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A Wandering Mind Is an
Unhappy Mind
Matthew A. Killingsworth* and Daniel T. Gilbert

Unlike other animals, human beings spend
a lot of time thinking about what is not
going on around them, contemplating

events that happened in the past, might happen
in the future, or will never happen at all. Indeed,
“stimulus-independent thought” or “mind wan-
dering” appears to be the brain’s default mode
of operation (1–3). Although this ability is a re-
markable evolutionary achievement that allows
people to learn, reason, and plan, it may have an
emotional cost. Many philosophical and religious
traditions teach that happiness is to be found by
living in the moment, and practitioners are trained
to resist mind wandering and “to be here now.”
These traditions suggest that a wandering mind is
an unhappy mind. Are they right?

Laboratory experiments have revealed a great
deal about the cognitive and neural bases of mind
wandering (3–7), but little about its emotional
consequences in everyday life. The most reliable
method for investigating real-world emotion is ex-
perience sampling, which involves contacting peo-
ple as they engage in their everyday activities and
asking them to report their thoughts, feelings, and
actions at that moment. Unfortunately, collecting
real-time reports from large numbers of people as
they go about their daily lives is so cumbersome
and expensive that experience sampling has rarely
been used to investigate the relationship between
mind wandering and happiness and has always
been limited to very small samples (8, 9).

We solved this problem by developing aWeb
application for the iPhone (Apple Incorporated,
Cupertino, California), which we used to create
an unusually large database of real-time reports
of thoughts, feelings, and actions of a broad range
of people as they went about their daily activ-
ities. The application contacts participants through
their iPhones at random moments during their
waking hours, presents them with questions,
and records their answers to a database at www.
trackyourhappiness.org. The database currently
contains nearly a quarter of a million samples
from about 5000 people from 83 different coun-
tries who range in age from 18 to 88 and who
collectively represent every one of 86 major oc-
cupational categories.

To find out how often people’s minds wander,
what topics they wander to, and how those wan-
derings affect their happiness, we analyzed samples
from 2250 adults (58.8% male, 73.9% residing in
the United States, mean age of 34 years) who were
randomly assigned to answer a happiness question
(“How are you feeling right now?”) answered on a
continuous sliding scale from very bad (0) to very
good (100), an activity question (“What are you
doing right now?”) answered by endorsing one or

more of 22 activities adapted from the day recon-
struction method (10, 11), and a mind-wandering
question (“Are you thinking about something
other than what you’re currently doing?”) answered
with one of four options: no; yes, something pleas-
ant; yes, something neutral; or yes, something un-
pleasant. Our analyses revealed three facts.

First, people’s minds wandered frequently, re-
gardless of what they were doing. Mind wandering
occurred in 46.9% of the samples and in at least
30% of the samples taken during every activity
except making love. The frequency of mind wan-
dering in our real-world sample was considerably
higher than is typically seen in laboratory experi-
ments. Surprisingly, the nature of people’s activ-
ities had only a modest impact on whether their
minds wandered and had almost no impact on the
pleasantness of the topics to which their minds
wandered (12).

Second, multilevel regression revealed that peo-
ple were less happy when their minds were wan-
dering than when they were not [slope (b) = –8.79,
P < 0.001], and this was true during all activities,

including the least enjoyable. Although people’s
minds were more likely to wander to pleasant topics
(42.5% of samples) than to unpleasant topics
(26.5% of samples) or neutral topics (31% of sam-
ples), people were no happier when thinking about
pleasant topics than about their current activity (b =
–0.52, not significant) and were considerably un-
happier when thinking about neutral topics (b =
–7.2, P < 0.001) or unpleasant topics (b = –23.9,
P < 0.001) than about their current activity (Fig. 1,
bottom). Although negative moods are known
to cause mind wandering (13), time-lag analyses
strongly suggested that mind wandering in our
sample was generally the cause, and not merely
the consequence, of unhappiness (12).

Third, what people were thinking was a better
predictor of their happiness than was what they
were doing. The nature of people’s activities ex-
plained 4.6% of the within-person variance in hap-
piness and 3.2% of the between-person variance in
happiness, but mind wandering explained 10.8%
of within-person variance in happiness and 17.7%
of between-person variance in happiness. The var-
iance explained by mind wandering was largely
independent of the variance explained by the na-
ture of activities, suggesting that the two were in-
dependent influences on happiness.

In conclusion, a human mind is a wandering
mind, and a wandering mind is an unhappy mind.
The ability to think about what is not happening
is a cognitive achievement that comes at an emo-
tional cost.
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Fig. 1. Mean happiness reported during each ac-
tivity (top) and while mind wandering to unpleas-
ant topics, neutral topics, pleasant topics or not
mind wandering (bottom). Dashed line indicates
mean of happiness across all samples. Bubble area
indicates the frequency of occurrence. The largest
bubble (“not mind wandering”) corresponds to
53.1% of the samples, and the smallest bubble
(“praying/worshipping/meditating”) corresponds to
0.1% of the samples.
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Project brainstorm

Find example evaluands based on your initial topical 
interest:
■ Program
■ Project
■ Policy
■ Product
■ Idea

3

Last Meeting

4

Axiology: What is valued?

Ontology: What can we know?

Epistemology: How can we know?

Methodology: What are the best 
strategies for gathering information 
about something to be known?

Image taken from Summit LighthouseImage taken from Wikimedia, Jules Maurice 
Gaspard

• Every culture and society makes assumptions 
about these concepts – whether explicit or implicit

• The way one answers these questions in an 
evaluation context speaks to the paradigm through 
which they approach their evaluation work. 
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Positioning the Evaluator

5

Evaluators (and everyone, really) embody assumptions about axiology, 
ontology, epistemology, and so on, and also exist work in a community 
with conflicting norms about these concepts. 

For example, the American Evaluation Association’s Guiding Principles for 
Evaluators are as follows:

1. Systematic inquiry: data-based inquiries that are contextually bound
2. Competence: skilled services to stakeholders
3. Integrity/honesty: transparency in evaluation
4. Respect for people: honor dignity, well-being and self-worth of people
5. Common good & equity: Whose common good? Equity for whom?

Evaluation Paradigms
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Paradigms are assumptions and 
expectations that we take for granted 
about how the world works and/or what 
we value

Scientific paradigms (see Kuhn, 1962) 
define a set of problems and acceptable 
solutions among a community of 
scientists/researchers

Evaluation paradigms define aspects of 
an evaluand in terms of metaphysics, 
ethics, validity, and methodology (see 
Mertens & Wilson, 2018)

Image taken from Wikipedia

Think of them as complex forms of shared 
mental models (e.g., restaurant script)
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Post-Positivism Evaluation
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What is valued (axiology)?
Moral obligation, truth, and respect for those who 
bear the risk in research

What can we know (ontology)?
The social world is an objective reality that exists 
independently of the analyst, which can be known 
imperfectly (or probabilistically)

How can we create knowledge (epistemology)?
Objective and value-free techniques

What methods are needed? 
Primarily quantitative models - especially 
probabilistic models that can be falsified through 
hypothesis testing

Karl Popper
Image taken from Wikipedia

Post-Positivism Evaluation: An Example
“Increasing the Quantity and Quality of School Leadership Candidates through 
Formation Experiences,” Busch, O’Brien, and Spangler (2005)
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1. What is the evaluand in this study?
2. What questions were the evaluators trying 

to answer?
3. What are some of the assumptions the 

evaluators made regarding what can be 
known about the evaluand?

4. What assumptions did they make 
regarding how such knowledge can be 
created?

5. What methods did they use to test these 
assumptions?

6. What do you see as the strengths and 
limitations of their approach to address 
the primary questions guiding the 
evaluation?

1. Southern Tier Leadership Academy
2. To what extent was the program effective at enhancing 

participants’ leadership skills and motivation for 
becoming a school leader?

3. Participant satisfaction, skills, and skill transfer are 
aspects of leadership that have stable qualities across 
participants and are independent of the analyst

4. These qualities can be reliably operationalized and 
measured through a conceptual (i.e., Kirkpatrick’s 
Model of Evaluation) and probabilistic models 

5. Surveys, learning assessments, open-ended questions

6. S: Uses an established framework that has been tested 
in prior work; multiple data collection strategies; clear 
operationalization of outcomes; L: Relies primarily on 
self-report; no random assignment; small cohort sizes 
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Post-Positivism Evaluation: An Example
“Big Brothers Big Sisters of Ireland: Evaluation Study” Dolan et al., 2011
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1. What is the evaluand in this study? 
2. What questions were the evaluators trying to answer?
3. What are some of the assumptions the evaluators made 

regarding what can be known about the evaluand?
4. What assumptions did they make regarding how such 

knowledge can be created?
5. What methods did they use to test these assumptions?
6. What do you see as the strengths and limitations of their 

approach to address the primary questions guiding the 
evaluation?

Pragmatic Evaluation
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What is valued (axiology)?
The value of an evaluation is primarily determined 
through how it is used to solve problems or guide 
decision-making toward such ends

What can we know (ontology)?
The social world is comprised of contextually bound 
experiences and these experiences should serve as 
the key unit of analysis

How can we create knowledge (epistemology)?
Knowledge is produced through practices as humans 
work to solve problems among one another and in 
the environment

What methods are needed? 
Numerous – whatever is needed (e.g., quantitative, 
qualitative, historical) to understand the experiences 
in question (often mixed-methods designs)

William James
Image taken from Britannica.com

John Dewey
Image taken from Wikipedia.org
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Pragmatic Evaluation: An Example
“A Participatory Evaluation of a Community-Based Rehabilitation 
Programme in North Central Vietnam,” Sharma & Deepak (2001) 
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1. What is the evaluand in this study? 
2. What questions were the evaluators trying to answer?
3. What are some of the assumptions the evaluators made regarding what can 

be known about the evaluand?
4. What assumptions did they make regarding how such knowledge can be 

created?
5. What methods did they use to test these assumptions?
6. What do you see as the strengths and limitations of their approach to address 

the primary questions guiding the evaluation?

Constructivist Evaluation

12

What is valued (axiology)?
The value of an evaluation hinges on the ability of 
evaluators to illuminate the multiple lenses through 
which stakeholders – and the evaluator – make 
sense of an evaluand.

What can we know (ontology)?
The social world is comprised of multiple realities 
that are differentially constructed within communities 
of practice 

How can we create knowledge (epistemology)?
Knowledge is constructed socially and is thus 
contingent on contexts concerning who, what, when, 
where, how, and why.

What methods are needed? 
Emphasis on qualitative methods given the need to 
construct meaning in context

Jean Piaget
Image taken from Encyclopedia 
Brittanica
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Transformative Evaluation
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What is valued (axiology)?
The value of an evaluation is primarily determined by 
the extent to which it reciprocates power with 
marginalized groups and improves the conditions for 
flourishing with such groups. 

What can we know (ontology)?
The social world is constituted by an objective reality 
but is experienced in vastly different ways depending 
on how a person is positioned in the world 
(economically, culturally, politically, and so on). 

How can we create knowledge (epistemology)?
Knowledge is produced by engaging cultural and 
historical ways of understanding and confronting 
power relations between evaluators and 
stakeholders.

What methods are needed? 
Participatory – whether quantitative or qualitative

Gloria Ladson-Billings
Image taken from Dept. of C&I, 
UW-Madison

Center for Culturally Responsive 
Evaluation & Assessment
Image taken from CREA

Jeff Duncan-Andrade’s Epistemologies

14

■ In what ways, if at all, do Duncan-Andrade’s 
ideas about the ways schools evaluate 
students reflect a constructivist paradigm as 
discussed in ch. 5 of Mertens & Wilson?

■ In what ways, if at all, do Duncan-Andrade’s 
ideas about the ways schools evaluate 
students reflect a social justice paradigm as 
discussed in ch. 6 of Mertens & Wilson?

■ Does Duncan-Andrade reinforce any of the 
assumptions of the post-positivist paradigm? 
How does he challenge post-positivist 
paradigms of educational evaluation?

Image taken from AllAmericanSpeakers.com
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Hypothetical Evaluation
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Dual-language immersion curriculum
Consider how the four different 
paradigms would approach the 
evaluation of this curriculum at 
Maxwell Elementary School in 
Lexington.

■ Post-positivist (methods)
■ Pragmatist (use)

■ Constructivist (values)

■ Transformative (social justice)

Image taken from fcps.net

E.g., How might the different paradigms 
conceptualize outcomes associated with 
the program? 

Assignment 1: Evaluand Identification & Paradigmatic 
Approach

16

1. Identify the specific evaluand (i.e., program, policy, idea, product, project) for your 
evaluation design. Provide an overview of the evaluand and give some context (e.g., 
history, aims/purposes, sources of funding). ~ 2 pages

2. Summarize any prior studies of the evaluand, or, if no such studies exist, point to 
relevant prior evaluations or research that give some indication of what you might 
expect to find. ~ 1-2 pages

3. Describe the primary evaluation paradigm that best fits the set of assumptions and 
approaches of your design, including a discussion of why such a paradigm is 
appropriate to this case. ~ 1 page

4. Identify group members (if applicable)
5. Upload as a Word or PDF to Canvas (only one per group is needed)
6. 750 - 1,250 words (3 - 5 double-spaced pages if using 12-pt. Times New Roman font 

and standard 1-inch margins)
Note: Those working in groups will turn in a single assignment. However, at the end of the 
semester each group member will submit a summary of their contribution to each phase of 
the project, which will be circulated and signed off by each member of the group. 


