
cultural issues, and further experts on wellbeing assess-
ment, many of whom have decades of experience in
cross-national survey research and language/translation
issues (see Additional file 7 for participants). The meet-
ing focused on the questionnaire items, their suitabil-
ity for use in a global context, issues of item translation,
and evaluating additional recent input and suggestions
received from scholars around the world. One should
note though that final decisions on question wording and
translations were not made in this meeting; rather, the
translation process was discussed, and some terms were
flagged as potential translation challenges. The full trans-
lation process and review took place later in phase 7. This
meeting led to further refinement of the items, creating
a second main iteration of the survey (“Version 2”"—see
Additional file 5).

Phase 5: open global feedback

Once the questionnaire items were further refined fol-
lowing the March 9, 2020, meeting at the University of
Oxford, version 2 of the GFS-Q was posted on April 29,
2020, on a public website hosted by the Human Flourish-
ing Program at Harvard University to allow further open
feedback from anyone who would desire to comment. It

Page 6 of 16

was publicized through Baylor’s Institute for Studies of
Religion’s Religion Watch (circulation of about 10,000),
the Human Flourishing Program’s e-mail list-serve (cir-
culation of about 5000), and the Psychology Today blog
(with up to 150,000 readers per post). Moreover, invita-
tions to comment were also sent via internal communi-
cation channels to members of the following professional
societies and groups: the Association for the Study of
Religion, Economics, and Culture; the International
Association for the Psychology of Religion; the Interna-
tional Positive Psychology Association; the Society for
Personality and Social Psychology; the Society of the
Scientific Study of Religion; and the World Happiness
Report team. All feedback received by June 15, 2020,
was compiled into a single document, organized by item.
This document ran to 176 pages (single-spaced 12-point
font) and involved input from 133 named scholars. While
this feedback included some critique of the question-
naire, much of it was requests for what could also be
included (given that most scholars have topics that they
are particularly interested in). This document is avail-
able on request in anonymized form (referencing only the
respondents’ discipline and/or area of expertise).

Given the prior phases of questionnaire development,
the bar at this point for further modification based on
this open feedback was relatively high, since reasonable
individuals can disagree on trade-offs between parsi-
mony and generalizability versus contextual specificity.
Such trade-offs are especially pertinent to the GFS, given
the task of compressing a multi-faceted instrument, cov-
ering an expansive assessment of flourishing with many
dimensions, into a 20-25-minute survey. Neverthe-
less, in total, 26 items were further modified, deleted,
or added to the GFS-Q in response to the open global
feedback. The overarching purpose of this phase was,
by inviting commentary from academia and the broader
public, to raise awareness of, and hence to minimize,
hitherto unrecognized biases and blind spots among the
core research team. To that point, repeated comments
on specific items, issues, or omissions, were given seri-
ous consideration. Major points of revision are eluci-
dated in the next section, but as a brief summary here,
these include (a) revising questions that refer to “God” so
that they would be either applicable to all faiths or have
a response category that allowed individuals to opt-out
if the item does not apply to them, (b) modifying items
that reviewers thought were double-barreled, (c) remov-
ing a few similar items and replacing them with others,
(d) ensuring that the religious items adequately and accu-
rately tap the beliefs and practices of the diverse religious
traditions around the world, (e) ensuring item relevance
in countries and cultures around the world, (f) consider-
ing words and items that may not translate well around
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the world, (g) considering alternative items that may
be more appropriate than the ones currently included
on the questionnaire, and (h) considering important
concepts that may be missing (with many suggestions
for additional or alternative questions). This feedback
stage, together with feedback from Gallup survey design
experts (discussed below as phase 6), led to the creation
of a third main iteration of the questionnaire (version 3—
see Additional file 6).

Phase 6: gallup feedback

In early 2021, Gallup survey design specialists provided
feedback to the GFS research directors from Harvard and
Baylor, intended to optimize the questionnaire for field-
ing in a wide range of global settings and disparate pop-
ulations. Given constraints to the length of the annual
questionnaire, 14 questions were omitted prior to the
subsequent stage of cognitive interviews, as detailed in
Additional file 1. The constraints centered on restricting
the length of time it would take participants to complete
the questionnaire, aiming for 20 min on average or less—
albeit with the realization that this would not be possible
in all countries—thereby aiming to ensure it would not be
unduly taxing or inconvenient. Revisions to item word-
ing and response options of some items also occurred to
reduce respondent burden and increase comprehension
of abstract concepts across cultural contexts. As noted
above, in conjunction with the open survey feedback
(phase 5), the Gallup feedback was included in the third
main iteration of the questionnaire (version 3).

Phase 7: translation, cognitive interviews, and pretesting
Once version 3 of the questionnaire had been established,
Gallup translated it for cognitive interviews and pre-
testing. Before delving into the latter two aspects, both
of which essentially constitute different forms of pilot
testing, let us briefly dwell on the details of the transla-
tion process, a summary of which is provided elsewhere
[30], with more details in the GFS Translation Docu-
ment [34]. The core questionnaire translation process
adhered to a TRAPD model (translation, review, adju-
dication, pretesting, and documentation), as developed
and recommended by Harkness [44], with modifications
appropriate to the dynamics of this particular research
endeavor (essentially, a “double TRAPD” model). The
TRAPD approach was adopted by Gallup in 2019 for
the Gallup World Poll [45], replacing the hitherto-used
method of “back translation” in light of perceived issues
with this latter technique, such as the critique that its
resulting translations may “lack naturalness, be difficult
to comprehend or may simply be downright wrong” [46].
Here, the process was as follows. (T): a professional
translator translated the questionnaire into the target
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language using a shared set of notes and guidance regard-
ing the meaning of specific words, phrases, and con-
cepts. (R): A different professional translator reviewed
the translation. This reviewer identified any issues with
the translated material, suggested alternative transla-
tions, and provided reasoning, in English, behind their
decision for modifications. (A): The original transla-
tor received feedback on the disputed translations and
accepted or rejected the suggestions. If they disagreed
with the reviewer’s edits, the initial translator provided
an explanation in English. A third-party reviewer then
adjudicated the translation based on the explanation that
best aligned with the research objectives. (P): Gallup’s
local partner ran a pretest of the entire questionnaire—
described in more detail below—with at least 10 respond-
ents per language to ensure the accuracy and quality of
the translations. This constitutes a form of “translatabil-
ity assessment”—defined as “the evaluation of the extent
to which a measure can be meaningfully translated into
another language” [47]—as recommended by, for exam-
ple, Acquadro and colleagues [48], who argue that the
“successful translation and cultural adaptation of an
instrument into a new context can only be proven empir-
ically, once the translation process has been finalized”
(D): Final translations were documented for researchers.
In several countries, data collection occurred using inter-
viewer- and self-administered approaches, depending on
the participants’ access to the internet and willingness
to complete online surveys. To ensure translation con-
sistency across modes of data collection, a professional
translator adapted the final interviewer-administered
translation to reflect the modifications required for the
self-administered version of the GFS-Q. That is, as minor
adjustments to the English instrument occurred between
the pilot and main study, a local translator used the exist-
ing translations and made updates as needed. For quality
assurance, these translations were reviewed a final time
by a third-party native speaker, effectively constituting a
“double TRAPD” approach.

Once an initial translation of the questionnaire (version
3) had been rendered into the languages of the 22 par-
ticipating countries, Gallup undertook a process of cog-
nitive interviews (Cls) and pretesting to help ascertain
the adequacy of the translations, as well as to examine
the viability of the GFS-Q more generally (i.e., aside from
specific translation issues). While having slightly differ-
ent functions and aims, both CIs and pretesting are used
to assess: respondents’ comprehension; the meaning and
relevance of the items to the sampled population(s); the
extent to which it is difficult for respondents to answer
a question; and the steps required to select a response.
Starting first here with Cls, this is a qualitative approach
that uses both psychological and measurement theory
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to analyze how participants interpret and respond to
self-report items [49]. The goal is to ensure respondents
share a similar understanding of what the question is
seeking to measure across different segments of society.
In a CI, trained interviewers ask probing and clarifying
questions in a semi-structured format [50]. For exam-
ple, after a participant answers a questionnaire item, the
interviewer might ask them to think about how difficult
it was to answer that item, or to consider how well the
item captured the intended construct. These qualitative
responses are used to enhance or modify items for future
use. Essentially, CIs are one kind of pilot test: an initial
data collection effort with a very small sample to see if
measures, stimuli, or recruiting methods (as examples)
are consistent with the researchers’ intended effects or
interpretation. Ten CIs were completed in each of the
22 countries, apart from India, where 20 CIs were com-
pleted (since in India the questionnaire was fielded in 11
languages, and while it was not possible to conduct Cls
in all 11, they were conducted in two—namely Bengali
and Hindi—hence double the number of CIs compared
to other countries). A detailed account of the CI pro-
cess and results is provided elsewhere [33], with sum-
mary notes provided here in Additional file 8, and with
select findings of interest noted below in the next section.
In addition to the draft questionnaire items, interviewers
used question probes to determine what respondents had
in mind when answering questions about key concepts
and to gauge how difficult it was for them to answer each
question. The CI guides also had different versions of
some questions to compare variations in question word-
ings or response options. Also of note: there were two
versions of the Cls. Version A had a longer (e.g., 10-point)
scale for some questions, whereas version B had a shorter
response scale for the same items; this was to assess the
ideal scale length. Additionally, version A and B had dif-
ferent wording for some items to compare the relative
difficulty and comprehension of certain items.

Following the ClIs, pretest interviews were also con-
ducted, also per Gallup protocol. The main goals of
pretests are to examine if the planned process of admin-
istering and collecting responses is feasible, timely, effi-
cient, and—when combined with the results of the
CIs—whether the survey more broadly is “fit for pur-
pose”” Also, although not the primary purpose, pretests
can also help identify remaining challenges related to
response scales and respondent comprehension of items.
Pretests highlight areas where logistical and practical
challenges might arise and provide information about
the average length of interviews. Pretests were completed
with 1162 respondents from the 22 countries in the GFS
in June 2021. About 50 respondents were interviewed
in each country (again except India, where 101 pretest
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interviews were conducted). Most data collection was
conducted online using Computer-Assisted Web Inter-
viewing (CAWI) software, but at least 10 interviews in
each country were conducted over the phone using Com-
puter-Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI).

In addition to CIs and pretesting, version 3 was also
sent back to scholars in many of the participating coun-
tries to evaluate whether the translated items in fact
corresponded to what would be desired for the relevant
constructs for the GFS (see Additional file 7 for partici-
pants). Further revisions to the translations were made in
light of their feedback—with any new or adapted items
again using the double TRAPD model approach—thus
finalizing the process of questionnaire development and
creating a fourth and final version of the GFS-Q. This
finalized version can be found in the appendices, in two
formats, as noted in the Introduction. The first format, in
Additional file 1, arranges the items roughly according to
the dimensions of VanderWeele’s flourishing framework,
together with explanatory notes and citations, showing
where the items are derived from, as well as any adapta-
tions to the original items made as a result of the phases
outlined here. Additionally, the actual questionnaire as
presented to participants is provided in Additional files
2 and 3, separated into the initial intake questionnaire
(Additional file 2) and the annual questionnaire (Addi-
tional file 3).

Issues and amendments

The process of questionnaire development, outlined
above, resulted in refinements to numerous items, and
hence to the GFS-Q as a whole. Of the 109 items even-
tually selected for the final iteration of the question-
naire, nearly one-third (n=30) were revised or adapted
in some way as a result of the phases above, especially the
seventh stage of CIs and pretesting, as detailed in Addi-
tional file 1. Overall, reasons for revision/adaptation fell
into three main categories: improving clarity; improving
cultural and personal sensitivity; and changes to item
formatting. Here, we briefly touch upon each in turn,
including the relevant items, listed with their numeric
placement in the GFS-Q in square parentheses, together
with a letter signifying whether they were in the intake
questionnaire (“I”; Additional file 2) or annual question-
naire (“A”; Additional file 3).

Improving clarity

The cognitive and pretest interview comments high-
lighted the obvious need to be as specific and clear as
possible when asking about abstract concepts that may
have clearer connotations in English than in other lan-
guages. This need was a concern particularly regarding
questions about respondents’ worldview and religious/
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spiritual beliefs. There are strategic trade-offs between
generalizability, consistency, comparability, and accuracy.
In general, when it comes to poorly understood concepts,
Gallup works with the local partners and translators to
consider alternative translations of words/phrases that
could improve respondent comprehension of the item’s
intent. Alternatively, Gallup considered ways to reformu-
late the question in English to enhance comprehension
while still capturing the underlying construct of interest.
If the issue was more fundamental, Gallup would resort
to fielding the least bad version unless it caused excessive
respondent frustration. By way of example, version 3 had
various items that included the term “community” in an
open-ended way, which in the CIs caused confusion in
many countries (as can be found with a key word search
for “community” in the translation document). As such,
when it came to the final instrument, only a few items
included “community” Those items typically defined the
term in a more grounded way; for example, in A19, “How
would you describe your sense of belonging to your local
community?” was changed to “How would you describe
your sense of belonging in your country?” In total, nine
items were revised for improved clarity and comprehen-
sion in some way.

« [A13] I have the freedom in my life to pursue the
things that are most important to me. [0=Strongly
disagree, 10=Strongly agree]. The initial phrasing,
modified from the Aetna Wellbeing Assessment [14],
was “I am free to pursue what is most important”
However, in Cls, respondents differed widely on what
the question is asking about freedom from (i.e., the
type of constraints); some said life circumstances,
family responsibilities, demands of work or school,
COVID-19 restrictions, financial restrictions, social
restrictions including restrictions on women, etc.
Consequently, after the Cls the wording was revised
somewhat to improve clarity.

« [I3, A24] Is there any one special person you know
that you feel very close to? For example, someone
you can confide in and share your feelings with. [Y
/ NJ. Initial phrasing, from the Nurses’ Health Study
II [51]: “Is there any one special person you know
that you feel very close to; someone you feel you can
share confidences and feelings with?” [Y / NJ]. In ClIs,
the phrase “share confidences and feelings” seemed
difficult for a few respondents. As a result, the word-
ing was revised slightly.

+ [A31] How often do you feel very capable in most
things you do in life. [Always, often, rarely, never].
Initial phrasing [52]: “In my life, I feel very capable in
what I do” [0=Completely Disagree; 10=Completely
Agree]. In Cls, some respondents saw the question as
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vague (e.g., saying they feel capable in some areas of
life but not others). Nevertheless, the modified ques-
tion was retained.

[A37] To what extent are you suffering? This can
be any type of physical or mental suffering. [A lot,
some, not very much, not at all]. The initial item
[53], involving a 10-point scale (0=Not suffering at
all, 10=Suffering terribly), was simply the first ques-
tion. In ClIs, several respondents asked for clarifi-
cation about the meaning of “suffering,’ especially
whether the question referred to physical or mental/
emotional suffering. As a result, a clause was added
for clarification (“This can be any type of physical or
mental suffering”).

[A19] How would you describe your sense of belong-
ing in your country? [0=Very weak, 10=Very strong].
Initial phrasing [54]: “How would you describe
your sense of belonging to your local community?”
[0=Very weak, 10=Very strong]. In Cls, as noted
above, respondents in many countries were unsure
what type of “community” the question referred to;
when probed by interviewers, they gave varying defi-
nitions. After CIs, the question wording was changed
to ask about respondents’ country rather than com-
munity.

[A45] How often do you participate in groups that
are not religious, such as book clubs, sports, or politi-
cal organizations? [More than once a week, once a
week, one to three times a month, a few times a year,
never]. Initial phrasing [14]: “In the last year, how
often have you participated in community groups
that are not religious (e.g., book clubs, sports, politi-
cal organizations, etc.)?” [More than once per week;
weekly; a few times a month; a few times a year;
never]. In CIs, again, several respondents asked
for clarification about the meaning of “commu-
nity groups.” After Cls, the word “community” was
removed to avoid confusion. After the pilot surveys,
the phrase “In the last year, how often have you” was
altered to “How often do you” to ensure consistency
with the religious service attendance question.

[A34] How much do you approve or disapprove of
the job performance of the national government of
this country? [Strongly approve, somewhat approve,
neither approve nor disapprove, somewhat disap-
prove, strongly disapprove]. Initial phrasing, from the
Gallup World Poll: “How much do you approve of the
job performance of the leadership of this country?”
[0=Completely disapprove, 10=Completely approve].
In CIs, several respondents sought clarification about
the level of leadership the question was asking about.
After Cls, wording was changed to ask more specifi-
cally about the national government.
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[A33] How often do you feel discriminated against
because of any group you are a part of? This might
include discrimination because of your religion,
political affiliation, race, gender, social class, sexual
orientation, or involvement in civic organizations
or community groups. [Always, often, rarely, never].
Initial phrasing, modified from the original [55]: “I
feel that I am often discriminated against because
of my identity” [0=Strongly disagree, 10=Strongly
agree]. Prior to ClIs, the question wording and
response were revised: “I feel that I am often dis-
criminated against because of the groups I am a part
of” [Strongly agree, somewhat agree, neither agree
nor disagree, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree].
In CIs, some respondents in a few countries were
confused because they did not perceive that they
belonged to any group. After CIs, the response scale
was revised, and a sentence added to illustrate the
range of “groups” respondents might consider.

[A69] How often do you attend religious services?
[More than once a week, once a week, one to three
times a month, a few times a year, never]. Initial
phrasing, from the BMMRS: “How often do you
attend religious services? [Never, a few times a year,
a few times a month, weekly, more than once per
week]. In ClIs, the phrase “religious services” was
confusing to several respondents in different coun-
tries, some of whom said it would be more appropri-
ate to ask how often they visited their place of wor-
ship; some wondered if “services” included certain
activities like volunteering; in Japan, for example, the
translation of “religious services” connotes a serious
rare occasion (like a funeral) rather than a weekly
service. No changes were made after Cls due to con-
cerns that adding other examples of worship would
cause respondent confusion; modifications in specific
countries were not adopted to achieve as much con-
sistency in question wording across countries as pos-

sible.

Improving sensitivity

Besides seeking to improve clarity and comprehension,
as outlined above, another key aim of the Cls and pre-
testing was to ensure that items were suitably culturally
sensitive, with 12 items modified as a result. Some modi-
fications were more about avoiding certain presumptions
that may not apply across cultures, as featured in the first
few questions below, such as revising A58 to avoid imply-
ing an assumption that respondents drank alcohol. Other
modifications were around sensitivities pertaining to dif-
ferences among religious and political traditions across
various countries.

.
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[A58] Approximately how many drinks of any kind of
alcoholic beverages did you drink in the past seven
days? Please enter the number below. A full drink
is a glass of wine, a can or bottle of beer, or a shot
of hard liquor. [Open-ended response]. Item from
Gallup Health Behaviors. Prior to Cls, the ques-
tion wording was changed to provide some sense of
what was meant by a drink. In ClIs, many respond-
ents across countries were unsure about what consti-
tuted a “full drink”; vendors in several countries also
recommended a change to avoid seeming to assume
that respondents drank some amount of alcohol in
the past seven days. After Cls, wording was further
revised for additional clarification, and “if any” was
added.

[A57] About how many cigarettes do you smoke each
day, if any? [Open-ended response]. Initial phrasing,
from Gallup Health Behaviors: “About how many cig-
arettes do you smoke each day” Prior to Cls, “if any”
was added to soften language and avoid the appear-
ance of presuming the respondent is a smoker, as per
the question about alcohol.

[A59] On how many days did you exercise or engage
in vigorous physical activities for 30 minutes or more
in the past week? [0=0 days, 7=7 days]. Initial phras-
ing, from Gallup Health Behaviors: “In the last seven
days, on how many days did you exercise for 30 or
more minutes?” Prior to Cls, the question wording
was changed to make the definition of exercise more
inclusive.

[A36] Do you agree or disagree with the following
statement? People like me have a say about what
the government does. [Agree, disagree, unsure]. Ini-
tial phrasing [56]: “People like me don't have any say
about what the government does” [0=Strongly disa-
gree, 10=Strongly agree]. Feedback from ClIs: since
the statement itself is negative, “agree” is a nega-
tive (unfavorable) response, which seemed to cause
confusion at times. Subsequently, the wording was
reframed as positive.

[A53] I feel loved or cared for by God, the main god
I worship, or the spiritual force that guides my life.
[Agree, disagree, unsure, not relevant]. Initial phras-
ing, modified from original [57]: “I feel loved or cared
for by God or a higher power” [0=Strongly disagree,
10=Strongly agree]. Prior to Cls, wording revised to
be more inclusive: “I feel loved or cared for by God,
the main god I worship, or the force that guides my
life” [Strongly agree, somewhat agree, neither agree
nor disagree, somewhat disagree, strongly disagree].
In CIs, some respondents in Islamic countries strug-
gled with the question, noting that they view God’s
love as something that is not guaranteed, but which
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they continually strive for. After pretesting, a slight
modification was made to the question wording with
the addition of the word “spiritual”

[A54] I feel God, a god, or a spiritual force is punish-
ing me. [Agree, disagree, unsure, not relevant]. Initial
phrasing, modified from the BMMRS: “I feel God or
a higher power is punishing me” [0=Strongly disa-
gree, 10=Strongly agree]. Prior to Cls, wording was
changed to make it more inclusive: “I feel God, a god,
or a spiritual force is punishing me”” In Cls, respond-
ents in a few countries, including Germany, Indone-
sia, and Turkey, were confused by this question, say-
ing they saw the idea that God delivers “punishment”
as inappropriate. Nevertheless, the item was retained
as important.

[118] How often did your mother attend religious ser-
vices or worship at a temple, mosque, shrine, church,
or other religious building when you were around 12
years old? Did she attend at least once a week, one
to three times a month, less than once a month, or
never? Initial phrasing: “How often did your mother
attend religious services when you were around 12
years old?” [Never, a few times a year, a few times a
month, weekly, more than once per week]. In ClIs,
several respondents noted that attending “religious
services” may not be as relevant in some religious
traditions such as Buddhism; additionally, several
respondents had trouble with the list of time-period
response options, leading interviewers to suggest
simplifying it to four options. Subsequently, the
wording was changed to be more inclusive (e.g., “..
or worship at a temple, mosque, shrine, church, or
other religious building...).

[I125] [Major religion of the country] is the most com-
mon religion in this country. To what extent do you
agree or disagree with the following statement: The
teachings of [major religious figure for major religion
in country] are very important in my life. Please use
a 0 to 10 scale where 10 means “strongly agree” and
0 means “strongly disagree” [0=Strongly disagree,
10=Strongly agree]. Modified from original [58].
Prior to ClIs, the modified version of the question
was adapted from a set of questions asking specifi-
cally about several major religious figures or texts. In
Cls, some respondents were unsure how to respond
if they followed a faith tradition other than country’s
most common religion. After Cls, no changes were
made to the original question; however, an addi-
tional preceeding question was added to capture
the importance respondents placed on the teach-
ings of their own religion as well if different from the
most common religion, namely 124: “To what extent
do you agree or disagree with the following state-
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ment: The teachings of [insert major religious figure,
according to response to previous questions] are very
important in my life”

[A30] In general, how often do you feel connected
to a religion or a form of spirituality? [Always, often,
rarely, never]. Initial phrasing, from the BMMRS:“To
what extent do you consider yourself a religious per-
son? [0=Not at all religious, 10=Very religious]” Fol-
lowing Cls, a new item was adopted from a 2021 sur-
vey module by the Global Wellbeing Initiative in the
Gallup World Poll [26].

[A49] How often do you pray or meditate? [More
than once a day, about once a day, sometimes, never].
Initial phrasing, modified from original [59]: “How
often do you pray by yourself, alone?” [Never, occa-
sionally, daily, more than daily]. Prior to CIs, word-
ing changed to be more inclusive, and the response
scale was slightly altered: “How often do you pray or
meditate?” [More than once a day, about once a day,
sometimes, never]. A few respondents across coun-
tries asked for clarification on which aspect of the
question they should answer, saying there was a big
difference between prayer and meditation. Neverthe-
less, no changes were made after Cls.

[A50] Do you believe in one God, more than one
god, an impersonal spiritual force, or none of these?
[I believe in one God, I believe in more than one god,
I believe in an impersonal spiritual force, none of the
above, unsure]. Initial phrasing, modified from the
National Consortium on Psychosocial Stress, Spiritu-
ality, and Health [60]: “I believe that a god or higher
power exists” [Y/ N / Unsure]. Prior to Cls, word-
ing revised to be more inclusive: “Do you believe in
one God, more than one god, an impersonal spiritual
force, or none of the above?” [I believe in one God, I
believe in more than one god, I believe in an imper-
sonal spiritual force, none of the above, unsure]. No
changes were made after the CIs, but in Muslim-
majority countries the options “more than one god”
or “impersonal spiritual force” were omitted because
they were deemed highly sensitive in those contexts.
This holds for similar references in other religious
questions.

[A51] My religious beliefs and practices are what
really lie behind my whole approach to life. [Agree,
disagree, unsure, not relevant]. Initial phrasing
[61]: “My religious beliefs are what really lie behind
my whole approach to life” [0=Strongly disagree,
10=Strongly agree]. Prior to CIs, wording modified
slightly to include“practices.
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Changing response format

Finally, 17 items had their response formats altered,
either before the CIs or as a result of them, usually to
make the format simpler by producing a scale with fewer
options. Some of these items include those in the two
categories above (improving clarity and sensitivity). Two
items involved reducing a 10-point scale to a five-point
scale:

+ A34 (approve of government): [0=Completely dis-
approve, 10=Completely approve] to [Strongly
approve, somewhat approve, neither approve nor dis-
approve, somewhat disapprove, strongly disapprove]

+ A35 (people in the country trust each other):
[0=Strongly disagree, 10==Strongly agree] to [All,
most, some, not very many, none]

Ten items involved reducing a 10-point scale to a four-
point scale:

« A29 (life in balance): [0=Completely disagree,
10=Completely agree] to [Always, often, rarely,
never|

+ A31 (feeling capable): [0=Completely disagree;
10=Completely agree] to [Always, often, rarely,
never|

+ A32 (forgive people): [0=Strongly disagree,
10=Strongly agree] to [Always, often, rarely, never]

+ A37 (suffering): [0=Not suffering at all, 10=Suffer-
ing terribly] to [A lot, some, not very much, not at
all]

+ A38 (pain): [0=None, 10=Very severe] to [A lot,
some, not very much, not at all]

+ A51 (religious beliefs/practices behind the whole
approach to life): [0=Strongly disagree, 10=Strongly
agree] to [Agree, disagree, unsure, not relevant]

+ A52 (find strength/comfort in religion/spirituality):
0=Strongly disagree, 10=Strongly agree] to [Agree,
disagree, unsure, not relevant]

+ A53 (loved or cared for by God or spiritual force):
[0=Strongly disagree, 10=Strongly agree] to [Agree,
disagree, unsure, not relevant]

o+ A54 (God or spiritual force punishing me):
[0=Strongly disagree, 10=Strongly agree] to [Agree,
disagree, unsure, not relevant]

+ A55 (people in religious community critical of me):
[0=Strongly disagree, 10=Strongly agree] to [Agree,
disagree, unsure, not relevant]

One item involved reducing a five-point scale to a four-
point scale:

118 (mother attending religious services): [Never, a few
times a year, a few times a month, weekly, more than once
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per week] to [At least once a week, one to three times a
month, less than once a month, never]

Finally, two items had the same number of response
options, but the wording was altered:

+ A45 (participating in non-religious groups): [More
than once per week; weekly; a few times a month; a
few times a year; never] to [More than once a week,
once a week, one to three times a month, a few times
a year, never]

+ [A49] (pray/meditate): [Never, occasionally, daily,
more than daily] to [More than once a day, about
once a day, sometimes, never]

Lessons, recommendations, and conclusions

This paper has shed detailed light on the development
of a cross-national research endeavor that is arguably
unique in its combination of longitudinal design, interna-
tional coverage, and breadth of conceptual focus. While
other laudable comparable projects might arguably be
more comprehensive in one of these factors individually
(e.g., the Gallup World Poll has a more extensive inter-
national coverage, featuring many more countries, but
without the longitudinal design or breadth of coverage on
wellbeing), in combination the GES is a unique research
challenge and opportunity.

Our goal in presenting detailed information regard-
ing the development process and items of the GFS-Q is
threefold. First, it serves as a contemporary and trans-
parent record of the creation of this important project.
Second and significantly, this type of account is typically
not available with comparable projects. Records of the
development of similar projects tend to be either given
in extremely condensed form in the methods sections of
relevant papers, or else are not systematically reported
in a peer-reviewed paper at all, with the narrative his-
tory instead just surviving in various internal records and
working documents of the relevant organization. With
the Gallup World Poll, for instance, there does not appear
to be any academic papers focusing specifically and sys-
tematically on their choice of items or the evolution of
the survey over the years. Third, besides being informa-
tive vis-a-vis the GFS-Q itself, we hope the paper may
be useful for people who are developing similar research
projects. Thus, we finish in this concluding section by
reflecting on some broader recommendations and les-
sons learned.

+ A globally representative understanding of human
flourishing requires not only research that is more
inclusive and generalizable to the global human
population, but must also embrace a philosophy of



Lomas et al. BMC Global and Public Health

(2025) 3:30

inclusivity and representativity in the research devel-
opment process itself by engaging scholars across dif-
ferent disciplines and cultural contexts at key stages.
Speaking reflexively though, there will always be limi-
tations in this regard, which should also be acknowl-
edged. In the present case, for example, while efforts
were made to involve scholars from across the globe,
the majority were nevertheless either from and/or
were working in Western nations.

Insights from the cognitive interviews show that
there can be considerable cross-country variation in
how participants comprehend different questionnaire
items, and the potential implications of such varia-
tion should be considered as scholars plan, interpret,
and disseminate the findings of their work with large-
scale multinational data such as the GFS.

There are very real trade-offs between breadth and
depth in surveys of this nature. The conceptual
coverage of the GFS-Q, and the number of coun-
tries and participants included, is indeed extremely
broad. However, most constructs are assessed with
a single item. Some of the very real disadvantages of
using single-item assessments can be partially miti-
gated by the use of large sample sizes and by drawing
upon prior research and expert knowledge concern-
ing which individual items perform best in longitu-
dinal research, and which single indicators are most
strongly correlated with all others within multi-item
assessments. Nevertheless, large sample sizes in no
way mitigate issues of reliability or conceptual cov-
erage, though they do partially mitigate issues of
statistical power. However, that many of the single-
item assessments were drawn from existing scales,
and were in part chosen according to strong corre-
lations with other indicators, allows for some assess-
ment of reliability, but this is unquestionably a limita-
tion of the items in the GFS-Q. While psychometric
assessment has tended to favour scales with multiple
items, doing so here would obviously severely con-
strain the scope of the research, meaning that only
select aspects of flourishing could be included. As
such, the choice was made here to achieve greater
breadth at the expense of further depth. However, we
should also emphasize that single-item assessments
have been very successfully used in myriad research
endeavours — not least the Gallup World Poll — and
are perhaps even becoming increasingly favoured as
their validity becomes more widely accepted. A good
example is Cantril’s life evaluation “ladder” [62], used
in the Gallup World Poll. Data on this single item is
the basis for the annual World Happiness Report [63],
founded and edited by eminent economists, which
since 2012 has ranked nations on this item, achiev-
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ing considerable impact and influence. While it may
be possible to obtain more nuanced data, and greater
precision and power, through a multi-item measure
such as the Satisfaction With Life Scale [64], Cantril’s
ladder has nevertheless been widely accepted as
indeed providing valuable information about peo-
ple’s life appraisals. A related trade-off involved nego-
tiating the practicalities of administering a global
survey, with Gallup being particularly conscious of
length-of-interview and respondent comprehen-
sion. This meant having to remove several questions
that the researchers would have liked to have asked,
thereby making the GFS-Q slightly more limited in
scope. However, this was a necessity demanded not
only by the nature of Gallup’s involvement, which
included having the final say — in consultation with
the GFS’s Principal Investigators Byron Johnson and
Tyler VanderWeele, and on the basis of scientifically-
informed best practice when it comes to cross-cul-
tural survey design and implementation — on what
items to include and their wording, but also by the
self-evident pressing need to make sure retention is
bolstered as much as possible (given that if respond-
ents become frustrated by long interviews, they are
less likely to take the survey in subsequent years).
Given differences in translation and in interpreta-
tion of items and scales across countries and cul-
tures, the population samples in each country might
be best viewed as constituting separate but closely
related cohort studies. The items might likewise be
understood as constituting very closely related, but
not necessarily identical, assessments. Viewed as
such, analyses aggregating over the various coun-
tries that respect the potential heterogeneity in the
assessments might be more appropriate, such as, for
example, analyzing data separately in each country
and summarizing via random effects meta-analysis
(rather than treating all of the countries as a single
cohort in multi-level analysis which effectively pre-
sumes the items are functioning identically in each
country). Indeed, this analytic approach of treat-
ing the GES as 22 closely related cohorts has been
adopted by the GFS core team as they seek to ana-
lyze and disseminate the results through an extensive
collection of papers (most of which focus on a single
item as the outcome variable of interest).

Good communication is fundamental to good deci-
sion-making, and to state the obvious, a project of
the scope and scale of the GES absolutely requires
effective communication, about which the team has
learned a great deal over the last several years. For
example, on average the project leaders Johnson
and VanderWeele have met nearly weekly with Gal-
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lup throughout the five years of the project to date,
with almost daily e-mail communications. Addition-
ally, the coordination of a diverse research team,
including more than 50 scholars in the core team,
has required regular meetings since the inception
of the project in September 2021. Keeping scholars
informed of progress with data collection as well as
the organizing of a systematic strategy for analyzing
data and writing papers has required significant coor-
dination. Meetings with researchers have occurred
regularly throughout the project, but the length (60
to 90 minutes) and frequency of full team meetings
(monthly or bi-monthly) has naturally ebbed and
flowed, with more frequent meetings in the begin-
ning of the project and then again as data collection
for Wave 1 approached completion. The project lead-
ers tried to strike the appropriate balance of keeping
the research team informed of important develop-
ments, as well as seeking input, but without creating
too much of a time burden. The GFS also benefited
from the input of an advisory board of leaders from
around the world in academia, policy, philanthropy,
and a number of professional associations.

+ Relatedly, the GFS has benefited from the emergence
of several important working groups, especially the
cross-cultural group and the coding group. For exam-
ple, among other contributions, the cross-cultural
group has taken critical steps in identifying scholars
around the world to partner with the GFS. The con-
tributions of these research “satellites” to the project
include each satellite group of scholars leading an
analytic paper focusing on the scholars’ particular
country of origin or employment, bringing their local
and contextual expertise about that country to bear
on the findings. As a result, the cross-cultural work-
ing group is preparing a special issue for the Inter-
national Journal of Wellbeing which will feature 22
papers, one for each of the countries involved in the
GES. Likewise, the coding group has invested months
developing code for four different software packages
(SPSS, STATA, SAS, and R). This remarkable contri-
bution has greatly benefited the entire team and has
helped to fast-track the production of forthcoming
scholarship. These working groups have been enor-
mously helpful to the overall success of the project.
It is quite possible that other working groups could
have been assembled. However, as mentioned before,
it is not an easy task to strike the proper balance in
terms of time expectations for more than 50 scholars
already active in research, teaching, and service activ-
ities.

«+ Finally, with eight different foundations supporting
the GES, it has been vitally important to keep the
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communication lines open with these organizations
and provide timely updates on the status of the pro-
ject (and in hindsight more work could have been
done in communicating project developments to
these funding organizations). Additionally, the GFS
continues to maintain weekly contact with a num-
ber of project partners including Grey Matter Group
(marketing and design firm), Gallup (conducting the
field work), and the Center for Open Science (the
repository for the GFS data as well as the preregis-
trations for the analyses and papers). These meetings
have been crucial to the success of the project and
will obviously continue to be a central focus through-
out the life of the project.
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