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Abstract 
 

Following a hypothesis advanced by Sahlins almost 40 years ago, anthropologists 

have assumed that the quantity of leisure time proxies for well-being.  More recently, 

researchers from different disciplines have proposed that the quality of leisure might 

matter more than the quantity of leisure as a determinant of well-being.  In this article we 

estimate the simultaneous effect of solitary and social leisure on a person’s happiness.  

For the empirical estimate we use four consecutive quarters of panel data collected 

among 280 women and 253 men over the age of 16 in 13 Tsimane’ villages, a hunter-

horticulturalist population in the Bolivian Amazon.  Results suggest that the more time a 

person spends in social leisure, the more likely the person will smile;  results held after 

controlling for standard covariates of happiness (i.e., sex, health) and across a range of 

econometric specifications.  Once we split the sample between women and men, the 

result only holds for women.  Our findings suggest that an expression of social capital, 

social leisure, bears a positive association with an objective indicator of well-being, 

happiness, thus contributing contribute to the growing literature on the benefits of social 

capital on well-being. 
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Introduction 

In a seminal and terse piece that continues to stir debate almost 40 years after it 

appeared, Sahlins (1968: 85-89) advanced the provocative hypothesis that people in the 

‘original affluent society’ of hunters and gatherers might have enjoyed more leisure time 

than their counterparts in industrial societies.  Technological improvements, he noted, 

only made people work harder and curbed the amount of free time they had.  When he 

exalted the original affluence of foragers, Sahlins had in mind the loss of down time that 

presumably takes place when economies and societies grow in complexity.  During the 

two decades after the hypothesis appeared researchers put it to test and found 

contradictory results (Hawkes and O’Connell 1981; Headland 1987; Smith 1987).  Some 

have found that levels of leisure time decline as societies and economies grow in 

complexity (Bird-David 1992), consistent with Sahlins’ hypothesis, others found non-

linear trends (Sackett 1996), and still others found an increase in leisure time, at least for 

industrial societies starting during the late nineteenth century (Costa 1997).  

Sahlins and scholars testing his hypothesis have assumed that the amount of 

leisure time could stand on its own as a marker of well-being, but a moment’s reflection 

suggests that the assumption needs reappraisal.  The infirm have ample leisure time 

without enjoying a better quality of life than the healthy.  What matters might be not only 

the quantity of leisure, but also its quality.  The quantity of leisure captures well-being 

only indirectly and partially.  For these reasons, researchers from different disciplines 

have started to measure the quality of leisure and its relation with standard indicators of 

well-being.   
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The work of Putnam provides an apt example of the new trend.  In Bowling Alone 

Putnam (2000) documents the trend beginning in the USA at the end of World War II of 

spending more and more leisure time alone.  Putnam finds evidence that the increase of 

solitary leisure bears a relation to the breakdown of social capital – trust, safety nets, and 

norms of reciprocity that enable people to act collectively.  Using data from the United 

States, Hamermesh (1999) estimates trends in the share of time spouses spend together 

and finds a low income elasticity of demand for shared leisure: doubling income 

increased by only 3% the amount of time spouses spent together. Godoy (2002) found 

roughly similar results among the Tawahka, a native American society of farmers and 

foragers in the tropical rain forest of Honduras.  

In this study we build on Sahlins’ insight and take a direct approach to measure 

how different types of leisure contribute to well-being.  We define leisure in two ways – 

solitary and social leisure– because we expect each type of leisure to affect well-being in 

different ways.  By splitting leisure we make explicit the link implicit in Sahlins’ original 

formulation.  Sahlins assumed that the quantity of leisure time stood –on its own– for 

well-being, and much of the empirical work testing his hypothesis has used a single 

measure of leisure and focused on the amount of leisure.  We take Sahlins' argument a 

step further by estimating how solitary and social leisure might affect well-being.   

We use the two types of leisure to achieve three aims.  First, we want to estimate 

whether leisure contributes to well-being while removing confounders that have plagued 

previous estimations.  Second, we want to estimate and compare the weight of solitary 

and social leisure in well-being.  Third, we want to link the two types of leisure with an 
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obvious indicator of well-being – happiness – and, in so doing, take Sahlins’ analysis a 

step further by treating leisure not as an end, but as an input into well-being.  

To estimate the simultaneous effect of solitary and social leisure on a person’s 

happiness, we use four consecutive quarters of panel data collected among the Tsimane’, 

a native Amazonian society of farmers and foragers in Bolivia.   

The estimation strategy 

We use the following expression to explore the link between happiness and time 

spent in solitary and social leisure: 

[1]. Yihvt = α +  γLSihvt + λLAihvt + δIihvt + ζHhvt + ηCv +  εihvt 

Yihvt captures the happiness of the subject measured through the frequency and intensity 

of smiles at the time of the interview.  In expression [1] i is the individual, h the 

household, v the village, and t the quarter of observation.  LSihvt and LAihvt capture the 

share of time spent in social (LS) and solitary (LA) leisure by the subject during the 

quarter.  Iihv is a vector of observed variables for the subject (e.g., age, sex, schooling, 

income, subjective health) that directly affects the outcome and the allocation of time to 

leisure.  Hhvt stands for household size.  Cv is a set of village dummy variables to control 

for variables that could directly affect the outcome and leisure (e.g., proximity to towns).  

εihvt is a random, person-specific error term, or the variation in happiness left unexplained 

by the model.  

To ensure the robustness of results we used the following two econometric 

models: a) an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression with clustering by villages because 

people are nested in villages and b) a random-effect model with clustering by subjects to 

control the effect of variables that do not change much or that do not change at all over 
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Descriptive statistics:  Table 3 contains definition and summary statistics of the 

variables used in the regression analysis, with values for the first quarter of observations.  

Values for the rest of the quarters resemble those shown in Table 3.   

INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE 

Regression results:  We start by testing the relation between solitary and social 

leisure.  We used an OLS regression with robust standard errors of solitary leisure 

(dependent variable) against the following explanatory variables: social leisure, sex, age, 

schooling, income, health, and household size.  We found that the two forms of leisure 

were positively associated.  The more time a person spent in social leisure, the more 

likely the person spent time in solitary leisure.  The relation however was weak and 

statistically insignificant (coefficient= 0.058; p=0.12). 

We next estimate the simultaneous effect of the amount of solitary and social 

leisure on a person’s happiness.  Remember that both variables (solitary and social 

leisure) are calculated as a percentage of all observations for a participant during each 

quarter.  By including the two variables in the same regression we are able to estimate the 

effect of each of the two types of leisure on happiness while controlling for the quantity 

of time spent by the individual in each type of leisure.   

     The results of Table 4 suggest that the amount of time a person spends in social 

leisure bears a positive relation with that person’s happiness.  The finding holds across 

most model specifications.  For example, the result of the OLS regression in column [a] 

suggests that an increase of 10 percentage points in the amount of social leisure is 

associated with a 3.6-point increase in the measure of happiness (e.g., going from somber 

to smiling, or going from smiling to laughter) (p=0.02). The random-effect model 
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(column [b]) produces essentially the same parameter estimate for social leisure 

(coefficient=0.322; p=0.04) as the parameter estimate from the OLS regression.   

INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE 

When using the number of axes and grinding stones owned by the participant as 

instrumental variables for social leisure (column [c]), we find that social leisure stills 

bears a positive relation with happiness.  The coefficient of the regression with 

instrumental variables resembles the coefficients discussed before.  An increase of 10 

percentage-points in the amount of social leisure is associated with a 3.4-point 

improvement in happiness (p=0.04).  Valid instruments for solitary leisure included the 

number of large pots borrowed from other households by the participant and the number 

of carrying bags, grinding stones, and bows owned (column [d]).  Once we use the 

instrumental variables for solitary leisure, the parameter estimate for social leisure 

becomes statistically insignificant (coefficient=2.98; p=0.35).   

In three of the four models of Table 4 we found that solitary leisure was 

negatively associated with happiness.  However, in none of the four econometric 

specifications was the variable for solitary leisure statistically significant at the 

conventional 10% significance level or lower.   

Robustness and extension:  To test the robustness of the main results, we ran two 

additional models (not shown).  First, we used a multinomial logistic regression with 

categorical values for the dependent variable happiness.  We found similar results as 

those just discussed.  Social leisure bore a negative association with being somber 

(coefficient=-2.35; p=0.008), whereas solitary leisure bore a negative association with 

laughter (coefficient=-0.707; p=0.06).   Second, we changed our definition of social 
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leisure.  One could argue that eating is not always a social activity (and we do not have 

data to discriminate between eating alone or eating with others), so we excluded the 

observations on eating from the definition of social leisure and re-estimate the four 

models of Table 4.  We found essentially the same results as the ones reported in Table 4.  

For example, the coefficient for social leisure was 0.35 (p=0.028). 

Besides social leisure, the only other variable that bore a significant statistical 

association with happiness was the sex of the informant.  We found that men were more 

likely to express happiness than women; the results were significant at the 1% level in all 

regressions (Table 4).  To further explore the relation between happiness and solitary and 

social leisure taking into account the sex of participants, we ran the regression of Table 4 

separately for women and men (not show).  We found that social leisure was associated 

with happiness only among women.  For example, the OLS regression suggests that an 

increase in 10 percentage-points in the amount of social leisure is associated with only a 

2.2 improvement among men (p=0.29) but with a 4.5 improvement among women 

(p=0.03).  We did not find any statistically significant association between the two types 

of leisure and happiness among men. 

Discussion and conclusion  

In this paper we have pushed Sahlins’ line of thinking and have asked whether 

leisure time affects happiness, using smiles as a proxy.  We found that it does, but only 

when we define leisure as a social activity and only among women.  Those two findings 

deserve further discussion.    

First, we found that people who engage more in leisurely activities with others 

were, on average, happier than those who spent their leisure time alone.  Since the 
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association holds using instrumental variables, we can discard the possibility that those 

who were sadder were more likely to spend leisure time alone.  The result bears out the 

spirit of Sahlins’ hypothesis and underscores the importance of social capital on an 

objective indicator of well-being: happiness.  Recall from the introduction that growing 

evidence suggests that in industrial societies the increase in solitary leisure is associated 

with the break down of social capital.  Research in industrial societies also suggests that 

social capital bears a positive association with indicators of well being, such health 

(Kawachi 2002) and economic growth (Knack and Keefer 1997).  Our findings extend 

this line of research by suggesting that an expression of social capital –social leisure –

bears a positive association with happiness.  Thus, in pre-industrial societies, as in 

industrial societies, sociability pays off. 

But, why would social, but not solitary, leisure time affect a person’s happiness?  

When asking about sources of happiness, we found that Tsimane’ sense of happiness 

centered around spending time with others and being successful in productive activities 

that often take place in a group (e.g., hunting, fishing).  Tsimane’ did not mention any 

solitary leisure activity as source of happiness.  A possible explanation is that the 

association between social leisure and happiness is shaped by culture.   

The second finding that deserves discussion relates to differences found between 

women and men. The explanation might relate to the division between leisure and 

productive time.  As is true in other rural, small-scale societies, among the Tsimane’ we 

do not find a marked division between leisure and work activities. For example, Tsimane’ 

often get together to drink shocdye.  However, productive activities such as fixing arrows 

or weaving palm often take place at the same time.  Furthermore, some productive 
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activities (i.e., hunting) are often done in group.  Time spent in social productive 

activities might be a substitute for social leisure time.  If, due to sexual division of labor, 

men -for example- spent more time outside their villages engaged in social productive 

activities than women, and since our method did not allow us to differentiate between 

social and solitary productive time, we might have underestimate the total (leisure and 

work) social time for men.  

We conclude with two suggestions for further research on the link between leisure 

time and happiness.  First, researchers might want to replicate the study in other societies.  

As noted, our findings might be culturally dependant.  Tsimane’ happiness is related to 

social activities, but the same may not apply in other cultures.  The replication of the 

study in other societies where solitary time is valued help us assess whether the 

association between social leisure and happiness is universal.  Second, researchers need 

to have sharper definitions of social and solitary time because, as noted, productive 

activities taking place in a group might be a substitute for social leisure time.  Future 

research could investigate if people who perform productive activities more frequently in 

groups are happier than those who are more frequently working alone.  This type of 

research might help us understand whether it is social leisure that drives happiness, or 

just being social. 
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Table 1: The ten major sources of happiness for the Tsimane’.  Free-listing (n=35; 
Tsimane’ over 16 years of age) 

Source of happiness Obs Percentage Avg ranking S 
To spend time with close family  24 69 2.75 0.56 
To have a good agricultural plot 25 71 4.00 0.46 
To have good food 19 54 3.89 0.35 
To hunt or to have game meat to eat 23 66 5.26 0.35 
To drink shocdye 14 40 4.93 0.24 
To have a successful fishing 16 46 4.87 0.23 
To have good health 15 43 6.00 0.21 
To receive visitors 12 34 4.75 0.21 
To acquire commercial goods 17 49 6.71 0.19 
To visit kin living in another house 10 29 2.00 0.19 
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Table 2:  Breakdown of Tsimane’ daily activities from 7 am to 7 pm (n= 533). 
Category Activity Observations Percent 

Productive & reproductive 
 Food processing 907 10.89
 Agriculture 805 9.32
 Making and fixing crafts, tools, and houses 596 7.15
 Hunting and fishing 533 6.39
 Wage labor 481 5.78
 Cleaning and hygiene 408 4.9
 Gathering 398 4.77
 Child and infirm care 334 4.01
 Total  53.21
   
Leisure   

Solitary Resting  1116 13.41
 Listening to the radio 22 0.26

Social Visiting Tsimane' 983 11.81
 Eating 561 6.75

 Drinking shocdye 267 3.21
 Visiting non-Tsimane’ 61 0.74
 Playing soccer 41 0.49
 Drinking alcohol 34 0.41
 Chatting 12 0.14
 Total  37.22
   
Other Traveling  299 3.6
 Meetings and communal work 156 1.87
 Being sick 121 1.45
 Study 90 1.08
 Religious activities 77 0.92
 Being drunk 20 0.24
 Total  9.16
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Table 3. Definition and summary statistics of variables used in regression analysis 
Variable Definition Observations Mean Stand 

dev 
I.  Outcome variables: 

Happiness Smiling during quarterly interviews  537 2.54 0.77 
 Somber 39 7.26%  
 Smiling 223 41.53%  
 Laughter 223 41.53%  
 Guffaw 52 9.68%  

II. Explanatory variables: 
Leisure     

Solitary Total # of times the participant was 
scanned idle. 

498 0.095 0.181 

Social Total # of times the participant was 
scanned in social activities unrelated to 
work 

498 0.066 0.142 

Age Age of participant in years 533 35.17 15.99 
Schooling Maximum school grade achieved 533 1.816 2.23 
Sex Sex of subject; male=1; female=0 533 0.471 0.499 
Health Total # of self-perceived days ill in last 

two weeks 
528 5.308 7.044 

Income Monetary earnings and value of barter 
in last two weeks in bolivianos (1 US = 
7.45 bolivianos) 

529 91.464 387.73 

Household 
size 

Number of people living in the 
household during the quarter 

56 6.0 3.04 

Note: Values are only for the first quarter of observations 
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Table 4: Regression results of happiness against solitary and social leisure 
 [a] [b] [c] [d] 

Regression type: Explanatory 
variables: OLS Random effect IV-1 IV-2 
Leisure     

Solitary -0.056 (0.125) -0.001 (0.115) 0.229 (1.107) -0.169 (0.185) 
Social 0.363** (0.149) 0.322** (0.15) 0.349** (0.174) 2.98 (3.22) 

Age 0.002 (0.001) 0.002 (0.001) 0.002* (0.001) 0.002 (0.001) 
Schooling 0.001 (0.010) 0.002 (0.010) 0.001 (0.009) 0.001 (0.009) 
Male 0.146*** (0.044) 0.149*** (0.044) 0.163*** (0.066) 0.139*** (0.041) 
Days ill -0.003 (0.004) -0.003 (0.003) -0.002 (0.003) -0.002 (0.003) 
Income <0.000 (0.003) <0.000 (0.0001) <0.000 (0.0001) <0.000 (0.0001) 
Household size -0.003 (0.007) -0.004 (0.007) -0.002 (0.006) 0.001 (0.007) 

Observations 1860 1860 1859 1859 
Notes:  Standard errors in parentheses. Regressions results include dummy variables for 
quarters and villages and a constant (not shown).  [a] OLS regression, [b] individual 
random-effect model, [c] instrumental variables for solitary leisure, and [d] instrumental 
variables for social leisure.  For definition of variables see Table 3. *, **, and *** 
significant at the 10%, 5%, and 1% level. 
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