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Contrary to the ‘end of history illusion’, in a longitudinal sample of American adults Harris and Busseri
(2019) found that most individuals were accurate or expected too much change in their future life satis-
faction, rather than expecting too little change. Quoidbach, Gilbert, and Wilson (2020) suggested that the
discrepancy in conclusions arose because we focused on mean-level trends rather than individual differ-
ences. Here we clarify that the discrepancy stems from the analysis of directional versus absolute change,
with the latter preferred by Quoidbach et al. (2020). Both approaches are informative. Indeed, in addition
to determining whether the altitude of an elevator in a skyscraper is changing over time, it matters very
much whether the elevator is going up or down.

© 2020 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

When individuals peer into the future, do they overestimate or
underestimate their future life satisfaction? In a recent paper
examining this issue, we (Harris & Busseri, 2019) reported results
from a three-wave longitudinal study of American adults (Brim,
Ryff, & Kessler, 2004). We compared individuals’ ratings of their
recollected past (10 years ago) and anticipated future (10 years
from now) life satisfaction made at Wave 2, with ratings of their
present life satisfaction made at Wave 1 (9 years prior) and at
Wave 3 (9 years later). This approach allowed us to directly evalu-
ate the extent to which participants overestimated or underesti-
mated their recollected past and anticipated future life
satisfaction. According to the ‘end of history illusion’ (EOHI;
Quoidbach, Gilbert, & Wilson, 2013), individuals typically underes-
timate that amount of future change in their personalities, values,
and preferences. If so, we reasoned, individuals might also expect
too little change in their future life satisfaction. Yet previous
research on life satisfaction indicates that younger and middle-
aged adults tend to view their lives as becoming more satisfying
into the future, whereas older individuals tend to anticipated decli-
nes (Busseri, 2013; Rocke & Lachman, 2008). Longitudinal findings
also indicate that life satisfaction is generally stable over time,
rather than consistently inclining or declining over time
(Cummins, 2014; Fujita & Diener, 2005). Such previous findings
led us to predict that younger and middle-aged adults would
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expect too much improvement in their future life satisfaction,
whereas as older adults would expect too much decline.

We presented two sets of results to test these notions. In the
main text, we presented results concerning mean trends in ratings
of past, present, and future life satisfaction, along with compar-
isons of relevant mean differences (e.g., mean ratings of anticipated
future life satisfaction from Wave 2 vs. present life satisfaction
from Wave 3). We also presented results based on individual dif-
ferences, including the percentages of individuals who predicted
too much or too little change. These individual differences results
were summarized in the main text and detailed in a Supplemental
Results file. Both types of analysis supported the same conclusion:
Although some individuals anticipated too little change in their
future life satisfaction as predicted by the EOHI (i.e., their life sat-
isfaction increased or decreased more than they thought it would),
most were either accurate in their predictions or anticipated too
much improvement or too much decline (depending on their
age), rather than too little. More specifically, among younger and
middle-aged adults, the means-based analysis indicated that par-
ticipants anticipated too much future improvement in their life
satisfaction, on average (i.e., life satisfaction in the future was
lower than predicted; thus, life satisfaction increased less than
expected); further, the individual differences-based analysis
revealed that most younger and middle-aged adults overestimated
their future life satisfaction (i.e., their life satisfaction in the future
end up lower than they predicted; 56% and 41%, respectively) or
were accurate in their predictions (29% and 34%), rather than
underestimating their future life satisfaction (i.e., their life satisfac-
tion in the future was higher than they predicted; 15% and 25%). In
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contrast, older adults anticipated too much future decline in their
life satisfaction, on average (i.e., life satisfaction in the future was
higher than predicted; thus, life satisfaction decreased less than
expected); and most underestimated (40%) or were accurate
(32%) in their predictions, rather than overestimated (28%) their
future life satisfaction.

We also examined absolute change, through converting the
directional predicted and experienced change scores to absolute
values. Results indicated that a minority of individuals (36%) antic-
ipated too little (absolute) change in the future life satisfaction,
consistent with the EOHI (including 32%, 37%, and 39%, respec-
tively, for younger, middle-aged, and older adults). However, most
individuals were either accurate in their predictions or anticipated
too much absolute change (38% and 26% of the sample, respec-
tively). We concluded, therefore, that although the EOHI did char-
acterize some individuals’ views of their life satisfaction, for most
individuals it did not.

1. Commentary from Quoidbach, Gilbert, and Wilson (2020)

In a recently published commentary on our work, Quoidbach,
Gilbert, and Wilson (2020) took issue with our conclusions. These
authors reported results from several additional analyses with the
same longitudinal study we examined. Their results indicated that
the absolute amount of predicted present-to-future change in life
satisfaction was significantly less than the absolute amount of
experienced change in life satisfaction in the sample overall, and
particularly for those in their 40s through their early 70s.
Quoidbach et al. (2020) thus concluded that participants generally
expected too little future change in life satisfaction, consistent with
the EOHI. These authors suggested that the discrepancy between
their findings and ours was due to the fact that we focused on
mean-level change in life satisfaction over time, whereas they
focused on individual differences. Examining mean-level trends,
they proposed, obscures important variability between individuals.

2. Our response

We appreciate the thoughtful commentary that Quoidbach and
colleagues have provided. We agree with them that means-based
comparisons can lead to generalizations that do not apply to every
individual within the sample. Indeed, in our original report (Harris
& Busseri, 2019) we provided results based on mean trends and
means-based comparisons as well as individual differences. As we
discussed in that work, the individual differences-based results
provided valuable information that was not apparent from the
mean-based analyses. Nonetheless, our main findings were consis-
tent across approaches: Most individuals were either accurate or
anticipated too much change in their life satisfaction into the
future, rather than too little — and the direction of such mispredic-
tions varied according to age. Thus, although the EOHI character-
ized a substantial minority of respondents, it did not characterize
most individuals. Therefore, the discrepancy between our conclu-
sions and those provided by Quoidbach et al. (2020) did not arise
from the use of means-based versus individual differences-based
approaches. Rather, as we detail below, the discrepancy resulted
from two other important distinctions in approach.

2.1. Distinction #1: Absolute change versus directional change

The first distinction concerns our focus on directional change,
versus the approaches employed by Quoidbach et al. (2013,
2020) which focus on absolute change. There are important indi-
vidual differences in the directions of individuals’ subjective trajec-
tories for their life satisfaction (Busseri, Choma, & Sadava, 2009;

Lachman, Rocke, Rosnick, & Ryff, 2008). Further, such individual
differences are linked in important ways with other factors, includ-
ing age (Rocke & Lachman, 2008). Of particular relevance for pre-
sent purposes, younger and middle-aged adults tend to perceive
their lives as getting better over time, whereas older adults antic-
ipate declines (Busseri, 2013; Staudinger, Bluck, & Herzberg, 2003).
Therefore, rather than ignoring such differences in direction
through analyzing only the absolute amount of perceived and
experienced change, we examined directional changes in life satis-
faction and age-related differences in such directional changes.

In contrast, both the original work on the EOHI (Quoidbach
et al., 2013) and the recent commentary on our work (Quoidbach
et al., 2020) focused exclusively on absolute change. It thus appears
that directional differences in perceived versus experienced
changes - including whether individuals anticipate too much or
too little improvement versus too much or too little decline — are
not central to the EOHI. With the respect to understanding how
individuals view their life satisfaction to be unfolding over time,
however, there is a critical difference between anticipating too lit-
tle (or too much) improvement versus too much (or too little)
decline - and this difference has important implications for lifes-
pan development and successful aging (Busseri, 2013; Lachman
et al., 2008; Rocke & Lachman, 2008). Accordingly, we suggest that
the direction of change in life satisfaction, whether perceived or
experienced, should be examined. Ignoring directional change
through focusing only on absolute change can lead to very different
conclusions concerning how individuals view their lives to be
unfolding over time.

To illustrate this, we ran an analysis comparable to Quoidbach
et al. (2020) comparing the absolute amounts of predicted and
experienced change (condition = 0 vs. 1, respectively) from Wave
2 in the subsample of 2390 respondents we examined in our orig-
inal report. Like Quoidbach et al. (2020), we observed a significant
positive difference between conditions (b = 0.16, SE = 0.03; ¢
(2389) = 5.51, p < .001), wherein the average amount of absolute
experienced change (M = 0.97) was significantly higher than the
average amount of absolute predicted change (M = 0.82), consis-
tent with results they presented in Figure 2, Panel A. We also found
that the magnitude of this difference varied by age: My = -0.08,
0.15, 0.21, 0.27, and —0.05, respectively, for individuals in their
30s, 40s, 50s, 60s, and 70+, paralleling results Quoidbach et al.
(2020) presented in Figure 2, Panel B. These findings based on
absolute change are consistent with the EOHI in suggesting that,
on average, participants predicted too little absolute change; fur-
thermore, the tendency to expect too little absolute change in LS
was greatest among participants in their 40s, 50s, and 60s.

However, when we re-ran the analysis using directional change
rather than absolute change, we observed a significant negative dif-
ference between conditions (b = —0.26, SE = 0.04; t(2389) = —7.13,
p < .001), suggesting that participants anticipated too much
improvement in LS, on average (see Fig. 1, left panel). We also
found that this difference varied by age: On average, participants
in their 30s, 40s, and 50s at Wave 2 tended to expect too much
improvement, whereas those in their 60s were accurate, and indi-
viduals in their 70s tended to expect too much decline age (see
Fig. 1, right panel). These findings based on directional change
are consistent with our original report (Harris & Busseri, 2019) in
suggesting that participants predicted too much change - and that
the type of misprediction (i.e., expecting too much improvement or
too much decline) depended on their age.

2.2. Distinction #2: Mean change vs. individual-level change
The second distinction between our approach and Quoidbach

et al. (2013, 2020) is that in the individual differences analyses
reported by Harris and Busseri (2019) we identified how much
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Fig. 1. Predicted versus actual change in life satisfaction. Left panel displays mean directional change in life satisfaction (y-axis) by condition (x-axis). Right panel displays
directional change in life satisfaction (y-axis) as a function of age decade (x-axis). Error bars display 95% confidence intervals.

change in life satisfaction each participant predicted and experi-
enced. Because the life satisfaction rating scale comprised whole
numbers ranging from 0 and 10, participants were categorized as
having anticipated too much or too little future change in life sat-
isfaction based on differences of at least one scale point. This
approach allowed us to report the percentages of participants
who predicted too much versus too little improvement or decline
based on the directional change scores, and too much versus too
little change based on the absolute change scores. Importantly,
even the results based on categorizing each respondent in terms
of their absolute change revealed that only a minority of individu-
als anticipated too little future change in their life satisfaction.

In contrast, Quoidbach et al. (2020) reported comparisons
between the absolute predicted versus experienced change scores
across participants using summary statistics, such as regression
coefficients and mean differences, as well as age-based trends. Crit-
ically, these approaches do not reveal how many participants were
actually characterized by too much and too little change in life sat-
isfaction based on at least a 1-point difference - which is the min-
imum difference by which any given individual could be
characterized as expecting ‘too much’ or ‘too little’ change (as well
as too much or too little improvement or decline) on the single-
item LS rating scale. Had Quoidbach et al. (2020) examined
individual-level results in this manner, they would have observed
the same results that we did.

3. Summary and conclusion

The differences in results and conclusions between our work
(Harris & Busseri, 2019) and the recent commentary from
Quoidbach et al. (2020) stem from (i) examining directional change
versus focusing only on absolute change; and (ii) identifying indi-
viduals characterized by at least 1-point discrepancies between
their predicted and experienced change in life satisfaction, versus
relying only on summary statistics and parameter estimates.
Despite these differences in approach, we believe there are several
important and practical insights to be gleaned from the joint con-
sideration of our original work (Harris & Busseri, 2019) along with
the commentary from Quoidbach et al. (2020). In particular, a
robust approach to examining the role of the EOHI in shaping
how individuals perceive their life satisfaction to be changing over
time should encompass the following features: (1) a longitudinal
design allowing direct comparisons between individuals’ recol-

lected, predicted, and experienced changes over time; (2) analysis
of directional and absolute change to inform the absolute magni-
tude of predicted and experienced change along with the direc-
tions of such changes; and (3) a combination of means-based
and individual differences-based approaches to evaluate mean-
level trends, variation between individuals, and individual-level
results. We look forward to future work using this combination
of approaches to provide additional new insights concerning how
individuals view their lives to be unfolding over time.

Funding

This research was supported by an Insight Grant from the Social
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada to the second
author. Since 1995 the MIDUS study has been funded by the John
D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation Research Network and
the National Institute on Aging.

Disclosures

Data used in the present study and the survey codebooks are
available for download from the MIDUS website: http://midus.
wisc.edu/. Hypotheses and methods were not pre-registered.

Both authors contributed equally to the conceptualization, writ-
ing, and analysis of the present commentary.

References

Brim, O. G., Ryff, C. D., & Kessler, R. C. (2004). The MIDUS National Survey: An
Overview. In O. G. Brim, C. D. Ryff, & R. C. Kessler (Eds.), How healthy are we?: A
national study of well-being at midlife (pp. 1-34). Chicago, IL, US: University of
Chicago Press.

Busseri, M. A. (2013). How dispositional optimists and pessimists view their past,
present, and anticipated future life satisfaction: A lifespan approach. European
Journal of Personality, 27, 185-199.

Busseri, M. A, Choma, B. L, & Sadava, S. W. (2009). Functional or fantasy?
Examining the implications of subjective temporal perspective “trajectories” for
LS. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 35(3), 295-308.

Cummins, R. A. (2014). Can happiness change? Theories and evidence. In K. M.
Sheldon & R. E. Lucas (Eds.), Stability of happiness: theories and evidence on
whether happiness can change (pp. 75-97). Amsterdam, The Netherlands:
Elsevier.

Fujita, F., & Diener, E. (2005). Life satisfaction set point: Stability and change. Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology, 88, 158-164.

Harris, H., & Busseri, M. A. (2019). Is there an ‘end of history illusion’ for life
satisfaction? Evidence from a three-wave longitudinal study. Journal of Research
in Personality, 83 103869.


http://midus.wisc.edu/
http://midus.wisc.edu/
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/optpgHNNvGlVb
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/optpgHNNvGlVb
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/optpgHNNvGlVb
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0030

4 M.A. Busseri, H. Harris/Journal of Research in Personality 88 (2020) 104013

Lachman, M. E., Rocke, C., Rosnick, C., & Ryff, C. D. (2008). Realism and illusion in Rocke, C., & Lachman, M. E. (2008). Perceived trajectories of life satisfaction across
American’s temporal views of their life satisfaction: Age differences in past, present, and future: Profiles and correlates of subjective change in young,
reconstructing the past and anticipating the future. Psychological Science, 19, middle-aged, and older adults. Psychology and Aging, 23, 833-847.

889-897. Staudinger, U. M., Bluck, S., & Herzberg, P. Y. (2003). Looking back and looking

Quoidbach, J., Gilbert, D. T., & Wilson, T. D. (2013). The end of history illusion. ahead: Adult age differences in consistency of diachronous ratings of subjective
Science, 339, 96-98. well-being. Psychology and Aging, 18, 13-24.

Quoidbach, J., Gilbert, D. T., & Wilson, T. D. (2020). Your life satisfaction will change
more than you think: A comment on Harris and Busseri (2019). Journal of
Research in Personality, 86 103937.


http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0092-6566(20)30101-X/h0055

	Life satisfaction and the ‘end of history illusion’: A reply to Quoidbach, Gilbert, and Wilson (2020)
	1 Commentary from Quoidbach, Gilbert, and Wilson (2020)
	2 Our response
	2.1 Distinction #1: Absolute change versus directional change
	2.2 Distinction #2: Mean change vs. individual-level change

	3 Summary and conclusion
	Funding
	Disclosures
	References


