
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

VOLUME 12 – FALL 2015 - www.psych.umn.edu/sentience 

© 2015 Regents of the University of Minnesota                                                                                                                                                               1                 

 

Does Increasing Interactions Involving Less Frequent 

Contact, Low Emotional Intensity, and Limited 

Intimacy Impact Happiness? 
 
Caroline Haut1, Jenna Malzacher2, Chloe Sunde3, and Kathleen Martin4 

Department of Psychology, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, Minnesota 

 
Previous research suggests that increasing weak tie interactions increases an individual’s rating of his/her 
subjective well-being and belonging. The purpose of this study was to see whether increasing weak tie interactions 
increases happiness levels. Participants were given a worksheet to keep track of their weak tie interactions in 
week 1 and completed the Oxford Happiness Questionnaire (OHQ). In week 2, participants increased their weak 
tie interactions by two each day and took the OHQ again. Researchers found that participants did not differ 
significantly in their happiness levels from week 1 to week 2. These results indicate that increasing weak tie 
interactions does not impact overall happiness levels. 
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Increasingly, policymakers and leaders are measuring 
the progress of our country through human wellbeing and 
happiness (Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, 2013). Happiness offers immense benefits to an 
individual as well as to a society, such as staying married 
longer and obtaining more success in business and in life 
(Gunderman, 2008). Additionally, happiness has been linked to 
greater achievement in the classroom, less risky behaviors, 
more  financial  stability,  and  more  positive  contributions  to  
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society (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 
2011). Positive psychology research has found that happy 
people perceive the world as safer and are more confident, 
decisive, and cooperative (Myers, 2015). It has also been found 
that happy people tend to savor their positive past experiences 
without dwelling on the negative, and feel more socially 
connected with others (Myers, 2015).  

Previous research has demonstrated that people report 
more positive affect when they are engaged in social rather 
than non-social activities (Pavot, Diener, & Fujita, 1990). 
Social activities may involve interactions and relationships 
among strong ties, which include close family and friends, or 
weak ties. The theory of weak ties was founded by Granovetter 
in 1973 and states that without weak tie interactions we would 
be deprived of new information from distant parts of the social 
system and would be confined to the views of only our close 

friends. According to Sandstorm and Dunn (2014), weak ties 
are defined as relationships involving less frequent contact, low 
emotional intensity, limited intimacy, and are linked to 
subjective well-being and belonging. In their study, they rated 
the amount of interactions students had with other students and 
found that the more weak tie interactions, the higher they rated 
their subjective well-being and belonging. Weak tie interactions 
were assessed by having participants carry a clicker to record 
the number of social interactions per day.  

Additionally, there have been multiple studies that 
demonstrate the benefits of weak tie interactions beyond well-
being and belonging. Baer (2010) has found that weak tie 
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interactions, as measured through surveys asking participants to 
rate their closeness, duration, and frequency of relationships, 
improved creativity in the workplace. The participants’ 
creativity levels were rated by their supervisors using three 
items derived from Subramaniam and Youndt (2005) asking 
about employees’ breakthrough ideas and ideas that make 
existing knowledge about current products/services obsolete. 
Similarly, Hansen (1999) has found weak tie interactions 
improve the transfer of knowledge across organizational 
subunits.  

Most social psychology literature has focused on the 
interactions among close friends and family but there are 
relatively few studies on the importance of weak tie 
interactions. Additionally, a review of the literature suggests 
that there are no studies to date that look at whether increasing 
the amount of weak tie interactions increases happiness. 

Our study attempted to examine whether increasing 
weak tie interactions improves overall happiness. We 
distributed the Oxford Happiness Inventory to undergraduate 
students from the University of Minnesota to record baseline 
information regarding their level of happiness.  The 
participants were told to record the number of weak tie 
interactions they took part in over the course of three days. We 
defined weak ties as interactions such as short conversations or 
comments lasting less than two minutes with people they have 
never met before, not including casual greetings. The next 
week, they were told to increase the number of weak tie 

interactions they engaged in and the Oxford Happiness 
Inventory was taken again after they increased the number of 
weak tie interactions. Higher scores on this questionnaire 
indicated higher levels of happiness. Based on the findings 
from the previous literature, we hypothesized that people would 
be happier after increasing the number of weak tie interactions 
throughout their week, regardless of how many weak tie 
interactions they typically engage in.  
 
 

METHOD 

 
Participants 

We collected data from 20 University of Minnesota 
undergraduate students using convenience sampling of friends, 
roommates, and acquaintances of the researchers.  Participants 
were approached by the researchers, informed about the study, 
and asked if they were interested in participating. The 
participants’ ages ranged from 18–24 years old (M = 20.45, 
SD =1.43). Seventy percent of participants identified as female 
and 30% identified as male. Eighty-five percent of participants 
self-reported as Caucasian and 15% of participants self-
reported as Pacific Islander/Asian. There was no compensation 
for completing this study. 
 

Materials 
 We used two questionnaires for our study. The first 
was a demographic questionnaire that we developed asking 
about the race and gender the participants identified with (see 

Appendix A). The second was the Oxford Happiness 
Questionnaire (OHQ), which was used to measure happiness 
(Hills & Argyle, 2002). This was a 29-item questionnaire 
asking participants to respond to happiness statements using a 
rating scale that ranged from 1 to 6, with 1 representing 
strongly disagree with the statement and 6 for strongly agree 
with the statement (See Appendix C). An example of one 
question on the questionnaire is, “I do not think that the world 
is a good place.”  
 In order for the participants to keep track of their 
weak tie interactions for the first week, we distributed a sheet 
with the directions “Please mark the number of weak tie 
interactions, defined as short conversations, or comments, 
lasting less than two minutes with people you have never met 
before, on the appropriate table for the corresponding day” (see 
Appendix A). Participants were instructed to tally the number 
of interactions throughout Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday 
and circle their final total weak tie interactions for these three 
days. This sheet was collected and a new sheet was given to 
participants for the following week. This sheet was also used to 
keep track of participants’ weak tie interactions, and it provided 
participants with a reminder to increase the amount of weak tie 
interactions by two each day (see Appendix B). 
 

 

Procedure 
We included a written informed consent paragraph at 

the beginning of the study to inform participants their 
participation was voluntary and they were able to withdraw at 
any time from the study. Next, participants were given the 
demographics questionnaire. After, the participants were given 
an explanation about what weak ties are and instructions on 
how to use the worksheet to keep track of their interactions (see 
Appendix A). After completing this sheet, the participants were 
given the OHQ while a researcher explained how to complete 
this questionnaire. A researcher provided participants with a 
new worksheet and asked them to add two additional weak tie 
interactions per day than their amount from the previous week 
(see Appendix B). After the second week, the OHQ was taken 
again. Finally, the researchers provided the participants with a 
written debriefing statement explaining the purpose of the 
study, and answered any remaining questions the participants 
had.  
 
 

RESULTS 

 
Level of happiness was scored by taking the average 

of 29 items on the OHQ. The items 1, 5, 6, 10, 13, 14, 19, 23, 
24, 27, 28, and 29 needed to be reverse-scored before they 
were added to the total. We then conducted a paired t-test to 
determine whether increasing weak-tie interactions increases 
happiness levels. Analyses showed that participants did not 
differ significantly (t(19) = -0.7354, p = 0.4711) on happiness 
levels between week 1 (M =4.44, SD = 0.653) and week 2 (M 
= 4.40, SD = 0.573).  
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DISCUSSION 

 
The results of this experiment did not support our 

hypothesis that increasing weak tie interactions improves 
overall happiness as measured by the OHQ. Our results are not 
consistent with the findings of previous studies, such as 
Sandstrom and Dunn (2014) who found that the more weak tie 
interactions people had, the higher they rated their subjective 
well-being and belonging.  
 There were several methodological problems in this 
study that may have contributed to the insignificant results. 
Sandstrom and Dunn’s (2014) participants recorded the number 
of weak tie interactions they had by using a clicker, allowing 
them to record interactions at that moment. In the present 
study, participants recorded the number of weak tie interactions 
on a sheet of paper, which they may not have had with them at 
the time of interaction or forgot to write down. Additionally, it 
is uncertain whether each participant adhered to the directions 
of the study completely. There was no way to detect whether a 
participant actually engaged in the number of weak tie 
interactions as stated on their papers. Furthermore, our 
operational definition may have been insufficient for the 
purposes of the experiment. Increasing weak tie interactions by 
two each day may not have been enough to produce a 
significant difference in overall happiness.  

Future research should look at weak tie interactions 
involving conversations of five minutes or more and the effect, 
if any, they have on happiness. A larger sample size would 
increase the strength of such a test. In addition, improved 
measures for keeping track of weak tie interactions are needed, 
as well as a measure to control for other factors in the 
participants’ current situation. Although we did not find any 
significant results, recognizing these limitations can promote 
future research on the effect of weak tie interactions and 
happiness in order to benefit from all of the advantages 
happiness provides. 

 
APPENDIX A 

 

Gender You Identify As: 

□ Female 
□ Male 
 

Race You Identify With: 
□ Caucasian 
□ African American 
□ Chicano/Latino 
□ American Indian 
□ Pacific Islander/Asian 
□ Other 
 
Please mark the number of weak tie interactions, defined as such as short 
conversations or comments, lasting less than two minutes with people you have 
never met before, on the appropriate table for the corresponding day. 
 

Day 1  
Tuesday Weak Ties 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
7 8 9 10 11 12 

 
13 14 15 16 17 18 

 

Day 2  
Wednesday Weak Ties 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
7 8 9 10 11 12 

 
13 14 15 16 17 18 

 

Day 3  
Thursday Weak Ties 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
7 8 9 10 11 12 

 
13 14 15 16 17 18 

 
APPENDIX B 

 
Please mark the number of weak tie interactions, defined as such as short 
conversations or comments, lasting less than two minutes with people you have 
never met before, on the appropriate table for the corresponding day. 
 
* Don’t forget to add TWO additional weak tie interactions per day this week! 
 

Day 1  
Tuesday Weak Ties 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
7 8 9 10 11 12 

 
13 14 15 16 17 18 

 

Day 2  
Wednesday Weak Ties 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
7 8 9 10 11 12 

 
13 14 15 16 17 18 

 

Day 3  
Thursday Weak Ties 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
7 8 9 10 11 12 

 
13 14 15 16 17 18 

 
APPENDIX C 

 
Oxford Happiness Questionnaire 

Below are a number of statements about happiness. Please indicate how much 
you agree or disagree with each by entering a number in the blank after each 
statement, according to the following scale: 
 

1 = strongly disagree, 2 = moderately disagree, 3 = slightly disagree, 
4 = slightly agree, 5 = moderately agree, 6 = strongly agree 

 
Please read the statements carefully, some of the questions are phrased 
positively and others negatively. Don’t take too long over individual questions; 
there are no “right” or “wrong” answers (and no trick questions). The first 
answer that comes into your head is probably the right one for you. If you find 
some of the questions difficult, please give the answer that is true for you in 
general or for most of the time. 
 
The Questionnaire 

1. I don’t feel particularly pleased with the way I am. (R) _____ 
2. I am intensely interested in other people. _____ 
3. I feel that life is very rewarding. _____ 
4. I have very warm feelings towards almost everyone. _____ 
5. I rarely wake up feeling rested. (R) _____ 
6. I am not particularly optimistic about the future. (R) _____ 
7. I find most things amusing. _____ 
8. I am always committed and involved. _____ 
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9. Life is good. _____ 
10. I do not think that the world is a good place. (R) _____ 
11. I laugh a lot. _____ 
12. I am well satisfied about everything in my life. _____ 
13. I don’t think I look attractive. (R) _____ 
14. There is a gap between what I would like to do and what I have done. (R) 

_____ 
15. I am very happy. _____  
16. I find beauty in some things. _____ 
17. I always have a cheerful effect on others. _____ 
18. I can fit in (find time for) everything I want to. _____ 
19. I feel that I am not especially in control of my life. (R) _____ 
20. I feel able to take anything on. _____ 
21. I feel fully mentally alert. _____ 
22. I often experience joy and elation. _____ 
23. I don’t find it easy to make decisions. (R) _____ 
24. I don’t have a particular sense of meaning and purpose in my life. (R) 

_____ 
25. I feel I have a great deal of energy. _____ 
26. I usually have a good influence on events. _____ 
27. I don’t have fun with other people. (R) _____ 
28. I don’t feel particularly healthy. (R) _____ 
29. I don’t have particularly happy memories of the past. (R) _____ 
 
Calculate your score 

Step 1. Items marked (R) should be scored in reverse: 
For example, if you gave yourself a “1,” cross it out and change it to a “6.” 
Change “2″ to a “5″ 
Change “3″ to a “4″ 
Change “4″ to a “3″ 
Change “5″ to a “2″ 
Change “6″ to a “1″ 

Step 2. Add the numbers for all 29 questions. (Use the converted numbers for 
the 12 items that are reverse scored.) 

Step 3. Divide by 29. So your happiness score = the total (from step 2) 
divided by 29. 

 
Your Happiness Score: ____________ 
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