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Now You See It, Now You Don’t: Age Differences in Affective Reactivity
to Social Tensions
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When faced with interpersonal conflict, older adults report using passive strategies more often than do
young adults. They also report less affective reactivity in response to these tensions. We examined
whether the use of passive strategies may explain age-related reductions in affective reactivity to
interpersonal tensions. Over 8 consecutive evenings, participants (N = 1,031; 25-74 years-old) reported
daily negative affect and the occurrence of tense situations resulting in an argument or avoidance of an
argument. Older age was related to less affective reactivity when people decided to avoid an argument
but was unrelated to affective reactivity when people engaged in arguments. Findings suggest that
avoidance of negative situations may largely underlie age-related benefits in affective well-being.
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Social relationships are strongly tied to affective well-being.
Higher levels of social support are related to lower levels of
negative affect and decreased reactivity to stressful life events
(e.g., Cohen & Wills, 1985). The benefits of social networks,
however, are not without costs. Relationships can include conflict
situations—arguments or potential arguments that create tension.
These conflicts can occur under the best of social circumstances, as
evidenced by the occurrence of disagreements among even happily
married couples (e.g., Story et al., 2007). When conflicts occur,
they lead to increases in negative feelings and physiological reac-
tivity (Heffner, Kiecolt-Glaser, Loving, Glaser, & Malarkey, 2004;
Levenson, Carstensen, & Gottman, 1994; Rook, 2001).

Although adults of all ages experience conflict, they do not
respond to these situations uniformly (Birditt & Fingerman, 2003).
Older adults, for example, report less emotional distress in re-
sponse to social tensions than do young and middle-aged adults
(Birditt & Fingerman, 2003). In addition, older adults often report
using more passive emotion-regulation strategies, such as ignoring
or walking away from a situation; young and middle-aged adults,
in contrast, are more likely to endorse active strategies, such as
direct confrontation (Birditt, Fingerman, & Almeida, 2005;
Blanchard-Fields, Mienaltowski, & Seay, 2007). Age-related de-
creases in affective distress may at first seem puzzling given age
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differences in coping styles. Active strategies are often associated
with positive emotions and personality constructs related to posi-
tive emotions (such as optimism and extraversion), whereas be-
havioral disengagement is often linked to negative outcomes, such
as lower control and greater anxiety (Carver, Scheier, & Wein-
traub, 1989). Yet, experts agree that passive strategies are often the
best option for interpersonal problems (Blanchard-Fields et al.,
2007). Indeed, the greater use of passive strategies among older
adults may be one reason that they report less affective reactivity
in response to interpersonal tensions than do young adults. In the
following study, we examined age differences in affective reactiv-
ity in response to two different social situations: one in which
people actively engaged in an argument and another in which
people opted for a strategy of disengagement from a tense social
situation.

Age Differences in Affective Responses to
Interpersonal Conflict

Humans are social creatures who have an inherent need to feel
a sense of belonging with others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995).
Thus, age differences in emotion-regulation strategies have often
been studied in the context of social relationships. Social ties are
linked to positive and negative emotional experiences across the
life span (Antonucci, Langahl, & Akiyama, 2004). Higher levels of
social support, both actual and perceived, are related to higher
levels of affective well-being for people of all ages (Birditt et al.,
2005; Cohen & Wills, 1985). Negative social encounters, in con-
trast, are associated with higher levels of depressive symptoms and
affective distress (Rook, 2001). Understanding how people regu-
late their emotions within social experiences, then, provides infor-
mation for understanding age differences in affective well-being.

When young and older adults are asked about the emotions they
experience during social interactions, older adults often report
more positive emotions than do young adults. For example, one
study had mothers and their adult daughters engage in a cooper-
ative laboratory task and then afterwards report the emotions they
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experienced during this task (Lefkowitz & Fingerman, 2003).
Older mothers reported fewer negative emotions than did their
adult daughters. When recalling social interactions with family
members during the previous week, older adults also report higher
levels of positive affect and lower levels of negative affect than
young adults (Charles & Piazza, 2007). Even when interpreting a
negative situation, older adults report more positive elements com-
pared with their young counterparts (Story et al., 2007). In one
study, for example, middle-aged and older spouses were asked to
discuss a topic of contention. Older spouses rated their partners
more positively than did middle-aged couples and more positively
than objective ratings would suggest (Story et al., 2007).

Age Differences in Behavioral Responses to
Interpersonal Tensions

Older adults report encountering fewer interpersonal tensions
across the course of a week than do young adults (Birditt et al.,
2005). Although these age-related reductions may stem from a
number of reasons, one possibility is that older adults engage in
emotion-regulation strategies that enable them to avoid these ten-
sions. This antecedent emotion-focused strategy—termed situation
selection—is arguably the best emotion regulation tactic, because
potentially distressing situations are avoided altogether (Gross,
1998). When avoidance is not possible, however, people can use
situation modification strategies to limit further exposure to the
noxious event.

Research suggests that older adults engage in situation modifi-
cation emotion-regulation strategies to a greater extent than do
young adults. In comparison with young adults, older adults are
more likely to report using passive strategies when confronted with
interpersonal conflict with friends and family members, such as
disengaging from a situation by not arguing with someone or
waiting for the problem to pass (Birditt & Fingerman, 2005; Birditt
et al., 2005; Blanchard-Fields, 2007). When asked about motiva-
tions underlying how they responded to a negative interpersonal
exchange, older adults report that their responses were motivated
by goals to preserve harmony and avoid tension with the individual
more than other types of goals, such as getting the person to
change (Sorkin & Rook, 2006). These more passive strategies do
not appear to be a method of last resort, because older adults
recommend them to others who encounter negative social situa-
tions and regard them as the best course of action (Charles,
Carstensen, & McFall, 2001). Passive responses are also identified
as most effective by expert raters when used in response to conflict
with close social partners (Blanchard-Fields et al., 2007). More-
over, older adults who report goals of preserving goodwill in
response to a tense interpersonal exchange, as opposed to goals
such as getting the person to change, report the lowest levels of
emotional distress and the highest perceived success in achieving
this goal in response to the negative interpersonal exchange (Sor-
kin & Rook, 2006).

Researchers have offered several reasons why older adults
would engage in less active strategies when faced with social
conflict. Socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen, Isaacow-
itz, & Charles, 1999) posits that age is associated with the real-
ization that time left in life is growing shorter. When faced with
this diminished temporal horizon, older adults shift their priorities
to optimize positive experiences. For young adults, emotions are

not as highly prioritized as goals that include gathering informa-
tion from the environment to plan for and implement in the future.
For this reason, young adults are more focused on knowledge-
related goals and may pursue them in social situations at the cost
of emotional well-being. In contrast, older adults are more likely to
choose strategies to enhance or maintain immediate emotional
well-being on the basis of their motivational goals (Carstensen et
al., 1999; Sorkin & Rook, 2006). Avoiding negative situations,
then, may be prioritized over other types of activities and used
more readily by older adults than by young adults (Charles &
Carstensen, 2007).

Years of experience and knowledge about social partners are
additional reasons that older adults may choose less confronta-
tional approaches when faced with interpersonal problems
(Blanchard-Fields, 2007). After years of navigating through social
and nonsocial situations, people understand what bothers them,
what they enjoy, and the strategies that serve to minimize negative
experiences and maximize positive ones. Thus, the motivation to
prioritize emotion regulation, as described by socioemotional se-
lectivity theory, and the experience garnered through time already
lived enable older adults to engage in proactive emotion-regulation
strategies that include thoughts and behaviors directed toward
avoiding negative situations.

The Current Study

Older adults recommend engaging in more passive emotion-
regulation strategies when faced with interpersonal conflict than
do young adults (Charles et al., 2001; John & Gross, 2004), but
researchers have yet to examine age differences in affective reac-
tivity to situations involving these passive strategies. In the current
study, we examined age differences in affective reactivity to two
types of tense social experiences. We defined affective reactivity
as the change in the level of affect on a day when a stressor occurs
compared with the normative level of negative affect when a
stressor is not present. Statistically, this change in affect is mea-
sured by a slope score (i.e., parameter estimate) that represents the
degree of change in affective distress that occurs on days when a
stressor is present compared with days when a stressor is absent.
Age differences in affective reactivity were examined in response
to two types of naturally occurring negative social situations: those
in which people reported engaging in an argument or disagreement
with another person, and those in which people could have in-
volved themselves in an argument but actively chose to avoid the
situation.

We hypothesized that older age would be associated with less
affective reactivity in social situations in which people actively
disengaged from a negative social encounter. We based our hy-
pothesis on age-related changes in motivation as predicted by
socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen et al., 1999) and
from age-related increases in social expertise (Blanchard-Fields et
al., 2007). We further predicted that age differences in affective
reactivity in response to situations in which people disengaged
from a negative interaction (that is, they could have argued but
instead decided to avoid the disagreement) would be more pro-
nounced than a situation in which they actually had an argument.
We predicted that when people had an argument, age differences
would be attenuated because an argument represents a situation in
which the goals of older adults to avoid negative experiences
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(Charles & Carstensen, 2007) were not achieved and their prefer-
ences to avoid negative situations (cf. Blanchard-Fields, 2007)
were not realized.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants. Data from the National Study of Daily Experi-
ences (NSDE; Almeida, 2007) were used for the present study.
The NSDE includes a subset of participants from the National
Survey of Midlife Development in the United States (MIDUS;
Almeida & Horn, 2004), which is a telephone and mail survey
study of 3,032 nationally representative adults between 25 and 74
years of age (for more information on the MIDUS, see Brim, Ryff
& Kessler, 2004). Of the 1,242 original randomly selected MIDUS
respondents, 1,031 (562 women, 469 men) chose to participate,
resulting in a response rate of 83%.

On average, participants in the NSDE were 47.3 years old
(8D = 13.2 years). Approximately half of the NSDE sample was
composed of women (54%), and more than half of the sample had
at least a high school degree or the equivalent (62%). The NSDE
sample was predominantly European American (90%), with a
small subsample of African Americans (6%). The remaining
people were from other racial groups or declined to state their
ethnicity.

Procedure. 'The NSDE study included eight consecutive daily
telephone interviews during which respondents were asked about
their daily experiences. All NSDE interviews were conducted
between March 1996 and April 1997. Although daily interviews
may increase the risk of self-monitoring and potentially disrupt
normal patterns of daily experiences, this procedure is less disrup-
tive than study designs that involve several interviews throughout
the day (see review by Tennen, Suls, & Affleck, 1991). For each
of the 8 evenings, participants reported their emotional well-being
and the events of their day. They were asked specifically about
seven different types of stressors: (a) argument or disagreement
(argument tensions), (b) avoidance of an argument or disagreement
(avoided arguments), (c) work or school stressor, (d) home stres-
sor, (e) discrimination, (f) network stressor (i.e., a stressful event
that happened not directly to the participant but to someone close
to the participant), and (g) any other stressor. Participants could
only endorse one stressor of each type per day. The daily diary
interview stem questions were from the Daily Inventory of Stress-
ful Events (Almeida, Wethington, & Kessler, 2002). For the pur-
pose of the current study, reactivity to two types of daily social
stressors (argument tensions and avoided arguments) was exam-
ined.

Measures

Argument tensions. For 8 consecutive evenings, participants
were asked, “Did you have an argument or disagreement with
anyone since (this time/we spoke) yesterday?” Participants who
answered affirmatively were then asked a series of probe ques-
tions, including with whom the argument tension occurred.

Avoided arguments. Avoided arguments were defined as op-
portunities to engage in an argument that are passed in order to
avoid a disagreement. For 8 consecutive evenings, participants

were asked, “Since (this time/we spoke) yesterday, did anything
happen that you COULD have argued about but you decided to
LET PASS in order to AVOID a disagreement?” If participants
answered affirmatively to the stem question, they were asked
probe questions similar to those for the argument tensions.

Total number of daily stressors. We obtained a count of the
total number of daily stressors by computing the number of stres-
sors reported each day and then aggregating them across the 8
days. A maximum of seven different types of stressors (as de-
scribed earlier) could be endorsed each day. In the present study,
the total number of daily stressors experienced across the week
was used as a covariate in the models.

Daily negative affect. Daily negative affect was assessed using
the Non-Specific Psychological Distress Scale (Kessler et al.,
2002; Mroczek & Kolarz, 1998), which has been validated in
diverse populations and measures current, general emotional dis-
tress. For more psychometric information on the scale, see Kessler
et al. (2002). Every evening, participants used a 5-point Likert
scale (1 = none of the time, 5 = all of the time) to report how often
they had experienced each of the following 10 emotions during the
past 24 hr: “depressed,” “so depressed that nothing could cheer
you up,” “worthless,” “hopeless,” “nervous,” “so nervous that
nothing could calm you down,” “restless or fidgety,” “so restless
that you could not sit still,” “that everything was an effort,” and
“tired for no good reason.”

Analyses

Modeling. We tested the hypotheses with multilevel models
using SAS PROC MIXED. Multilevel modeling makes it possible
to examine both between- and within-person variability through a
two-level hierarchical model, in which Level 1 represents within-
person variability and Level 2 represents between-person variabil-
ity (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). Using this technique, we can
determine how within-person processes, such as experiencing an
interpersonal stressor, are influenced by between-subject factors,
such as age. A full description of the statistical methodology of
multilevel modeling can be found in Raudenbush and Bryk (2002);
for its application to daily diary paradigms, refer to Vansteelandt,
Van Mechelen, and Nezlek (2005).

Analyses for the current study were based on the following
composite model:

Negative affect;, = b, + b, (interpersonal stressors;,)

+ b, (age;) + by (age X interpersonal stressors;) + c;.

In this model, negative affect for person i on day t is a function
of whether an interpersonal stressor was encountered on day t (b)),
the age of the participant (b,), the interaction between age and
exposure to interpersonal stressors (b;), and random intraindi-
vidual variation (c;). Two models were tested: the first with argu-
ment occurrence as the interpersonal stressor and the second with
argument avoidance as the interpersonal stressor.

Reactivity to daily stressors.  Affective reactivity does not refer
to well-being per se but instead refers to the difference in levels of
negative affect on days when a stressor occurs compared with the
levels on days when no stressor occurs (Bolger & Zuckerman,
1995). This change in level of negative affect represents the degree
to which a stressor exerts an influence on an individual’s daily
affective well-being (Almeida, 2005; Bolger & Zuckerman, 1995).
A significant association between the occurrence of a stressor and
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negative affect (i.e., slope change in negative affect resulting from
the presence of a stressor), then, indicates affective reactivity.

Results

Participants reported experiencing at least one stressor of any
type on 37.8% of interview days and multiple stressors on 11.2 %
of interview days. Interpersonal tensions accounted for approxi-
mately 45% of these stressors. Being in a situation in which people
actively avoided an argument was reported more often than was
being in a situation in which they actually had an argument or
disagreement: Whereas participants reported being in a situation in
which they chose to avoid an argument on 14.4% of interview
days, they reported having an argument or disagreement on only
9.3% of interview days.

For descriptive purposes, we examined with whom participants
had avoided having an argument or with whom they reported
having had an argument. A total of 763 people, or 74% of the
sample, reported experiencing either an argument or an avoided
argument at least once during the course of the week. Of the 1,708
reported avoided arguments and argument tensions (1,038 avoided
arguments and 670 arguments), 1,293 incidents (774 avoided
arguments and 519 arguments) could be coded. For the purposes of
these descriptive analyses, we divided the types of social partners
into five groups: spouse, other family members, friends, volunteer/
work associates, and people not fitting into any of the aforemen-
tioned categories (e.g., store clerks). Table 1 provides a summary
of these analyses.

To explore whether there were age differences in arguments or
avoided arguments for specific types of social partners, we con-
ducted additional analyses after dividing participants into three age
groups: young (25-39 years old), middle-aged (40-59 years old),
and older adults (60-74 years-old). Across age groups, argument
avoidance differed according to type of social partner, x*(8, N =
777) = 28.56, p < .001, as did argument occurrence, x2(8, N =
511) = 34.74, p < .001 (see Table 2). Older adults reported a
greater percentage of their arguments with their spouses and a
lower percentage with other family members. In contrast, young
and middle-aged adults reported a greater percentage of both types
of stressors with their volunteer/work associates.

Older age was related to having both fewer arguments, r =
—.14, p < .001, and fewer avoided arguments, » = —.10, p <
.001. Considering all types of stressors together, older adults also
reported fewer stressors of any type across the week than did
young adults, r = —.20, p < .001. As a result of this base rate
difference in the number of stressors, any age-related differences

Table 1
Percentage of Stressor Experiences Across All Coded Arguments
and Avoided Arguments

Arguments (%)  Avoided arguments (%)

Social partner involved n =519 n =774
Spouse/romantic partner 35.5 28.9
Other family members 31.2 259
Friends 52 6.1
Volunteer/work associates 22.2 30.4
Other 6.0 8.8

Table 2
Percentage of Arguments and Avoided Arguments Reported
Across Age Groups

Young Middle-aged Older
Occurrence/party involved (%) (%) (%)
Arguments
Spouse/romantic partner 34.8 27.7 62.5
Other family members 324 33.6 15.3
Friends 4.4 43 2.8
Volunteer/work associate 24.5 26.4 11.1
Other 39 8.1 8.3
Avoided arguments
Spouse/romantic partner 333 23.4 34.5
Other family members 23.1 29.5 22.8
Friends 6.1 5.4 8.3
Volunteer/work associate 31.8 334 19.3
Other 5.7 8.4 152

in affective reactivity found in these analyses could be a function
of stressor exposure. Young adults may, for example, report
heightened reactivity to interpersonal tensions simply because they
encountered more stressors overall. To control for this potential
confound, we treated total number of stressors as a covariate in all
analyses.

Reactivity to Daily Stressors on
Argument-Avoidance Days

We hypothesized that on days on which arguments were
avoided, older adults would experience less affective reactivity
than would young adults. To test this hypothesis, we used
negative affect as the dependent variable in a multilevel model.
Age (centered and continuous) and the avoidance of an argu-
ment (0 or 1) were the independent variables; gender, educa-
tion, and total number of stressors were the covariates; and
Age X Argument Avoidance was entered as the interaction
term. Table 3 presents the results of the model. The presence of
an avoided argument was related to negative affect, indicating
affective reactivity, such that people reported greater negative

Table 3
Age, Argument Avoidance, and Affect Reactivity

Daily negative affect

Variable b SE b
Intercept 0.367" 0.031
Age —0.003"" 0.001
Argument avoidance —0.107""" 0.011
Total number of stressors 0.030™" 0.003
Education —0.028""" 0.004
Gender —0.012 0.017
Age X Argument Avoidance 0.002" 0.001
Deviance
AIC 2315.6
BIC 2364.9

Note. N = 1,028. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian
information criterion.

p <05 *p<.0l. *p< .00l
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affect on days when they avoided an argument compared with days
when no such tension occurred, F(1, 641) = 91.2, p < .001. In
support of the hypothesis, the Age X Argument Avoidance inter-
action was significant, F(1, 6138) = 3.9, p < .05. Findings
indicate that older age is related to lower levels of affective
reactivity to an avoided argument. Figure 1 shows this interaction,
with age divided into groups for descriptive purposes.

Reactivity to Daily Stressors on Argument Days

We predicted that age would be beneficial on days on which
arguments were avoided, but this difference would be attenuated
for reactivity to an argument that had occurred. Variable entry was
similar to the model described previously; in this model, however,
we included argument occurrence as the independent variable
instead of argument avoidance. Table 4 includes the results of this
model. Once again, results show that the presence of an argument
was significant and indicate that the experience of an argument
increased people’s negative affect levels, F(1, 430) = 60.3, p <
.001. In addition, age offered no protective benefit for reactivity
when arguments occurred: Older adults were just as reactive as
young adults were, F(1, 6140) = 0.2, ns.

Does the Experience of Affect Reactivity Vary Within
Age Group?

The analyses we have described revealed age differences in
reactivity to different types of interpersonal stressors. We found no
age differences in stressor reactivity on days that people reported
having an argument, but age differences in reactivity were present
for avoided arguments (i.e., older adults reported less reactivity to
arguments relative to young adults). Our hypotheses were con-
firmed, but we were interested in how these two experiences may
vary within age groups to provide a better understanding of the
meaning of these interaction effects. Findings suggest that older
adults experience greater affective reactivity to an actual argument
versus an avoided argument but that young adults experience
similar affective reactivity in both situations. Before drawing any
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Table 4
Age, Argument Occurrence, and Affect Reactivity

Daily negative affect

Variable b SE b
Intercept 0.396"" 0.033
Age —0.001 0.001
Argument occurrence —0.125" 0.016
Total number of stressors 0.032" 0.003
Education —0.030"" 0.004
Gender —0.019 0.018
Age X Argument Occurrence 0.001 0.001
Deviance
AIC 2210.9
BIC 2260.2
Note. N = 1,028. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian

information criterion.
*p<.05 "p<.0l

p < .001.
conclusions, however, we wanted to confirm these differences by
comparing reactivity to these two types of social stressors across
people of differing ages. We therefore compared correlation coef-
ficients for stressor reactivity for these two experiences within
three different age groups: young adults (25-39 years old), middle-
aged adults (40-59 years old), and older adults (6074 years old).
For each age group, individual multilevel models were tested,
with negative affect as the dependent variable and argument ten-
sions, avoided arguments, number of stressors, gender, and edu-
cation as simultaneous independent variables. Beta estimates for
arguments and avoided arguments were then compared. Results
indicated that beta coefficients for affective reactivity to an argu-
ment versus an avoided argument were not significantly different
from one another for young adults, #(1873) = 0.69, B = .030, ns,
or middle-aged adults, #2843) = —0.73, 3 = —.020, ns. These
findings indicate that young and middle-aged adults reacted sim-
ilarly to both types of social tensions. Among older adults, how-
ever, reactions to these two situations were significantly different
from one another, #(1431) = 2.54, B = .120, p < .05.

0.35

0.3

0.25

0.2

—e—25-39

—un— 40-59
s 60-74

Negative Affect

0.1

0.05

No Avoided Argument Stressor

Avoided Argument Stressor

Stressor

Figure 1.

Age differences in affective reactivity in response to an avoided argument stressor. For descriptive

purposes, age was grouped into three categories, reflecting young (25-39 years old), middle-aged (40-59 years

old), and older (6074 years old) adults.
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Results suggest that although arguments and avoided arguments
resulted in the same level of affective reactivity in young and
middle-aged adults, older adults reacted more strongly to an actual
argument than to an avoided argument. Placing the effects of these
findings in perspective, our results indicate that for every 10-year
increase in age, affective reactivity in response to argument avoid-
ance decreased by 16%.

Discussion

Unpleasant social encounters, even those that people choose to
ignore, create distress (Almeida, 2005), and all adults—regardless
of age—experienced higher levels of distress on days when such
experiences occurred compared with days free from stressors. The
current study examined age differences in affective reactivity to
two types of social stressors: one in which people actively engaged
in an argument and another in which they decided to avoid a
conflict. On the basis of prior research and current theory, we
hypothesized that older age would be related to less affective
reactivity in response to an avoided argument. We further pre-
dicted that age differences in affective reactivity would be atten-
uated in response to situations in which people experienced an
argument. Results supported our hypotheses.

Avoiding Negative Social Exchanges

Common emotion regulation advice often includes such plati-
tudes as “let it go” or “just don’t let it bother you.” The current
results suggest that this strategy may be more successful—at least
as far as affective reactivity is concerned—for older adults rather
than for young adults. Research indicates that older adults report
engaging in more passive strategies in response to interpersonal
situations (Blanchard-Fields et al., 2007; Sorkin & Rook, 2006),
and the current study suggests a possible reason that older adults
favor these strategies: They experience less affective reactivity
when they avoid confrontations. Socioemotional selectivity theory
posits that older adults are more motivated by emotional goals,
including the desire to maintain higher levels of affective well-
being, than are young adults (Carstensen et al., 1999). This theory
is consistent with findings showing that when a tense social
exchange occurs, older adults report the desire to preserve har-
mony as their main goal (Birditt & Fingerman, 2003). Another
potential reason that older adults react to these situations with less
distress is that they may have learned through experience that
some arguments are not worth having, and they prefer harmony
over discontentment (Birditt & Fingerman, 2003; Sorkin & Rook,
2006). Perhaps as a result of these preferences, older adults dis-
engage from interpersonal tensions more often than do young
adults, who report arguing more often in response to a social
conflict (Birditt et al., 2005).

Among young and middle-aged adults, affective reactivity was
similar regardless of whether the stressor was an avoided argument
or an actual altercation. Perhaps one reason that older adults
benefit from these strategies in terms of affective reactivity—
whereas young and middle-aged adults do not—is that passive
strategies are more aligned with the motivational goals of older
adults. Older adults may be less distressed because they have less
to lose than young adults when considering these social tensions
and the future prospects that these problems or decisions may

represent. In contrast, young and middle-aged adults may focus on
problem solving and asserting their opinion (Birditt & Fingerman,
2005) because they have information-based goals that they need to
accomplish, and their priorities reflect the need for active problem-
solving strategies. In addition, the young adults’ focus on asserting
themselves and achieving specific goals may lead to rumination
about the unresolved problem and greater affective reactivity as a
result.

An alternative explanation for age differences in patterns of
reactivity is that older adults may find themselves in situations that
are less caustic and lend themselves to disengagement more easily
than those situations faced by young adults. For example, young
adults report more reluctance to engage in a direct confrontation
with their elders than with their peers (Fingerman, Miller, &
Charles, 2008). Disengagement, then, may be more mutual than
unidimensional, with both parties desiring an amicable end to the
conflict. This explanation, although not in direct opposition to our
previous theoretical arguments, provides an interpretation based
less on the skills of older adults and more on the changing of social
context with age. This reasoning is consistent with that of other
researchers who have discussed changing contexts with age as the
reason that older adults report higher levels of well-being than
young adults (Lawton, Kleban, Rajagopal, & Dean, 1992).

Moreover, social situations necessarily change as people age:
Young adults might experience power struggles with their parents,
a situation that would be rare among older adults. Middle-aged
adults may have power struggles with their parents, but these
struggles would more often entail discussions about their parents’
care rather than their own independence. Disagreements with
spouses occurred more often among older adults in the sample,
perhaps because older couples spent more time together or perhaps
are more dependent on one another for instrumental assistance.
Although we examined age differences in reactions to different
types of social tensions, we must bear in mind age differences
according to social partner type and the context of these interac-
tions. Future research should examine not only the age of the
conflict partner but also the participant’s relationship with the
conflict partner, including his or her levels of satisfaction, security,
or dependence in the relationship. This line of research may clarify
potential intergenerational dynamics, such as power struggles with
social partners and their roles in predicting affective reactivity to
interpersonal tensions. Future research should also examine age
differences in the frequency with which people are able to avoid
even the prospect of a potential argument (situation selection) as
opposed to the situation modification (disengaging from a negative
situation) that was addressed in this study. In the current study, we
assessed stressors and did not ascertain the frequency with which
people used strategies that allowed them to avoid stressors com-
pletely.

Argument Experience

In contrast to the age-related decrease in affective reactivity
when opting out of an argument, older adults were just as emo-
tionally reactive as were young adults when they directly engaged
in an argument. Although older adults report that they would rather
avoid an argument if possible (e.g., Charles et al., 2001) and, in our
study, they reported fewer social arguments—both avoided and
unavoided—than their younger counterparts, arguments did none-
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theless arise. Moreover, the proportion of arguments avoided ver-
sus those that were not avoided among older adults was similar to
the proportion observed among young adults. Disagreements are
arguably unavoidable and sometimes necessary when interacting
with social partners. For example, disagreements over indepen-
dence may be important for maintaining a sense of autonomy and
control, issues important for people of all ages (Heckhausen,
1999). In these situations, older adults may engage in an argument
at the expense of their emotional well-being. At times, having an
argument provides short-term discomfort but long-term gains if
conflicts are resolved and goals are achieved. Another possibility
is that sometimes, no matter how hard one attempts to avoid the
situation, an argument is inevitable. In this case, older adults may
have engaged in proactive strategies to avoid these situations but
ultimately failed in their goal.

These findings appear to contrast with studies finding that older
adults often show a positivity effect in their reactions to emotional
events, such that they are less likely to remember negative events
and more likely to remember positive ones (Mather & Carstensen,
2005). If older adults are adept at reappraisal and arguably have
more experience using cognitive—behavioral strategies of emotion
regulation than do their young counterparts (Charles & Carstensen,
2007), why then are older adults not less reactive in response to
arguments? If older adults have developed cognitive strategies of
reappraisal that enable them to opt out of arguments and experi-
ence less reactivity as a result, why can they not apply these same
cognitive—behavioral strategies in response to an argument and
subsequently experience lower levels of reactivity? We speculate
that several reasons may contribute to older adults’ lack of a
positivity effect when recalling the negative affect they felt on a
day on which they experienced an argument. First, older adults
engage in strategies that allow them to focus away from the
negative event and engage in strategies that limit their exposure to
the negative event. These strategies may be responsible for the
positivity effect. When people cannot or do not engage in these
strategies, the positivity effect may disappear. This speculation is
consistent with findings showing age-related reductions in affec-
tive reactivity to social stressors (the majority of which include an
avoided argument rather than an actual argument) but not, for
example, to work-related stressors or stressors about needed home
repairs (Neupert, Almeida, & Charles, 2007). These nonsocial
stressors may be situations in which a disengagement strategy
cannot be easily employed, thus explaining the lack of age differ-
ences in affective reactivity. This possibility will have to be
examined in future research.

In addition, we speculate that the positivity effect may not be
found in situations that entail regulating high levels of sustained
physiological reactivity (see discussion in Charles & Piazza, in
press). Negative interactions, even a short-term argument experi-
enced in the laboratory setting, produce physiological arousal for
adults of all ages (Levenson et al., 1994; Smith, Gallo, Goble, Ngu,
& Stark, 1998), but this physiological arousal may have higher
potential costs for older, less flexible physiological systems. In
situations of high arousal, for example recovery after physical
exercise, older adults take longer to return to baseline than do
young adults (Deschenes, Carter, Matney, Potter, & Wilson,
2006). Both animal and human models further show prolonged
physiological recovery with age (see review by Bjorntorp, 2002;
Otte et al., 2005). These age-related decreases in physiological

reactivity, then, may offset any cognitive—behavioral skills that
older adults may be using to regulate their emotions after experi-
encing physiological arousal. Future research will need to inves-
tigate whether the age-related positivity effect still remains in
situations in which people elicit sustained high levels of physio-
logical arousal in response to negative events. Also needed are
examinations of the types and severity of stressors to which people
are exposed, how physiological reactivity is related to these stres-
sor characteristics, and what older and young adults do in response
to these stressors.

Limitations and Future Directions

The current study examined reports of arguments, or the suc-
cessful avoidance of them, in everyday life across people ranging
from 25 to 74 years old. We based the hypotheses and interpreted
the findings using life-span theory, but cohort effects could be
responsible for these findings. For example, older cohorts may
have been raised to inhibit emotional feelings and are therefore
more successful at using passive strategies than are young cohorts.
Longitudinal research spanning years and studying people across
different age groups will be needed to test whether these findings
are influenced, or even explained, by cohort effects. Gaining
additional information about the nature of their social tensions will
also illuminate factors responsible for age differences in affective
reactivity. Laboratory situations that control for these factors may
help to explain how internal processes, such as personal motiva-
tions as well as learned experience, play a role in negotiating
negative social exchanges.

Conclusions

Older adults endorse leaving an argument or doing nothing as
the best way to handle the situation and recommend these strate-
gies to others (Charles et al, 2001), a stance shared by experts
(Blanchard-Fields et al., 2007). To our knowledge, no study has
directly tied more passive strategies to age differences in emotion-
related outcomes. Passive strategies are not optimal in all situa-
tions, particularly when rapid actions and proactive strategies may
allow people to avoid dangerous situations. Still, other situations
call for these strategies (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004). For ex-
ample, opting to disengage from a friend who is upset and waiting
until he or she has calmed down may be the better solution than
engaging in a heated debate. Researchers refer to these strategies
as passive, yet the actions of older adults may not be as passive as
the term implies but instead a selective emotion regulation strategy
that benefits emotional well-being in later adulthood.
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Correction to Gerstorf, Hoppmann, Anstey, and Luszcz (2009)

In the article, “Dynamic Links of Cognitive Functioning Among Married Couples: Longitudinal Evidence From the Australian
Longitudinal Study of Ageing,” by Denis Gerstorf, Christiane A. Hoppmann, Kaarin J. Anstey, and Mary A. Luszcz (Psychology

and Aging, 2009, Vol. 24, No. 2, pp. 296-309), an incorrect Figure 1 was printed due to an error in the production process. The
correct version is presented below.

2 2
0%, o

Yieny

pyO,xS

Px0.y0 Pex.cy
pr,yS

DOI: 10.1037/a0016649




