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The goal of this study is to investigate the consistency of diachronous ratings of subjective well-being
(SWB). A heterogeneous sample (25–74-year-olds; N ⫽ 3,596) provided ratings of their present SWB,
reconstructed their SWB of 10 years ago, and anticipated their SWB 10 years from now. Developmental
tasks and self-evaluative principles were used to predict age differences in diachronous consistency. As
predicted, in young adulthood, past SWB was rated lower and future SWB higher than present SWB. In
contrast, in later adulthood, the past was rated higher and the future lower than present SWB. Analyses
of rank-order consistency demonstrated that in later adulthood both future and past SWB were more
strongly related to present SWB than in young adulthood. Results show how models of self-evaluation
play out at different points in the life span.

consistent those diachronous ratings (past, future) are with evaluations of present SWB. This notion of psychological time has been
studied also by social psychologists in investigations concerning,
for instance, self-evaluative (e.g., Schwarz & Strack, 1999; Taylor,
Neter, & Wayment, 1995) and comparison processes (e.g., Albert,
1977; Suls & Mullen, 1982; Wilson & Ross, 2001), or possible
selves (e.g., Markus & Nurius, 1986). This research suggests that
we construct our selves with regard to the past, and the present, as
well as the future (e.g., Hooker, 1992), and that we use diachronous referents as often as social referents in our comparison
processes (e.g., Wilson & Ross, 2000).
In this article, we build on and interrelate results from these
different areas of the study of diachronicity. We conclude from our
reading of the literature that research on diachronous selfevaluations, to date, is characterized by three emphases. First, most
studies have been conducted in the field of self and personality
characteristics (e.g., Fleeson & Baltes, 1998; Fleeson & Heckhausen, 1997; Ryff, 1991; Ryff & Heincke, 1983; Wilson & Ross,
2001).1 Second, there are fewer studies that combine all three
types of diachronous rating, that is, past, present, and future
evaluations (for exception, see, e.g., Ross & Buehler, 2001; Ryff,
1991). Mostly, there is emphasis on comparing either past or future
evaluations with present self-evaluations (e.g., Conway & Ross,
1984; Cross & Markus, 1991; Ross, 1989; Wilson & Ross, 2001;
Woodruff & Birren, 1972). And third, with a few exceptions (e.g.,
Fleeson & Baltes, 1998), consistency among diachronous evalua-

Diachronicity of Self-Evaluations
Though rooted in the present, human beings have the capacity to
extend the self (Neisser, 1988) through memory of their past and
contemplation of their future. Lewin (1926) argued that human
functioning could be understood in terms of a person’s “life
space,” encompassing both a physical and a temporal dimension.
This notion that human life is constituted by synchronous (i.e.,
coexistent) as well as diachronous (i.e., spread across time) processes also has a long tradition in philosophy (e.g., Heidegger,
1927/1979; Jaspers, 1932).
Exploring the objective and subjective facets of the diachronous
nature of life is central to lifespan theory (e.g., Baltes, Reese, &
Lipsitt, 1980; Bühler, 1933; Ryff & Baltes, 1976; Ryff & Heincke,
1983; Staudinger, 1999). In this article, we are less interested in
objective or chronological time, as examined in longitudinal work.
Rather, we focus on subjective or psychological time: evaluations
of subjective well-being (SWB) in the past and the future and how
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1
We acknowledge that Carol Ryff (e.g., 1991) investigates psychological well-being. To not confuse hedonic and growth-oriented well-being
(e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2001), however, we have chosen for simplicity reasons
to categorize her study under self- and personality characteristics rather
than subjective well-being.
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tions is investigated by comparing solely mean levels without
inspecting rank orders. Comparison of mean levels, though, represents only half of the picture. For example, on average, young
and middle-aged participants report positive differences between
their past and their present (i.e., success stories; e.g., Wilson &
Ross, 2001), but this does not exclude the possibility that some
individuals do not report differences at all and that others may
actually communicate decreases. Those individual differences are
only captured when also comparing rank orders. The present study
aims to combine those emphases by focusing on adult age differences in both mean-level and rank-order consistency of diachronous ratings (past, present, and future) of subjective well-being.

Diachronous Ratings of Subjective Well-Being
Our interest in diachronous self-evaluations focuses on ratings
of SWB. Prior research has demonstrated that SWB is multifaceted. It includes positive and negative affect, and life satisfaction,
and it comprises both domain-general and domain-specific evaluations (e.g., Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999). Elaborate theories have been developed and tested about the judgment processes
underlying evaluations of one’s present life (e.g., Schwarz &
Strack, 1999). Goal selection, level of aspiration, social and temporal comparison, and mood states, for instance, have received
considerable attention when predicting present ratings of SWB
across the adult life span (e.g., Brandtstädter & Greve, 1994;
Kahneman, Diener, & Schwarz, 1999; Staudinger, 2000).
We know of only one study, however, that has investigated the
mean-level consistency of diachronous evaluations of SWB (i.e.,
past, present, and future). In their classic study on the relativity of
happiness, Brickman, Coates, and Janoff-Bulman (1978) asked
lottery winners, accident victims, and controls about their happiness before winning or being involved in an accident both at the
present stage of their life and in a couple of years. Ratings of future
SWB were significantly higher than present ratings for all three
groups. Ratings of present and of past happiness, though, demonstrated group differences such that the accident victims rated past
happiness higher than the present, whereas the other two groups
demonstrated the reversed pattern. Brickman et al. (1978) called
the former a “nostalgia effect” (p. 924). Their results demonstrate
that depending on life contexts, evaluations of subjective wellbeing in the past can be higher, the same, or lower than evaluations
of the present. Especially, present life circumstances that involve
many losses as compared to the past, seem to be conducive to the
nostalgia effect. Conversely, evaluations of future SWB seem to
be—irrespective of life circumstances— higher than evaluations of
present SWB, at least in a sample covering young and middle
adulthood.

Diachronicity Across the Life Span
The following three assumptions, derived from temporal comparison theory, social-cognitive theorizing, and lifespan theory,
provide the basic framework for the study. The first is that temporal comparisons involve perceiving change such that the sense
of a coherent self is maintained over time (e.g., Erikson, 1959;
James, 1890/1948). According to lifespan theory, however, the self
is confronting different developmental tasks, or challenges to
coherence, at different ages. Thus, coherence denotes a growing

self in young adulthood, whereas in middle adulthood and old age
a coherent self increasingly refers to maintaining or repairing the
self in the face of losses (Baltes, Lindenberger, & Staudinger,
1998) and to integration of the self in the face of death (Erikson,
1959).
The second assumption is that diachronous self-evaluations
are guided by any combination of the following motives:
self-assessment, self-enhancement, self-verification, and selfimprovement (Taylor et al., 1995). Taylor et al. (1995) found that
evaluations of the past primarily serve purposes of selfenhancement and self-assessment and that evaluations of the future
predominantly support the quest for self-improvement. For selfenhancement and self-improvement to be adaptive, they should
both follow the rule of the optimal margin of illusion to be
functional (e.g., Baumeister, 1989; Staudinger & Pasupathi, 2000).
Finally, the third assumption is based on Schwarz and Strack’s
(1991) judgment theory of well-being. They have repeatedly found
that the similarity of diachronous evaluations is smaller if the
ratings belong to different subjective categories of time (i.e.,
contrast vs. assimilation effect). The likelihood that the past and
the future, in an ontogenetic sense, are considered as belonging to
a different time category than the present is higher in young than
in old adulthood. Why is that? One reason is respective developmental tasks, that is, change and growth for young adulthood (i.e.,
difference), and maintenance and integration across midlife and
into later adulthood (i.e., sameness; e.g., Baltes et al., 1998). We
also know that older adults’ time experience is different from that
of younger adults. It is characterized by experiencing time as
passing faster (e.g., Levin & Zakay, 1989; Wallach & Green,
1961) and by experiencing what Nuttin (1985) calls an “open
present” rather than being aware of the present and the future as
separate categories. In the following, we develop the hypotheses
guiding the present study by referring to these basic assumptions.

Overall Consistency of Diachronous
Subjective Well-Being
Present well-being relies on the current life situation but also on
appraisals of the past and on expectations for future well-being
(e.g., Karniol & Ross, 1996; Lewin, 1926; Markus & Wurf, 1987).
Individuals are able to make predictions about what will happen in
the future by comparing present events with previously gained
knowledge and by using imagination (Lockhart, 1989; Smith,
1996). In contrast to assessing the past, evaluating the future is not
constrained by actual events that have taken place. Furthermore,
projections into the future are characterized by a self-deceptive
optimistic bias guided by the motive of self-improvement (e.g.,
Robinson & Ryff, 1999; Ross & Newby-Clark, 1998; Taylor &
Brown, 1988), whereas evaluations of past well-being pursue the
need for self-enhancement and usually result in a derogation of the
past as compared to the present (e.g., Wilson & Ross, 2001).
In sum, we predict that overall mean-level consistency of
present and future SWB should be smaller than of past and present
ratings. In fact, it may be possible, as the study by Brickman et al.
(1978) has demonstrated, that in a sample covering very different
life circumstances, as is the case in an adult lifespan sample, no
overall mean differences between ratings of past and present SWB
are observed because enhancement and nostalgia effects offset
each other. As much as mean levels of future and present SWB are

CONSISTENCY OF DIACHRONOUS RATINGS

expected to differ, rank orders are predicted to stay the same. We
assume that projections into the future are often guided by an
optimistic bias, whereas evaluations of the past are to some degree
constrained by actual events and therefore idiosyncratic influences
are more likely that may result in rank-order changes. Thus, the
correlation between future and present ratings of SWB is expected
to be stronger than that between ratings of past and present SWB.

Age Differences in Consistency of Past and Present
Subjective Well-Being
The past and the present certainly have a reciprocal relationship
(Bluck & Levine, 1998): Evaluations of the personal past may be
influenced by one’s present views (Karney & Coombs, 2000;
Levine, 1997), and the past may also affect the present (e.g.,
Conway & Ross, 1984). On the basis of the three assumptions laid
out above, we derive the following hypotheses about potential
mean-level age differences between evaluations of past and
present SWB. Young adulthood is primarily characterized by the
developmental task of growth or positive change (Baltes et al.,
1998) as well as by perceived growth trajectories (e.g., Heckhausen, Dixon, & Baltes, 1989). In addition, self-evaluations of
the past primarily pursue the self-enhancement and the selfassessment motive (Taylor et al., 1995), and younger adults are
more likely to perceive the past and the present as not belonging to
the same time category. Taken together this suggests that in young
adulthood, evaluations of SWB in the past will, on average, be
lower than evaluations of present well-being.
In midlife and increasingly in old age, the main developmental
task is maintenance, repair, and loss management, but the prime
motives guiding self-evaluations are still, as in young adulthood,
self-enhancement and self-assessment. Self-enhancement and selfassessment, however, have different consequences if the prime
task is maintenance but the perceived developmental trajectory is
decline (e.g., Baltes & Mayer, 1999; Heckhausen et al., 1989). The
past again is derogated (see Wilson & Ross, 2001), but criticizing
the past in the face of a decline trajectory implies that rather than
rating the past higher than the present, it is more and more rated
about the same, that is, less and less mean differences between
evaluations of past and present SWB are expected in midlife and
old age.
Expectations about rank-order consistency of past and present
SWB in later adulthood are derived from the proposition that the
past and the present are more likely considered as part of the same
subjective time category and that the maintenance task makes it
less likely that major changes introduce shifts in rank orders:
Increasingly higher positive interrelations between past and
present ratings of SWB are expected starting in midlife than in
young adulthood. The interrelation between past and present SWB
in young adulthood will be substantial and in the positive. It will
be smaller, however, than in middle and later adulthood, as young
adults are more likely to consider the past a different time category
than the present and the development task of positive change
makes changes in rank order more likely than later in adulthood.

Age Differences in Consistency of Future and Present
Subjective Well-Being
We think about the future quite often in relation to our goals
(Karniol & Ross, 1996). Lifespan theory predicts, and consistent
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evidence has accrued, that prevailing types of goals vary with age.
We assumed above that in young adulthood growth goals reign
supreme whereas later in adulthood goals of maintenance, repair,
and loss management come to the foreground (Baltes et al., 1998).
In combination with the other two propositions, we expect that the
self-improvement motive will lead (a) to an exaggeration of the
expected growth in young adulthood, (b) to expecting some growth
rather than maintenance in middle adulthood, and (c) to an understatement of expected losses in later adulthood (e.g., Staudinger &
Bluck, 2001). Thus, in young adulthood we expect sizeable positive mean differences between ratings of present and future wellbeing. We predict to find smaller positive differences between
ratings of future and present SWB in midlife, and no mean differences in old age. This expectation is consistent with findings from
earlier research on diachronous ratings of personality attributes
(e.g., Fleeson & Heckhausen, 1997; Ryff, 1991).
With regard to rank-order consistency of present and future
SWB, we predict that the relation is weaker in young adulthood,
grows stronger in midlife, and is largest in later adulthood because
projections of change rather than stability—introducing more idiosyncrasy— can be expected to influence evaluations of the future
in young adulthood.

Method
Sample
The sample consisted of 3,596 community-dwelling adult participants
from the Midlife in the United States Survey (MIDUS), conducted by the
John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation Research Network on
Successful Midlife Development. This national probability sample was
recruited by using random digit dialing. Respondents were interviewed for
20 –30 min by telephone (70% response rate) and also completed a selfadministered questionnaire that they received in the mail (87% response
rate). Only questionnaire data were used in the current study. The sample
ranges in age from 25 to 74 years (M ⫽ 46.9, SD ⫽ 13.2), and is made up
of approximately equal numbers of men (56%) and women (44%). The
sample is primarily Caucasian (90%), but it also includes some African
Americans (8%), Asian Americans (1%), and Native Americans (1%).
Although some participants had not finished high school (9%), most had
finished high school (29%), had some college (29%), or had completed a
bachelor’s degree or higher (33%). In sum, this is a heterogeneous sample
though it tends to overrepresent Caucasians and well-educated individuals.
For the mean-level analyses, the continuous age distribution is split into
three age groups: young adulthood, ranging from 25 to 40 (N ⫽ 1,297,
M ⫽ 32.8, SD ⫽ 4.5); middle adulthood, ranging from 41 to 54
(N ⫽ 1,182, M ⫽ 47.3, SD ⫽ 3.9); and old age ranging from 55 to 74
(N ⫽ 1,117, M ⫽ 63.1, SD ⫽ 5.7).

Measures and Procedure
Because the present research is part of the larger MIDUS survey,
measures were included in that data collection that are not used in the
current analyses. Only the measures of interest for the current study are
described here. More information concerning these measures and regarding
the MIDUS survey is detailed elsewhere (MIDMAC, 1998).
Diachronous measures of SWB. Subjective well-being can be assessed
in a domain-general and a domain-specific manner (Diener et al., 1999).
Prior research that used these different assessment formats has demonstrated that domain-specific ratings are formed following a bottom-up
judgment process, whereas domain-general overall SWB ratings are
formed according to top-down mechanisms (Campbell, Converse, & Rod-

16

STAUDINGER, BLUCK, AND HERZBERG

gers, 1976; Headey & Wearing, 1989). Actual life circumstances are—
relatively speaking—more strongly reflected in domain-specific than in
general SWB ratings. Because of this study’s focus on age differences in
diachronous consistency of SWB ratings in relation to changing life contexts, we included an SWB scale consisting of six life-domain ratings
rather than an overall SWB scale. For later analyses, those six life-domain
ratings were averaged within each temporal instruction (see below).
Participants provided evaluations of SWB in six life domains in the past
(10 years ago), the present, and the anticipated future (10 years from now).
The domains included partnership, sexuality, finances, work, health, and
welfare of others. Ratings were made on 11-point scales based on Cantril’s
(1965) self-anchoring scale. For example, in making their evaluation of the
present, past, and future in the domain of health, participants responded to
the questions,
(1) Using a scale from 0 to 10 where 0 means ‘the worst possible
health’ and 10 means ‘the best possible health,’ how would you rate
your health these days? (2) Looking back ten years ago, how would
you rate your health at that time using the same scale? and (3)
Looking ahead ten years into the future, what do you expect your
health will be like at that time?
Similar to Ryff (1991), we used a fixed time difference, in our case 10
years ahead or back in time, to obtain diachronous ratings. This implied
that the age groups were not referring to the same periods of the life span
when making their judgments. These instructions emphasize the focus of
the present study on the diachronicity of SWB, that is, subjective conceptions of temporal extension rather than subjective conceptions of particular
developmental periods (e.g., for the latter focus see Fleeson & Baltes,
1998; Fleeson & Heckhausen, 1997; Ryff & Heincke, 1983).
As in other studies that used temporal instructions, questions were
always answered in the same sequence: present, past, and future. Prior
research that used temporal instructions has demonstrated that participants
find it difficult to provide diachronous ratings without first evaluating their
present status (e.g., Fleeson & Baltes, 1998; Fleeson & Heckhausen, 1997;
Ryff, 1991). Systematically varying the order of evaluation, however, does
not yield significant order effects (Wilson & Ross, 2001).
Even though the domain ratings were not assessed in sequence, but at
several different points in a longer questionnaire, the SWB scales showed
satisfactory internal consistency for ratings of past SWB (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽
.64), present SWB (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .64), and future SWB (Cronbach’s
␣ ⫽ .72). However, to further validate use of SWB scores averaged across
domains, additional analyses were performed.
Testing the robustness of a one-factor solution: Equivalence of factor
structure across age and type of diachronous rating. Averaging wellbeing ratings across domains was also supported when using confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) on the present ratings of SWB: A one-factor solution
proved superior to a two-factor solution that had been identified in an
exploratory factor analysis. (The first factor comprised the domains health,
work, finances, and welfare of others, and the second factor comprised
sexuality and partnership.) The fit of the one-factor model was 2(9,
N ⫽ 3,596) ⫽ 106.79, p ⬍ .001. Given our large sample size, we followed
the recommendation of Hu and Bentler (1995) and used additional measures of fit: the root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) ⫽ .051
(95% confidence interval [CI]: .042–.059), the comparative fit index
(CFI) ⫽ .998, normed fit index (NFI) ⫽ .998, and the Tucker–Lewis index
(TLI) ⫽ .995 (Tucker & Lewis, 1973) all indicated a good model fit. The
two-factor model showed fit indices that are quite similar: 2(8,
N ⫽ 3,596) ⫽ 80.23, p ⬍ .001, RMSEA ⫽ .046 (95% CI: .037–.056),
CFI ⫽ .999, NFI ⫽ .998, and TLI ⫽ .996. Testing the differences between
the models, however, revealed a significant improvement in model fit for
chi-square (⌬ ⫽ 26.563, df ⫽ 1, p ⬍ .001), and marginal differences in
indices for large samples (CFI: ⌬ ⬍ .001; TLI: ⌬ ⬍ .001). Following the
principle of parsimony, we assumed the one-factor model as the most
appropriate solution.

As the central aim of this article is to analyze age-related differences in
consistency of diachronous ratings of SWB, we also wanted to examine
whether the one-factor model held up across the age range covered by the
present sample. Therefore, again using present ratings of SWB, we compared the equivalence of the measurement structure across age groups by
means of a multigroup CFA. The test of measurement invariance yielded
a good fit for the one-factor model for each of the three age groups: 2(24,
N ⫽ 3,596) ⫽ 82.14, p ⬍ .001, RMSEA ⫽ .026 (95% CI: .020 –.032),
CFI ⫽ .999, NFI ⫽ .998 and TLI ⫽ .997.
Finally, when comparing SWB ratings averaged across domains by past,
present, and future ratings, we needed to establish the equivalence of the
factor structure across types of diachronous rating. To do so, we compared
the equivalence of the measurement structure across diachronous ratings by
means of a multigroup CFA framework; that is, does the same factor
structure hold up for present, future, and past ratings of SWB? The test of
measurement invariance again yielded a good fit for the one-factor model:
2(24, N ⫽ 3,596) ⫽ 171.50, p ⬍ .001, RMSEA ⫽ .031 (95% CI:
.027–.035), CFI ⫽ .973, NFI ⫽ .969, and TLI ⫽ .951. All CFAs were
computed using the maximum-likelihood estimation procedure of AMOS
(Arbuckle, 1999).
In sum, these analyses demonstrate that the one-factor structure is
tenable across age and diachronous ratings. Thus, in all further analyses we
use present, past, and future SWB scores averaged across the six domains.
For reasons of psychometric quality, single-item domain ratings will only
be used for illustrative purposes.
Convergent validity of present SWB: Other indicators of SWB. A
second methodological concern was to demonstrate the convergent validity
of our measure of present SWB. To explore the convergent validity of
ratings of present SWB with extant indicators of subjective well-being, the
correlations between present SWB and both affect and life satisfaction
were computed (see Table 1). Affect was measured using 5-point scales
(1 ⫽ none of the time to 5 ⫽ all of the time). Participants indicated the
extent to which they had felt six negative (e.g., nervous, sad) and six
positive (e.g., cheerful, satisfied) states in the last 30 days. An index of
affect was created by reverse coding negative affect and then taking a mean
across the 12 items (higher scores indicate greater positivity). The index
showed a high interitem reliability (Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .92). Life satisfaction
(i.e., How satisfying is your life overall these days?) was measured as a
single item using a 0 (worst possible life overall) to 10 (best possible life
overall) scale.
Both affect and life satisfaction demonstrated substantial positive relations (r ⫽ .52 and r ⫽ .66) with our present ratings of SWB. These
correlations suggest that our assessment of present SWB shares a substantial part of its variability with standard measures of SWB; thus, it indeed
represents a measure of subjective well-being. The correlations do not
reflect perfect overlap, which is certainly partially due to measurement
error but is also in line—as argued above—with prior findings about the
association between domain-specific and global SWB ratings (Diener,
1994).
Discriminant validity of diachronous SWB ratings: The Big Five and
Agency. We wanted to make sure that diachronous ratings of SWB are
not identical with various characteristics of dispositional personality such
as neuroticism or conscientiousness (e.g., Costa & McCrae, 1984). To test
that assumption, we used an adjective measure of the five-factor model of
personality using 4-point scales (“Indicate how well each adjective describes you, from ‘a lot’ to ‘not at all’”; Trapnell & Wiggins, 1990).
Reliabilities (Cronbach’s alpha) of the Big Five were good (Neuroticism,
␣ ⫽ .69; Extraversion, ␣ ⫽ .85; Openness, ␣ ⫽ .89; Agreeableness, ␣ ⫽
.89; Conscientiousness, ␣ ⫽ .74). Zero-order relations among the Big Five
and the present or future ratings of SWB were— given the large sample
size—significant but not very high (see Table 1). Relations with the past
ratings were somewhat lower. As all five characteristics demonstrated
significant relations, we included all five dimensions as control variables in
the main analyses.
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Table 1
Correlations and Descriptives of Diachronous Ratings of Subjective Well-Being (SWB) and
Other Study Variables
SWB ratings
Study variables
Evaluation of presentb
Evaluation of pastb
Evaluation of futureb
Age (in years)
Affectc
Life Satisfactionb
Neuroticismd
Extraversiond
Opennessd
Conscientiousnessd
Agreeablenessd
Agencyd

Past

Present

.36 (.56)a
—
—
.35
.22
.29
⫺.17
.15
.06
.19
.18
.10

—
—
—
.04
.52
.66
⫺.31
.27
.19
.28
.17
.18

Future
.65 (.96)a
.09 (.13)a
—
⫺.42
.33
.40
⫺.18
.26
.27
.21
.14
.19

Note. All reported correlations are significant at p ⬍ .01. N ⫽ 3,596.
Values in parentheses refer to disattenuated correlations. b Maximum ⫽ 10.
mum ⫽ 4.

a

c

M

SD

6.70
6.71
7.19
46.98
3.90
7.63
2.25
3.20
3.05
3.41
3.48
2.73

1.44
1.46
1.62
13.24
.62
1.67
.66
.56
.52
.45
.50
.66

Maximum ⫽ 5.

d

Maxi-

In addition to the Big Five, it seemed useful to determine discriminant
validity also vis-à-vis the personality dimension Agency as, for instance,
evaluations of the future may depend on this personality characteristic. We
assessed Agency by using 4-point scales (“Indicate how well each adjective describes you, from ‘a lot’ to ‘not at all’”; Trapnell & Wiggins, 1990).
Across five items (e.g., forceful, assertive), the scale reliability with Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .80 was good. As Agency demonstrated significant relation
with the three diachronous ratings, we included this dimension also as a
control variable in the main analyses. Table 1 provides the means and
standard deviations and lists the zero-order correlations for all study
variables.

present, F(1, 3593) ⫽ 580.36, p ⬍ .001, 2 ⫽ .14 (see Table 1 for
Ms and SDs).
As expected with regard to overall rank-order consistency and
as shown in Table 1, the correlation between evaluations of past
and present SWB was smaller than that between future and present
ratings (Fisher’s Z ⫽ 23.88; p ⬍ .001). This held true as well for
disattenuated correlations (Fisher’s Z ⫽ 78.71; p ⬍ .001).

Results

Further, the interaction between age and type of diachronous
ratings was significant, F(4, 7186) ⫽ 500.90, p ⬍ .001, and it
showed a substantial effect size, 2 ⫽ .22. As a follow-up,
repeated-measures analyses with type of diachronous rating as
within-subject factor were computed for each age group. In the top
panel of Figure 1, mean-level differences are plotted by type of
diachronous rating. The bottom panel of Figure 1 depicts mean
differences by age group and thus pictures trajectories of subjective change.
For young adults, statistically significant differences emerged
between past and present ratings, F(1, 1296) ⫽ 100.11, p ⬍ .001,
2 ⫽ .07. In line with our hypotheses, higher ratings were given
for present SWB (see also Figure 1). Also consistent with our
expectations, future evaluations of SWB were much higher compared with present ratings of SWB, F(1, 1296) ⫽ 1596.00, p ⬍
.001, 2 ⫽ .55 (see Figure 1).
For middle-aged adults, present SWB ratings were not distinct
from past ratings, F(1, 1181) ⫽ 0.15, ns. Future ratings, however,
were found to be higher than present and past ratings of SWB, F(1,
1181) ⫽ 280.07, p ⬍ .001, 2 ⫽ .19 (see Figure 1). In the group
of older adults, past and future ratings differed from the evaluation

The results are organized in three sections. First, we examined
overall mean-level and rank-order consistencies of diachronous
ratings of SWB. Second, age differences in mean-levels of diachronous ratings of SWB were tested. Finally, we investigated age
differences in the rank-order consistency between present SWB
and past or future SWB.

Overall Mean-Level and Rank-Order Consistencies
Diachronous SWB ratings were analyzed in a 3 (type of diachronous rating) ⫻ 3 (age group) repeated-measures analysis of
variance (ANOVA), in which age group was the between-subjects
factor and type of diachronous rating the within-subject factor.2
The within-subjects effect of diachronous rating was significant,
F(2, 7186) ⫽ 193.86, p ⬍ .001, but rather small, 2 ⫽ .05. Age
group showed no significant main effect, F(2, 3593) ⫽ 2.11, p ⬎
.05, 2 ⫽ .001.
Follow-up analyses further examined the overall differences in
mean levels of diachronous ratings. For that purpose two orthogonal contrasts, one comparing past and present ratings and the
other comparing present and future ratings, were computed. The
difference between past and present evaluations was not significant, F(1, 3593) ⫽ 1.27, p ⬎ .05, but as expected evaluations of
future SWB were found to be significantly higher than those of the

Age Differences in Mean-Level Consistency of
Diachronous Ratings of SWB

2
We computed an analysis of covariance to control for the six personality attributes. The pattern of results remained basically unchanged
throughout the analysis.
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Figure 1. Mean differences among present, past, and future evaluations of SWB differ between age groups (A:
plotted by type of diachronous rating; B: plotted by age group).

of present SWB. We were surprised to find that evaluations of past
SWB were higher than that of the present, F(2, 1116) ⫽ 167.43,
p ⬍ .001, 2 ⫽ .13, and evaluations of future SWB were lower
than both present and past evaluations, F(2, 1116) ⫽ 180.16, p ⬍
.001, 2 ⫽ .14 (see Figure 1).

Age Differences in Rank-Order Consistency Among
Ratings of Past and Future SWB and Present SWB
Before beginning the linear regression analysis procedures outlined below, we wanted to test whether the relations between
diachronous ratings were indeed linear. Therefore, quadratic and
cubic trends in the relations between past, present, and future
evaluations of SWB were examined. Because only one of the six
nonlinear trends tested was significant and it accounted for less
than 1% of the variance, we focused on a linear approach.

Hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to determine
the relations between present SWB and past or future SWB. First,
simple models were computed regarding the relation between two
diachronous ratings, respectively. Then, the robustness of these
effects was examined by adding the identified control variables to
the models. Subsequently, full models including age and age
interactions were computed.
Simple models. A simple regression model to predict present
SWB ratings in which ratings of past SWB were entered alone was
used to compute the variance attributable to the past in predicting
present SWB. Past SWB accounted for 13% of the variance in present
SWB. A model in which future SWB was entered alone was used to
compute the variance attributable to the future in predicting present
SWB. Analyses showed that ratings of future SWB accounted for
42% of the variance in present SWB (see Models 1 and 3 in Table 2).
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Testing the robustness of diachronous relations. To alleviate
concern that the effects found in the above analyses were due to
personality, we repeated analyses with the addition of the personality variables. Thus, the five personality subscales and agency
were entered on Step 1. On Step 2, the respective third diachronous
rating was included as a control variable. When adding those
control variables, the past uniquely still accounted for a significant
6% of the variance in predicting present SWB; that is, 54% of the
original amount of predictive variance (7% of 13%) was shared
with the control variables. When using future SWB to predict
present SWB, the addition of control variables decreased the
predictive power of the future ratings to 29%; that is, 31% of the
original amount of predictive variance (13% of 42%) was shared
with the control variables.
Full models. The models including control variables were
used to examine whether the relations between past and present
ratings or future and present ratings of SWB were moderated by
age.3 When adding the interaction term between age and past SWB
after control variables, age, and past evaluations, a significant
increase in explained variance (1%) was observed. The same
model, but using future ratings instead of past, was used to examine the age moderation of the relation between the future and the
present. In this case, also 1% of predictive variance was added by
the interaction term (see Table 3). Note that in the case of interaction terms after control for both of the main effects, it is not so
much the effect size but the significance that is crucial (Cohen &
Cohen, 1983).
In follow-up analyses, we used the procedure suggested by
Cohen and Cohen (1983). Thus, two extreme age groups were
created following the rule of mean age plus or minus 1 SD (ⱕ34

Table 2
Hierarchical Regression Models for the Prediction of Present
Subjective Well-Being (SWB) by Evaluations of Future SWB
(N ⫽ 3,596)
Criterion ⫽ present SWB
Model 1
Step 1: Past
Model 2
Step 1: Extraversion
Openness
Neuroticism
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Agency
Step 2: Future
Step 3: Past
Model 3
Step 1: Future
Model 4
Step 1: Extraversion
Openness
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Neuroticism
Agency
Step 2: Past
Step 3: Future

R2

⌬R2

.13

—

546.66

.18
.48
.54

—
.30
.06

130.59
460.67
516.57

.42

—

2,580.25

.18
.25
.54

—
.07
.29

F

130.59
157.78
516.57

Note. The F statistics reported test the significance of the incremental
⌬R2 between steps in the model. For all Fs, p ⬍ .001.
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Table 3
Hierarchical Regression Models Identifying Age as a Moderator
of Associations Among Diachronous Subjective Well-Being
(SWB) Ratings (N ⫽ 3,596)
Criterion ⫽ present SWB

R2

⌬R2

F

Neuroticism
Extraversion
Openness
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Agency
Future
Age
Past
Age ⫻ Past

.18
.48
.56
.58
.59

—
.30
.08
.02
.01

130.59
460.67
555.76
543.47
495.42

Neuroticism
Extraversion
Openness
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Agency
Past
Age
Future
Age ⫻ Future

.18
.25
.26
.58
.59

—
.07
.01
.32
.01

130.59
167.78
152.64
543.47
490.03

Model 1
Step 1:

Step 2:
Step 3:
Step 4:
Step 5:
Model 2
Step 1:

Step
Step
Step
Step

2:
3:
4:
5:

Note. The F statistics reported test the significance of the incremental
⌬R2 between steps in the model. For all Fs, p ⬍ .001.

years, n ⫽ 769, M ⫽ 29.68, SD ⫽ 2.90; ⱖ60 years, n ⫽ 760,
M ⫽ 66.06, SD ⫽ 4.36). As Figure 2 (top panel) illustrates, the
positive association (partial correlations [pr] using all control
variables) between future and present well-being ratings was found
to be stronger for the older, pr(760) ⫽ .75, p ⬍ .001, than for the
younger adults, pr(769) ⫽ .53, p ⬍ .001. For illustrative purposes,
we also plotted a group of middle-aged adults (ⱖ40 years and ⱕ50
years, n ⫽ 884, M ⫽ 45.54, SD ⫽ 2.79). The partial correlation for
the middle group was pr(884) ⫽ .67, p ⬍ .001.4
Using the same follow-up procedure for the interaction between
the past and the present, the relation between past and present
ratings was demonstrated to be stronger for the old than for the
young adults. For those under 34 years, pr(769) ⫽ .11, p ⬍ .005;
for those older than 60 years, pr(760) ⫽ .40, p ⬍ .001. Figure 2
(bottom panel) illustrates this finding. The partial correlation for
the group of 40 to 50-year-olds was pr(884) ⫽ .26, p ⬍ .001.5
3
An initial model examined the effects of both age and gender. As
gender added no predictive power to models explaining the present or the
future, this variable was dropped in further analyses.
4
The same pattern of results is found for all other domains except for
welfare of others and marriage or partnership. Again, in those two cases the
relation between future and present was also strong in young adulthood (for
welfare of others, r ⫽ .78; for marriage or partnership, r ⫽ .72).
5
The same pattern of results is found for all domains except welfare of
others. In this domain the relation between past and present SWB was also
strong for the young adults (r ⫽ .61).
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Figure 2. The relation of future to present (A) and past to present (B) SWB ratings in two age groups: Both the past
and the future are more strongly related with the present in later adulthood. pr ⫽ partial correlation; resid. ⫽ residual.

Discussion
In the study, we used a standard assessment procedure to examine mean-level and rank-order consistency among diachronous
and present ratings of SWB across age. Some of our hypotheses
were supported, and some surprising findings occurred.

Overall Consistency Between Diachronous and Present
Evaluations of SWB
Mean-level consistency. As predicted, ratings of future SWB
were significantly higher than present ratings, and past and present

ratings of SWB did not differ. In a sample encompassing very
heterogeneous life circumstances, nostalgia (Brickman et al.,
1978) and enhancement effects (e.g., Wilson & Ross, 2001) may
average each other out, resulting in no visible overall differences.
Indeed, a sample covering a heterogeneous age range of about 50
years (25–74 years) may encompass conditions of high loss as well
as of gain. According to Brickman et al. (1978), life circumstances
involving losses lead to what they called the nostalgia effect: that
past SWB is rated higher than present SWB. In contrast, under
conditions of growth, such as in young adulthood, for reasons of
self-enhancement, the past is evaluated as worse than the present
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(cf. findings of Ryff, 1991; Wilson & Ross, 2001). Consequently,
by combining both conditions (age groups representing loss and
growth) in one sample those two effects are averaged out. This
interpretation is perfectly in line with the interaction between age
and type of diachronous rating that qualified the main effect, and
is discussed below.
The positive mean difference between evaluations of future and
present SWB supports our hypothesis and replicates earlier findings (e.g., Brickman et al., 1978). Irrespective of life circumstances, future SWB is rated higher than that of the present. This
finding is also consistent with the evidence that future ratings are
more prone to self-deception than past ratings because they are less
constrained by actual events (cf. Robinson & Ryff, 1999). Again,
discussion of age-specific findings will further elucidate this
interpretation.
Rank-order consistency. As predicted, the rank-order consistency between evaluations of present and future SWB was higher
than that between present and past SWB. Again, this is consistent
with the findings by Robinson and Ryff (1999): A self-deceptive
optimistic bias often guides projections into the future (but see
below). This type of evaluative process seems less likely to lead to
a change in the relative position of an individual in the group.
Actual events, however, contribute at least to some degree to the
evaluation of SWB in the past (Bluck, 2000). This makes it more
likely that idiosyncratic events lead to change in rank orders, and
thus lower interrelations are found. Note that this pattern holds true
also when controlling for personality characteristics and the respective other diachronous rating.
Comparing results from the analysis of rank-order and meanlevel consistency demonstrates how it can be misleading to automatically infer small correlations given large mean-level differences and vice versa. Rather, both types of information truly
complement each other, and each carries unique information.

Age Groups Differ in Their Past, Present, and Future
Mean Levels of SWB
Young adulthood. Age-specific differences qualified the main
effect of type of diachronous rating. As expected, in young adulthood future SWB was rated much higher and past SWB was rated
much lower than present SWB. These results replicate earlier
findings from studies of diachronous personality (Fleeson & Heckhausen, 1997; Ryff, 1991; Wilson & Ross, 2001).
This pattern of results is consistent with the three assumptions
made in the beginning: On the basis of the findings by Schwarz
and Strack (1999), we can infer that in young adulthood both past
and future are part of different subjective time categories. Therefore, a contrast effect is observed that leads to the past being
evaluated lower and the future being evaluated higher than the
present. The valence of these contrasts is determined by the underlying motives of self-enhancement with regard to the past and
self-improvement as well as the developmental motive of growth
with regard to the future. In addition, we need to acknowledge that
the growth story constructed by young adults also encompasses a
self-assessment and/or a developmental belief component (see
Figure 1, bottom panel). In young adulthood, we observe improvement in many domains of life as compared to 10 years ago, and
there is at least some validity to the expectation of improving
further in the 10 years to come (e.g., Baltes et al., 1998).
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Middle-aged and older adults. In contrast, and against our
expectations, older adults rated their past SWB higher and their
future SWB lower than their present SWB. We had expected to
find no differences between diachronous ratings of SWB and
present SWB in old age. Thus, it seems that neither the motive of
self-enhancement, in the sense of toning down losses, nor of
self-improvement, in the sense of maintaining levels of functioning, are strong components in the judgment process of older adults.
Rating past SWB higher than present SWB, which Brickman and
others (1978) called a nostalgia effect, could actually also represent a realism or developmental belief component. Further, it is
conceivable that remembering good old times ameliorates life in
the present. This interpretation is in fact consistent with findings
from studies of coping in old age that demonstrated that referring
to past successes supports SWB in the present (e.g., Aldwin,
Sutton, & Lachman, 1996). Emphasizing the positive qualities of
one’s past also fits with the final developmental task of life, that is,
integrating one’s life as lived (Erikson, 1959).
Middle-aged adults showed the pattern that we had expected for
old age, that is, no significant differences between ratings of past
and present SWB were found (see Figure 1). Indeed, the losses
experienced in middle adulthood are of a lesser and less generalized degree than in old age (Staudinger & Bluck, 2001). On the
basis of our hypotheses, we may infer that in midlife, selfenhancement and possibly developmental beliefs help to reconstruct those losses as stability; thus, a story of maintenance rather
than decline emerges. Whereas in old age, the sense of loss may
have become so pervasive that margins of illusions are surpassed
(Baumeister, 1989), and consequently the relation between past
and present is reconstructed quite realistically as a decline story.
The negative difference between future and present ratings of
SWB in old age is a rather rare finding. Even though it is of smaller
magnitude than the past–present difference (see Figure 1), it completes the decline story and is consistent with the interpretation that
in old age rather realistic expectations about the SWB trajectory
prevail (see also Ryff, 1991). It seems that rather than selfdeceptive optimistic biases, general developmental beliefs reign
supreme when older adults evaluate their future SWB. In addition,
overall smaller mean-level differences in old as compared with
young adulthood indicate, as hypothesized, that in old age past and
present as well as future and present indeed belong more to the
same subjective time category than in young adulthood. We discuss exceptions from this rule below.
The middle-aged group demonstrated a pattern similar to the
young adults (see Figure 1). In other words, in midlife the selfimprovement motive in the sense of future-orientation still seems
to be an important component of the diachronous rating process.
This is consistent with findings from research on the goal system
and developmental regulation. Rather than achievement goals that
characterize young and middle adulthood (e.g., Heckhausen,
2001), it is maintenance and avoidance goals that are typical of old
age (e.g., Staudinger, Freund, Linden, & Maas, 1999).
A realism and/or developmental belief component. The conjecture that diachronous ratings also encompass a realism and/or
developmental beliefs component (see also Fleeson & Heckhausen, 1997), and not only optimistic or pessimistic selfdeceptive biases, receives some further support when exploring
domain-specific findings. In domains that are characterized by
early onset age-related declines, such as the health domain (e.g.,
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Sehl & Yates, 2001), evaluations of past and future SWB quite
realistically reflect that decline even in young adulthood. In the
case of health-related SWB, young adults also rated the past higher
than the present and the present higher than the future. Thus, as
speculated based on the realism and/or developmental beliefs
component postulated above, young adults construct a decline
story typical for their normative health trajectory into midlife.6
Similarly, in domains with an objective trajectory characterized by
lifelong growth or at least stability, such as marriage or partnership, the diachronous pattern reported by old adults is a scaleddown version of the young adult pattern: Future SWB is rated
higher than present SWB, and present SWB in turn is evaluated
better than SWB in the past.7 And indeed, we know from research
on marriage development across adulthood that with increasing
age marriages that have survived are not on a decline but rather a
stability or growth trajectory (e.g., Carstensen, Gottman, & Levenson, 1995). Thus, given matching developmental experiences,
older adults can indeed show the young adult diachronous pattern
of a growth story and vice versa.

Age Groups Differ in the Rank-Order Consistency of
Diachronous Evaluations of Well-Being
In this study, we wanted to complement the examination of
mean-level consistency by analyzing age-related differences in
rank order across diachronous ratings. On average, old people may
evaluate the SWB of the past better than that of the present, and
young people may rate their past SWB lower than that of the
present. This pattern of results, however, does not tell us how
consistently individuals in the respective age groups do so.
As predicted, rank-order consistency was much higher in old
than in young adulthood. The middle-aged group fell between (see
Figure 2). This implies that expectations for the future and evaluations of the past are less uniform in young as compared to later
adulthood. In young adulthood, the past and the future are considered time categories that are separate from the present. Much
change can be perceived to occur between the past and the future
that modifies the relative position of individuals in the group.
Whereas in old age, rank orders are more or less preserved across
diachronous ratings. Midlife may mark the turning “point” in as
much as time since birth and time until death strike a balance
(Neugarten, 1979). Toward later adulthood and old age, we may
experience more and more continuity among past, present, and
future reflecting Erikson’s last psychosocial crisis, integrating
one’s life as lived (Erikson, 1982). This final task involves making
peace with the past and in doing so, being able to accept the future,
that is, the end of life. In addition, research on time perspective has
found that in later adulthood the “open present” (Nuttin, 1985) is
the dominating temporal outlook on life. Taking this higher association between diachronous ratings in old as compared to young
adulthood seriously may actually help to gain a deeper understanding of the subjective experience of individuals’ movement through
young adulthood, midlife, and into old age (see also Ryff, 1984).

Support for a Diachronous View of Subjective Well-Being
The results of the present study support the relevance of a
diachronous view of life (Lewin, 1926; Ryff & Baltes, 1976;
Staudinger, 1999). Asking individuals to evaluate their life by

taking different time perspectives appears to be a valid procedure.
We found the same factor structure and satisfactory internal consistencies across diachronous ratings. Diachronous well-being ratings were shown to be meaningfully related to and yet not completely redundant with ratings of present SWB and with standard
measures of personality. We need to acknowledge, however, that
the disattenuated overall correlation between present and future
SWB was almost perfect, suggesting that future ratings may carry
very little unique information when compared with present ratings
of SWB. This finding is qualified, however, by the age-specific
differences in correlational patterns. Mean ratings of subjective
well-being in the past, the present, and the future as well as their
interrelations differed in predictable ways reflective of developmental life phases. Yet in most research to date, researchers only
assess present SWB, ignoring these diachronous aspects. This may
lead to imprecision in interpretations. For example, the very same
present SWB rating can imply a perceived story of success or of
failure. Considering diachronous patterns of SWB sees the present
in relation to the remembered past and the anticipated future, and
it may represent a more sensitive diagnostic means than ratings of
SWB in the present only.

Conclusion
According to the present study, diachronous ratings of SWB not
only reflect personality dispositions or self-serving biases but also
realistic components and/or general beliefs about development.
The three assumptions made in the beginning were successfully
used to integrate extant theory and findings and make meaningful
predictions. Developmental meanings of and limits to selfenhancement and self-improvement need to be acknowledged. It
seems that with increasing age, self-enhancement less and less
implies derogation of the past. Self-enhancement in the face of the
final task of integrating one’s life as lived seems to involve
reconstructing a positive past (e.g., McAdams, 1990). With increasing age, self-improvement less and less implies growth
or maintenance but actually may mean preparing for a difficult
future. In addition, diachronous ratings not only follow a selfenhancement and self-improvement motive but also seem to be
complemented by the motive of self-assessment, that is, a realistic
and/or developmental beliefs component. Thus, theoretical conceptions of temporal self-evaluation need to provide for a realism
and/or general developmental-belief component (see also Fleeson
& Heckhausen, 1997; Ryff, 1991).
Further research might address the age-graded adaptivity of
mean-level as well as rank-order consistency or inconsistency
among diachronous ratings of SWB. Being grounded in the present
reflects the requirements and necessities of life at any point in the
6
Young adults rated past SWB higher than present SWB, F(1, 1289) ⫽
251.85, p ⬎ .001, 2 ⫽ .16, M ⫽ 8.24, SD ⫽ 1.74. The difference between
future and present evaluations of SWB in the domain of health reached, due
to sample size, a significant F value, but the zero effect size demonstrates
that present and future ratings did not differ in a meaningful manner, F(1,
1289) ⫽ 5.85, p ⬎ .01, 2 ⫽ .00, M ⫽ 7.50, SD ⫽ 1.65.
7
Older adults rated their past SWB in the domain marriage or partnership lower than their present SWB, F(1, 733) ⫽ 53.13, p ⬎ .001, 2 ⫽ .07,
M ⫽ 7.02, SD ⫽ 2.76, and their future SWB higher than present SWB, F(1,
733) ⫽ 12.99, p ⬎ .001, 2 ⫽ .02, M ⫽ 8.72, SD ⫽ 1.83.
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life span. Individuals’ subjective well-being, however, extends
from the present both into the past and into the future. Across the
adult life span, the past and future not only change in their relative
quantity but also in how they are reflected in our sense of diachronicity: Different trajectories of change are constructed, and the
past and the future have different subjective significances for
present well-being.
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