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How does subjective well-being change over the life course and what concepts do 

people draw upon when they answer questions about their well-being? Does well-

being indeed change or are people endowed with a set level of happiness around 

which their well-being fluctuates? These are some of the questions this paper will 

address with a focus on three domains of life – namely family, work and health. 

In recent years, social scientists have increasingly drawn their attention to the 

study of people’s well-being as measured by subjective indicators. A search by 

Kahneman and Krueger (2006) revealed that between 2001 and 2005 more than 100 

papers in economics employed self-reported life satisfaction or happiness measures 

compared with only four between 1991 and 1995. In psychology, research on 

subjective well-being developed somewhat earlier than in economics, partly as a 

reaction to the field’s emphasis on unhappiness (Diener 1984; Diener et al. 1999). 

Similarly, research employing subjective well-being indicators has flourished in 

sociology (Sirgy et al. 2006). Subjective indicators have also been recognized as 

useful tools in designing and evaluating policy measures (Dolan & White 2007).  

Subjective well-being (SWB) is often assessed through survey questions about 

an individual’s overall life satisfaction or happiness. These two questions, though 

measuring somewhat different concepts, tend to behave in very similar ways in 

relation to socio-demographic characteristics and health variables, and are therefore 

often used interchangeably (Donovan et al. 2002; Frey & Stutzer 2002; Layard 2005). 

A typical survey question on life satisfaction asks the respondent to rate their 

satisfaction with life on a scale from zero to ten with zero meaning ‘completely 

dissatisfied’ and ten ‘completely satisfied’. Survey respondents apparently have little 

difficulties answering questions about their subjective well-being, which is reflected 

in the low rate of refusals and ‘don’t know’ responses. For instance, in the 1998 
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General Social Survey 17 percent of respondents did not state their income compared 

to less than one percent who did not rate their happiness (Kahneman & Krueger 

2006).  

A considerable advantage of subjective well-being measures is that survey 

respondents evaluate themselves which aspects of life are important for their well-

being. Some often-used and seemingly objective measures, such as GDP per capita 

and educational attainment, are not truly objective in any case because someone had 

to decide what such measures should encompass (Sirgy et al. 2006). The use of 

objective indicators as measures of well-being is based on the assumptions that they 

indeed contain the factors that are important for one’s well-being and that people’s 

choices reflect accurately their level of well-being, which is often termed ‘revealed 

preferences’ in economics. However, individuals usually base their decisions on the 

utility that they expect to derive from their choices, and this expected utility often 

does not match the utility that individuals actually experience once they have made 

their choice (Kahneman 2000). Hence, individual choices may not reflect true utility.  

If an analysis of well-being over the life course was based on objective 

indicators alone, one would conclude that, for instance, satisfaction with one’s 

finances should mirror the life course trajectory of income. However, several studies 

have shown that this is not the case, and older people are surprisingly satisfied with 

their finances despite lower incomes after retirement (George 1992; Hansen et al. 

2008). In fact, objective circumstances such as income may not be equally important 

for overall well-being across the life course.  

Shin and Johnson (1978) describe that happiness can be regarded as “a global 

assessment of a person’s quality of life according to his own chosen criteria” (Shin & 

Johnson 1978: 478). Measures of overall satisfaction with life allow respondents to 
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weigh each domain of life according to their own standards to form an evaluation of 

their satisfaction (Diener et al. 1985). The use of such measures, including self-rated 

happiness and life satisfaction, is based on the assumption that the effect of objective 

circumstances on individual well-being is mediated by psychological processes, such 

as social comparison, hedonic adaptation and changing aspirations. Social comparison 

refers to the psychological process through which people evaluate themselves in 

comparison to the standard of others in their peer group (also called reference group, 

frame of reference, norms, or standards; see for example Frank 1985; Frank 1997).  

Hedonic adaptation, also known as habituation, involves a different form of 

comparison; here the individual’s standard for comparison is his own past (e.g. 

Frederick & Loewenstein 1999). Hedonic adaptation is the psychological mechanism 

that is at the core of the so-called ‘setpoint theory’, which posits that a person’s 

subjective well-being tends to center around a setpoint determined by genetics and 

personality (Kammann 1983; Lykken & Tellegen 1996). In this view, major life 

transitions and events merely deflect a person temporarily from this set level of well-

being, but eventually complete adaptation to one's previous level of well-being will 

occur.  Subjective well-being should therefore remain fairly constant over the life 

course. If setpoint theory was correct then any measures taken by individuals or 

policymakers to improve well-being would be fruitless (Easterlin 2003).  

 Support for setpoint theory in the form of rapid and complete adaptation to 

changes in circumstances has been found in some domains of life but not in all 

domains that are relevant for overall well-being (Lucas 2007). Most researchers now 

agree that individual well-being is not fixed, but can be altered by some changes in 

circumstances (Clark, Frijters et al. 2008; Diener et al. 2006), although the effects of 

such changes may vary between life domains and across life events (Angeles 2009; 
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Clark & Georgellis 2010; Ferrer-i-Carbonell & Van Praag 2008).  

Both social comparison and hedonic adaptation mediate the influence of 

objective circumstances – such as an increase in income – on well-being. For 

instance, the initial positive effect of an increase in income on well-being diminishes 

often quickly due to hedonic adaptation – the individual habituates to the new level of 

consumption choices that are now possible and material aspirations rise. An increase 

in income may also lead to a change in one’s reference group, especially if the 

individual subsequently moves to a more affluent neighborhood (see Luttmer 2005, 

for a study on the effect of neighbors’ incomes on well-being). 

Life course well-being 

It is important to take a life course perspective when examining people’s subjective 

well-being as changes in the conceptualization and evaluation of well-being may be 

linked to life course transitions and events. Generally, an individual’s life course 

consists of interdependent life trajectories, such as work and family trajectories. A life 

trajectory as described by Glen Elder is “a pathway defined by the aging process or by 

movement across the age structure” (Elder 1985: 31). The life course literature often 

distinguishes between life events and transitions which may change life course 

trajectories, where an event denotes an abrupt change while a transition implies a 

more gradual change (Settersten & Mayer 1997), but the present paper will not clearly 

separate the two. Many normative life transitions, such as family formation and 

retirement, usually occur at specific stages in the life course and are often denoted as 

’turning points’ in the life course literature (e.g. Wheaton & Gotlib 1997). Turning 

points do not necessarily only include unusual events, but also normative life 

transitions such as becoming a parent, as such transitions involve adjustment to new 
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social roles and thus changes in life trajectories. Such typical life transitions may have 

a negative impact on well-being if they are not experienced at the usual age 

(McLanahan & Sorensen 1985). For instance, family formation usually occurs in 

young adulthood while exit from the labor market is typically experienced towards 

the end of the life course. However, the timing and sequence of some of these 

transitions, including marriage and childbirth, have become less predictable for more 

recent cohorts, while that of others, such as retirement, have become more predictable 

(George 1993).   

In the following, I will first consider to what extent what people consider to be 

important for their well-being changes with age – i.e. how they conceptualize well-

being – and then discuss further how their evaluations of well-being change. Many of 

these shifts in conceptualizations and evaluations of well-being are related to changes 

in life circumstances, but the psychological mechanisms described above may 

mediate their impact. 

Conceptualizations of well-being 

To date, there is little empirical research on what areas of life individuals reflect upon 

when they answer questions about their own well-being. Do they mainly consider 

their income, their family or whether the sun is shining that day? The life domain 

approach, described several decades ago by Angus Campbell and colleagues, posits 

that overall well-being depends on satisfaction with each of several domains of life 

(Campbell 1981; Campbell et al. 1976). According to this approach changes in life 

circumstances do not directly influence overall well-being, but rather impact on 

specific domains of life which are important for general well-being. Studies on 

domain satisfaction have consistently found that satisfaction with health, family, and 
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finances are most important for overall life satisfaction (see also Cummins 1996; 

Salvatore & Munoz Sastre 2001; Van Praag & Ferrer-I-Carbonell 2004; Van Praag et 

al. 2003), and it is therefore likely that these are the areas of life people reflect on 

when they assess their personal well-being. Studies on domain satisfaction typically 

do not ask individuals directly what matters for their well-being, but instead assess the 

relative weight of each domain for overall life satisfaction in regression analyses. 

However, studies in which people were asked about their priorities in life largely 

confirm these findings. For instance, the importance of finances, family and health 

was also identified in a cross-sectional study by Cantril (1965) which investigated 

people’s personal concerns in a number of countries. Although some of the analyses 

cited here are based on measures of well-being other than life satisfaction or 

happiness – e.g. quality of life, notions of the ‘good life’ and people’s concerns – the 

results are remarkably consistent across studies.  

What people consider to be important for their own well-being does not 

remain fixed as they age, but changes over the life course. In a large longitudinal 

British survey, participants were asked what they considered to be important for their 

own quality of life. In contrast to most survey research on well-being this question 

was open-ended and allowed respondents to mention up to four things.  The majority 

of respondents indicated that they considered health to be important for their quality 

of life, followed by family, finance, happiness and friends (Scott et al. 2009). 

However, these perceptions changed considerably with age and differed between 

genders. While more than 60 per cent of respondents aged 65 and above mentioned 

health as being important for their well-being, health was mentioned considerably less 

frequently by respondents who were younger than 26, with 34 and 29 per cent of 

women and men in that age group citing health respectively (Plagnol & Scott 2008). 
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Other domains that increased in importance over the life course included leisure, 

freedom and spiritual aspects, while family, finance, happiness, friends, home 

comforts and employment were of less importance at older ages. A qualitative 

analysis of the responses revealed that the well-being of others – most often family 

members – was often linked to perceptions of one’s own quality of life, and the 

importance of other’s well-being increased after life transitions such as parenthood 

(Scott et al. 2010). Some of the changes in conceptualizations of well-being were 

associated with life transitions, most notably family formation and retirement. 

Respondents who entered a partnership, either through cohabitation or marriage, were 

more likely to prioritize health, family and happiness afterwards (Plagnol & Scott 

2008). At the same time the importance of friends declined, suggesting that 

individuals may replace social contacts with friends with contacts to their family. 

Similarly, people were more likely to mention family to be important for their quality 

of life after the birth of a first child, while the importance of friends declined. Not 

surprisingly, priorities shifted away from employment after retirement and more 

towards friends. Most of these changes in priorities were not merely temporary but 

persisted for more than five years after the life event had taken place. The study found 

only small differences between the effects of life events on the conceptualization of 

well-being of men and women although overall women were more likely to mention 

health, family and friends while men tended to prioritize employment, finances and 

leisure more than women did.  

The advantage of these studies is that they are based on open-ended questions 

which allow respondents to give a variety of responses which researchers may not 

have expected and thus would not have included as answer categories in a closed 

question. The inclusion of open-ended questions in large-scale surveys is rare, but 
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other studies using closed questions and different measures also suggest that 

conceptualizations of well-being are not fixed. An American survey asked 

respondents what they considered to be part of the ‘good life’, i.e. the life they would 

like to have. Survey participants were asked to look at a list of items and call out 

which of these they considered to be part of the good life and which they already had. 

The first part of the question revealed the respondents’ aspirations while the second 

part showed their attainments. The study found that the difference in aspirations and 

attainments for a happy family and material goods matched reasonably well 

satisfaction in the family and financial domains over the life course (Plagnol & 

Easterlin 2008).  

More importantly for this paper though, aspirations for having a happy 

marriage did not remain constant over the life cycle, but rather started out at a high 

level at young ages, with more than 80 per cent of men and women wanting a happy 

marriage at age 19, and then declined with age. This decline in family aspirations may 

be related to experiences of marital dissolutions. In contrast, aspirations for owning a 

number of big-ticket consumer goods, such as a home, a car or a TV, were found to 

increase continuously for both men and women (Plagnol & Easterlin 2008). This 

increase may be related to hedonic adaptation; as people acquire some goods, say a 

car, they begin to desire other goods, including luxury items such as a swimming 

pool.  

Despite the usual gradual decline in health across the life course, aspirations 

for good health were found to increase with age (Plagnol forthcoming), which may be 

related to the greater salience of the importance of good health as it declines. 

Although these two studies did not investigate the effect of life transitions on people’s 

concept of the good life, they indicate that aspirations may be affected by changes in 
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life circumstances, such as declining health, marital dissolution and increased 

incomes.  

Although survey questions on the ‘good life’ and what people consider to be 

important for their own quality of life may tap into somewhat different concepts, it 

seems clear from these studies that people’s priorities for their life change with age 

and are most likely related to changes in life circumstances. However, these shifts in 

priorities may be affected by a focusing effect (Schkade & Kahneman 1998), which 

describes how people judge some aspects of their own or another person’s life to be 

more important for their life than they actually are. Thus, the salience of recent events 

like the birth of a child may lead individuals to believe that these events will have a 

greater impact on their well-being than is actually the case. For instance, people often 

assume that individuals who suffer a great health shock, such as a serious accident 

which leaves them being paraplegic, must be considerably less happy than their 

healthy counterparts. Maybe surprisingly, paraplegics have been found to be only 

somewhat but not considerably less happy than others (Brickman et al. 1978). In a 

recent study Powdthavee (2009) found that people who became severely disabled 

eventually reverted to their previous levels of satisfaction in various domains of life, 

with the exception of satisfaction with health and income which remained 

significantly lower than before the onset of disability. As these are only two domains 

affecting overall life satisfaction, the overall well-being of disabled individuals may 

not be as low as others assume because third persons tend to overestimate the effect of 

one aspect of life on life overall. Such focusing effects (or illusions) can also occur 

with regards to one’s own well-being and it is therefore important to investigate 

whether life events that alter individuals’ conceptualizations of well-being also impact 

on their subjective evaluation of their general well-being. Fortunately, evaluations of 
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well-being, in the form of measures of life satisfaction or happiness, are more widely 

available than measures of conceptualizations of well-being.  

Evaluations of well-being 

Empirical studies of subjective well-being over the life course usually find a U-

shaped relationship between well-being and age, with happiness being highest when 

people are young or old (Blanchflower & Oswald 2004). Early studies on the 

relationship between age and well-being were often based on British, German and 

American data, but this finding has recently been replicated in a number of countries 

(Blanchflower & Oswald 2008). However, these studies account for many age-related 

differences in objective circumstances, such as income, health and marital status and 

thus do not reflect the unadjusted well-being of individuals across the life course 

(Easterlin 2006). Indeed, studies that do not account for life circumstances find this 

relationship to rather resemble an inverted-U, with happiness being highest in midlife 

(Easterlin 2006; Mroczek & Spiro 2005). Another study found declining life 

satisfaction after age 70 in both Germany and the United Kingdom (Baird et al. 

forthcoming). Similar to changes in conceptualizations of well-being, changes in life 

course subjective well-being may be related to life events and transitions. 

The relationship between life events and life satisfaction has been well-

established in the literature, and most researchers now agree that subjective well-

being often changes significantly after important life events although complete or 

partial adaptation may occur in some domains (Lucas 2007). A recent analysis by 

Frijters et al. (2008) using Australian data implies that people adapt more slowly to 

negative life events. As there is a substantive literature on the topic, I will discuss 

some of the current evidence for selected life transitions separately. 
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Family formation 

Marriage typically occurs early in the life course with the mean age at first marriage 

across OECD countries in 2003 ranging from about age 25 in Poland to age 31 in 

Sweden (OECD 2008b). However, marriages are now often preceded by periods of 

cohabitation and some couples choose long-term cohabitation instead of marriage. 

Most studies on subjective well-being and family formation focus on marriage as it is 

more widely included in large social surveys. The repeated conclusion of cross-

sectional studies – i.e. surveys conducted at one point in time – is that there is a 

positive association between being married and life satisfaction (Argyle 1999; 

Blanchflower & Oswald 2004; Diener et al. 1999; Frey & Stutzer 2002). However, 

these studies merely observe correlations and cannot establish any causality between 

well-being and marriage as it is possible that happy people are simply more likely to 

get married than others (Stutzer & Frey 2006). A few panel studies also find a 

positive effect of marriage on well-being (Johnson & Wu 2002; Zimmermann & 

Easterlin 2006), while a prominent study by Lucas et al (2003) describes complete 

adaptation to pre-marriage well-being more than two years after the wedding. The 

results on the effect of marriage on well-being can therefore be best described as 

being mixed and seem to depend on whether pre-marital cohabitation has been 

accounted for as well as the methodology of the analysis, though the consensus is that 

there is at least a ‘honeymoon period’ surrounding the wedding during which 

individuals are significantly more satisfied with their lives than before. 

Marriage is often quickly followed by the birth of a first child, although many 

couples now decide to have children outside marriage. The mean age of women at the 

birth of their first child ranged from 25 years in the United States to about 30 years in 

the United Kingdom across OECD countries in 2005 (OECD 2008a). The birth of a 
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first child has been found to have a positive effect on the well-being of the mother, 

though not on that of the father, after controlling for partnership status (Kohler et al. 

2005). Other studies imply complete adaptation to having children (Clark, Diener et 

al. 2008; Clark & Georgellis 2010), however, this result may depend on the marital 

status of the parents as married couples seem to benefit from having children 

(Angeles forthcoming). The association between well-being and having children may 

also depend on the measure that is used. In one study children had a positive, 

significant effect on life satisfaction, while the association with happiness was not 

significant (Haller & Hadler 2006).   

Family dissolution 

Although the findings on marriage may be mixed, divorce has consistently been found 

to negatively impact subjective well-being (Lucas 2005). However, well-being often 

improves several years after the divorce has taken place and individuals may be even 

better off than they were in the two years leading to divorce (Gardner & Oswald 

2006). Indeed, divorce is usually preceded by a period of low life satisfaction as 

individuals anticipate divorce (Clark, Diener et al. 2008). 

Another form of family dissolution which occurs usually later in life than 

divorce and can come rather unexpected is widowhood, which has been shown to 

have a strong negative effect on well-being (Clark, Diener et al. 2008; Lucas et al. 

2003). Moreover, people adapt only slowly to widowhood and come close to their 

pre-widowhood level of subjective well-being only about 7 years after the loss of their 

spouse (Lucas et al. 2003). 
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Employment 

One of the more predictable life course transitions is retirement as many countries set 

a retirement age of around age 65 at which people qualify for public pensions. 

Retirement may be expected to have a negative effect on subjective well-being 

through the corresponding decrease in income and the loss of occupational 

attachments. On the other hand, retirement may also be associated with increased 

well-being as individuals move out of stressful jobs, and indeed findings on 

retirement and subjective well-being are mixed (Charles 2004; Kim & Moen 2001, 

2002).  

A less predictable life event, which is not widely experienced and maybe 

therefore has a significant impact on well-being, is that of unemployment. Studies 

have consistently found that people who become unemployed do not completely 

return to their previous level of well-being (Clark & Oswald 1994; Lucas et al. 2004; 

Winkelmann & Winkelmann 1998), and the unemployed are less happy than others 

even after re-employment (Lucas et al., 2004).  

Health 

Significant health shocks such as disability are experienced by only few individuals 

and the timing of such health shocks is not necessarily related to age. However, on 

average, people experience a gradual decline in health over the life course. Not 

surprisingly, most studies show a strong association between health and subjective 

well-being (for a short overview see Dolan et al. 2008), which implies that gradual 

declines in health may lower well-being at older ages and indeed satisfaction with 

health has been found to decrease with age (Easterlin 2006). 

 Although unexpected health shocks, such as disability after an accident, are 

not age-related, they still can provide some insight into the extent to which people 
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adapt to changes in their health. The seminal study by Brickman et al (1978) on 

paraplegics suggests that well-being after disability is not as low as would be 

expected by those who are not paraplegic, but this early study was based on point-in-

time data and therefore does not allow any conclusions about the direction of 

causality between well-being and disability. A more recent study, using British 

longitudinal data, indicates that people indeed adapt somewhat with regards to well-

being after becoming disabled, but they do not revert to the same level of well-being 

that they reported before the onset of disability (Oswald & Powdthavee 2008). 

Discussion 

Changes in life circumstances in the three domains discussed in the previous section 

indicate that life events and transitions have an impact on people’s evaluations of their 

subjective well-being. Some of these empirical studies were based on cross-sectional 

data collected at one point in time, and therefore do not provide much insight into the 

direction of causality between life events and well-being. However, more recent 

studies often employ panel data – i.e. repeated measures over time for the same 

individuals – which allows for an analysis of pre- and post-event subjective well-

being.  

 In the family domain, family formation seems to have an impact on well-

being, though the evidence in that domain is somewhat mixed. More pronounced 

effects on overall well-being could be seen in the health domain and in the work 

domain in the case of unemployment. It is likely that these life events may alter the 

life course trajectory of well-being, but as some of these events – including 

unemployment, divorce and disability – are experienced by only a small subset of the 

population, it is difficult to ascertain how these events may influence the average 
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pattern of life course well-being. Even normative life transitions, such as marriage, 

childbirth and retirement, are not experienced by all members of society.  

 Of course, individual life course trajectories of subjective well-being vary 

widely and differ from the U-shaped pattern found by Blanchflower and Oswald 

(2008; 2004). Nevertheless, changes in life course well-being may indicate that some 

of the shifts in priorities that people report after certain life events – as discussed 

earlier in the paper – are justified. If marriage and children make one happier, then 

shifting one’s priorities towards family life after family formation would seem 

beneficial. However, further research is needed to investigate in detail to what extent 

conceptualizations and evaluations of well-being are correlated as it is possible that 

those who consider family to be important for their quality of life are also more likely 

to get married. These individuals may also benefit more from family formation than 

others. These issues deserve further attention as policy interventions could be used to 

draw people’s attention to domains of life where improvements are likely to lead to 

increased subjective well-being, for example the health domain. People’s 

conceptualizations of well-being could possibly be influenced by information 

campaigns, but is not yet clear whether such interventions would indeed be beneficial 

and desirable.
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