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Chapter 3 

AFFECT OF EVENTS 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 
 

In the LIM-study respondents are asked to draw their life-line with ups and downs. The ups 

represent the positive events or the happy periods in life while the dips represent the negative 

events or the unhappy periods in life. In the previous chapter the number of events and the 

distribution of events over the lifespan were studied. In this chapter events will be split up 

according to their affective value into ‘affective positive’ and ‘affective negative’ events. 

Events that are considered as ‘affective positive’ have evoked positive emotions as joy and 

happiness while ‘affective negative’ events have evoked negative emotions as sadness, anger, 

depression and pain. The meaning of the terms ‘emotion’ and ‘affect’ is not univocal. Frijda 

(1988) defines ‘emotions’ as “responses to events that are important to the individual” (p. 

351). Fischer (1996) uses the term ‘emotion’ “to indicate the bodily and psychological arousal 

from which we infer that an event has personally affected someone” (p. 76). In practice the 

terms ‘emotion’ and ‘affect’ are used more or less interchangeably (Strongman, 1996).  

 During several decades a great body of research has focused on the influence of mainly 

negative, stressful life events on measures of health and life expectancy starting with the 

Social Readjustment Rating Scale of Holmes and Rahe (1967). In these studies, subjects are 

asked to indicate on a list which, mostly negative, events they have experienced in a particular 

period. In the LIM-study, however, respondents are free to recall and anticipate personally 

important events. The question arises whether subjects are indeed focused on mainly negative 

memories and expectations or are more positively oriented. Results of most studies point in 

the direction of a more positive view on the past. For instance, Martin and Smyer (1990) 

asked participants to report life events that had occurred at different times of their lifespan and 

found that the ratio of positive and negative events was 1.6:1. In a study where depressed and 

non-depressed participants were asked to retrieve thirty memories, all participants recalled 

more positive than negative memories (Yang & Rehm, 1993). Using a diary self-report 

memory methodology Thompson (1998) found a small effect of pleasantness such that 

positive events were remembered slightly better than negative events. Robinson and Taylor 

(1998) simply asked women in the age of 40 to 55 years to describe four vivid memories and 
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to rate these memories for pleasantness. More memories were rated as pleasant (52%) than 

unpleasant (39%). Walker, Skowronski and Thompson (2003) found in a review of several 

studies concerning the recall of positive and negative events that in all studies more pleasant 

than unpleasant events were yielded. They gave two explanations for these results. First, 

people perceive life as generally pleasant and are inclined to seek out pleasant experiences 

and avoid negative experiences to keep life pleasant. This is reflected in the content of 

autobiographical memory which is more positive than negative in all studies the authors 

reviewed. Second, pleasant emotions fade more slowly than unpleasant emotions implying 

that the memory system does not treat negative and positive affect equally. Positive emotions 

associated with good events tend to persist whereas negative emotions associated with bad 

events tend to fade away. But Baumeister et al. (2001) argue that across a broad range of 

psychological phenomena it is a general principle that bad is stronger than good. However, 

they admit that the memory literature yields several exceptions to this principle. They give 

two explanations for this exception. First, negative memories are suppressed or positive 

memories are accessed more easy in order to enhance the self. Second, non-depressed 

individuals recall information that matches their current mood which is mostly positive.  

 There are only a few studies which have examined individual conceptions of both past and 

future. DeVries and Watt (1996), using the Rappaport Time Line (Rappaport, Enrich, & 

Wilson, 1985), found that respondents of different age groups reported more positive 

memories from their past and expected more positive than negative events in the future but 

older participants expected fewer positive events for the future than younger respondents did. 

Newby-Clark and Ross (2003) asked 30 students to list a maximum of 10 events from their 

past and future and to rate the affect of these events on a 10-point rating scale. Their 

respondents recalled an affectively mixed past, which was still more positive than negative, 

whereas they anticipated an ideal positive future.  

In the first wave of the LIM-study it was found that, in general, respondents reported as 

many positive as negative events for both the total life and for past and future separately. In 

other words, the general mean affect over the total lifespan and over past and future was 

affective neutral (Assink & Schroots, 2002; Schroots & Assink, 2004). This difference in 

results – life is affective positive versus life is affective neutral - is probably due to 

differences in methods used. The LIM method asks from participants to report events 

spontaneously, without much thinking. In fact, LIM-participants don’t realize what they 

exactly are revealing when drawing the lifeline. For this reason it is assumed that the LIM is 

closer to the real self and the personal truth than would be the case with other methods, which 
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allow more time to generate events and possibly also more socially desirable events, i.e., more 

positive than negative memories and expectations (cf. Greenwald, 1980, who uses the term 

‘benefectance’ to describe the tendency for the self to be perceived as effective in achieving 

what is desired). Although, overall, respondents reported as many positive as negative events, 

the distribution of positive and negative events over past and future turned out to be 

dependent of age in the first wave of the LIM-study; the older participants were, the more 

positive they were about the past and the less positive about the future, and – conversely - the 

younger participants were, the more positive they were about the future and the less positive 

about the past (Assink & Schroots, 2002), as was also found by deVries and Watt (1996).  

In the previous chapter the distribution of events over the lifespan was studied and three 

effects were observed:  (1) a memory ‘bump’, which is situated in adolescence and young 

adulthood, and (2) recency and (3) proximity effects which move with the present age of the 

individual. The question is whether the distribution of positive and negative events follows 

the same pattern as was found for the distribution of events in general. There are a few studies 

which have examined this question. Berntsen and Rubin (2002) asked respondents of different 

age to report the age of, among others, their happiest, saddest, most traumatic and most 

important memories. For all age groups they found a clear bump in the 20s for the most 

important and happiest memories. For the saddest and most traumatic memories they found a 

monotonically decreasing retention function with some indication of a bump only for the 

oldest respondents. In another study Rubin and Berntsen (2003) asked respondents ranging in 

age from 20 to 94 years to date several memories associated with positive and negative affect. 

The results were in accordance with Berntsen and Rubin’s (2002) earlier findings, i.e., a peak 

in the 20s for all age groups for memories associated with positive emotions and relatively 

flat curves with an increase in the most recent decades for memories associated with negative 

memories. An exception, however, was found for jealousy; although this is considered a 

negative emotion a bump was found. Rubin and Berntsen (2003) also asked respondents 

ranging in age from 21 to 41 years to answer the same questions for a hypothetical 70-year-

old person. The patterns of the distribution of different memories of this hypothetical 70-year-

old person matched the distributions of the survey data largely. Subjects were more certain in 

ratings at which age positive events were to be expected than at which age negative events 

were to be expected. The authors argue that this finding - a dissociation between emotionally 

positive and emotionally negative memories - is a support for the life script theory which 

states that there are culturally shared life scripts for positive but not for negative events.  

In addition, the question can be asked which period in life individuals consider as most 
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positive and which period as most negative. Sehulster (1996) found that people (age range: 

26-67, mean age: 44 yrs) perceive the period between the ages 14 and 24 as their era; they 

believe that everything was better and funnier in that specific period. This implies that the 

most positive period in life falls within the bump period. Mehlsen, Platz and Fromholt (2003) 

asked individuals in the age from 62 to 77 years, to point out the most and the least satisfying 

decades of life. The years from 30 to 39 were most frequently chosen as the most satisfying 

decade, followed by the adjoining decades. A decade in old age was chosen as the least 

satisfying by 24 percent of the participants, while only 8.5 percent of the participants 

evaluated old age as the most satisfying period of life. These results are partly in contrast with 

results found by deVries, Blando, Southard and Bubeck (2001). They asked participants to 

identify what has been or is expected to be the best time of life and the worst time of life. For 

the best times they found a clear pattern: the times of the present including the recent past and 

the near future were identified as the best time, i.e., the best time was related to the age of the 

participant. For the worst times, no clear pattern was found. The worst time was not clearly 

related to age and was also more variable than the best time. Takkinen and Suutama (2004), 

who had older adults aged 83-87 years draw their lifeline, also found that the highest points 

were located in the period of 80-89 years indicating the present time while most of the lower 

points were located in childhood. Gergen and Gergen (1987) created lifelines on the basis of 

evaluations of different periods of life by a sample of men and women between 63 and 93 

years of age. The years between roughly the ages of 50 till 60 were evaluated as the most 

positive. Assink & Schroots (2002) found that in the ‘bump’ period a greater percentage of 

events was rated positive than negative by middle-aged and older adults while in other periods 

of life a greater percentage of events was rated negative. Younger adults had high 

expectations of the near future and expected the thirties to be the time of their life containing 

relatively most positive events. 

As far as known, no longitudinal research has been conducted concerning changes in 

subjective feelings about life as people grow older. Assink and Schroots (2002) determined on 

the basis of the affective ratings of events the mean affect for the total life and for past and 

future separately. Cross-sectional research of the first LIM-wave showed an interaction effect 

of age and gender on the mean affect for the total life, young women being more positive 

about life than young men, while middle-aged and older men were more positive about life 

than middle-aged and older women. Another finding was that respondents of older age groups 

were more positive about the past and less positive about the future while younger persons 

were more positive about the future and less positive about the past. The question is what will 
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happen when respondents grow older. Is there a change in the direction that the past becomes 

more positive and the future more negative over a period of five years?  

 In sum, the questions to be answered in this chapter are: (1) how do people feel about their 

life?, (2) how are positive and negative LIM-events distributed over the lifespan?, (3) which 

periods are considered the best times and which periods are considered the worst times in 

life?, and (4) which changes take place in the affect patterns over a period of five years? For 

each of these questions, the role of age, gender and time (past and future) will be taken into 

account.  

 

 

3.2 Method 
 

After a chronological readable story had been created as was described in the first chapter, a 

coding instruction was developed in order to determine, among others, the affective value of 

each event on a 5-point scale ranging from very negative (-2) to very positive (+2). All events 

were coded independently by two coders. The affective value of each event was determined 

on the basis of the text belonging to the specific event. When the text was unclear concerning 

the affective value of the event, the life-line was consulted. Discrepancies between the two 

coders were resolved by discussion. The interrater agreement for affect was determined on the 

basis of 24 randomly chosen stories for each wave. At the first wave the two coders agreed on 

the affective value in 66 percent of all events mentioned in the 24 stories, at the second wave 

in 79 percent of all events and at the third wave in 77 percent of all events. When using a 3-

point scale (negative, neutral and positive) the two coders agreed on the affective value in 86 

percent of all events at the first wave, in 95 percent of all events at the second wave and in 93 

percent of all events at the third wave. In order to determine the ratio of positive and negative 

events and the distribution of positive and negative events over the lifespan, events were 

divided into two categories: ‘very negative’ and ‘negative’ events were put together in the 

category ‘negative’ and ‘very positive’ and positive’ events were put together in the category 

‘positive’. Neutral events were recoded into either ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ on the basis of 

common sense or by random assignment. 
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3.3 Results 
 

3.3.1 Mean affect 

 

W1 | W2 | W3 

Per respondent the number of positive and of negative events was expressed as a percentage 

of the total number of events in order to control for the differences in event number. In Table 

3.1 the mean percentage of positive and negative events is given for each wave for the total 

life and for past and future.  

 

Table 3.1 W1 | W2 | W3: Mean percentage of positive and negative events for the Total life, 
and for Past and Future for Wave 1 (W1), Wave 2 (W2) and Wave 3 (W3). 
 
 W1 W2 W3 

 Positive Negative Positive Negative Positive Negative 

Total life 

Past  

Future 

49.2 

46.8 

47.6 

50.8 

53.2 

52.4 

50.9 

49.3 

54.5 

49.1 

50.7 

45.5 

51.0 

47.0 

57.5 

49.0 

53.0 

42.5 

 

       

At all three waves the percentage of positive and negative events for the total life and for past 

and future didn’t differ significantly from each other (paired t-tests, p < .05). In other words, 

at all three waves half of the events were positive and half were negative for the total life and 

for past and future.  

 

To facilitate further analyses, i.e., to determine the effect of age, gender and wave, the mean 

affect for all events over the total lifespan and – separately - for past and future events was 

determined per respondent. 

 

W1. A 2(Gender) x 3(Age group) ANOVA was conducted to evaluate the effects of gender 

and age group on the mean affect over the total life. Overall, participants expressed slightly 

negative feelings about their life (M = -0.09, SD = 0.49) but this value was not statistically 

significant from zero confirming the finding that half of the events were rated positive and 

half negative. However, an interaction effect for age and gender was found [F (2, 92) = 3.611, 

p < .05]. Young women are more positive about life than young men, while – conversely – 
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middle-aged and older women feel less positive about life than men of these age groups.                                  

 In order to differentiate between past and future, a 2(Gender) x 3 (Age Group) x 2(Event 

Time: Past and Future) analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted with repeated measures 

on the last factor and with the mean affect for past and future as the dependent variable. 

Generally, negative affect for the past is somewhat stronger than for the future (M past = - 

0.15, SD = 0.64; M future = - 0.05, SD = 0.87) but this difference is not statistically 

significant. However, there was an interaction effect of time and age group [F (2, 88) = 3.971, 

p < .05]. The older people are, the more positive feelings they have about their past and the 

more negative they feel about their future. Conversely, the younger people are, the more 

negative they feel about their past and the more positive about their future.  

 

W2. Again, participants expressed slightly negative feelings about their life (M = -0.04, SD = 

0.56) but this value was not statistically significant from zero. Now, there was a tendency in 

the direction of an interaction effect for age and gender [F (2, 77) = 2.784, p = .07]. Young 

women are far more positive about life than young men, while for middle-aged men and 

women and for older men and women there is no difference in affect over the whole lifespan. 

Older men and women are less positive about their whole life than middle-aged men and 

women. 

 As at the first wave, participants expressed less negative affect about their future (M = 

0.07, SD = 0.91) than about their past (M = - 0.04, SD = 0.60) but this difference was not 

significant. Again, an interaction effect of time and age group [F (2, 68) = 4.058, p <. 05] was 

found. Now, young and middle-aged respondents were more positive about the future than 

about the past while for the oldest group it is the other way around.  

 

W3. Again, participants expressed slightly negative feelings about their life (M = -0.08, SD = 

0.50) and this value was again not statistically significant from zero. In contrast to the first 

two waves, there was no effect of age or gender on the mean affective rating of the whole life.  

Concerning the past and future, participants, in general, expressed less negative affect 

about their future (M = 0.14, SD = 0.85) than about their past (M = - 0.14, SD = 0.67) but 

again, this difference was not significant. Contrary to the first and second wave, no significant 

interaction effect of time and age group was found. 

 

In sum: 

- At all three waves respondents reported as many positive as negative events for the total 
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life, for the past and for the future, i.e. overall the affective rating of the total life, the past 

and the future is neutral.  

- At the first wave young women were more positive about their total life than young men, 

while middle-aged and older women felt less positive about life than men of these age 

groups. At the second wave there was a tendency of this effect but at the third wave no 

interaction effect of age and gender was found. 

- At the first and second wave it was found that the older people are, the more positive 

feelings they have about their past and the more negative they feel about their future. 

Conversely, the younger people are, the more negative they feel about their past and the 

more positive about their future. At the third wave this pattern was not found. 

 

W1→W2→W3 

A 2(Gender) x 3(Age Group) x 3(Wave) analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted with 

repeated measures on the last factor and with the mean affect for the whole life as the 

dependent variable. No effect of wave on the mean affect for the total life was found. As was 

found in the cross-sectional studies, there was an overall interaction effect of gender and age 

on the mean affect for the total life [F (2, 68) = 4.022, p < .05] over three waves. Young 

women are more optimistic about life than young men, while for the middle-aged group it is 

the other way around. For the oldest group it was found that men and women feel about the 

same about their whole life. This general effect over the three waves is shown in Figure 3.1. 
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Figure 3.1 W1→W2→W3: Grand mean affect (over three waves) for the total life for men 
and women of a young (M age = 25.1), middle-aged (M age = 45.8) and older (M age = 67.8) 
age group. 
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A 2(Gender) x 3(Age Group) x 2(Time: past and future) x 3(Wave) analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) was conducted with repeated measures on the last two factors and with the mean 

affect for past and future as dependent variables. An interaction effect of time and age group 

was found, F (2, 56) = 6.335, p < .01; younger and middle-aged individuals are more positive 

about the future than about the past while for the oldest group it is the other way around. This 

is shown in Figure 3.2. 
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Figure 3.2 W1→W2→W3: Grand mean affect (over three waves) for Past and Future for a 
young (M age = 25.1), middle-aged (M age = 45.8) and older (M age = 67.8) age group. 
 

In sum: 

- The mean affective rating of events over the total life and over past and future separately 

does not change over a period of five years for the total group. 

- Summarized over three waves, young women are more positive about their whole life than 

young men, middle-aged men are more positive than middle-aged women and older men 

and women are about equally positive (or negative).  

- Summarized over three waves, younger and middle-aged individuals are more positive 

about the future than about the past, while older individuals are more positive about the 

past than about the future.  
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3.3.2 Percentage of intense affect 

 

W1 | W2 | W3 

As was mentioned before, events were rated on a 5 points scale running from very positive to 

very negative. The question arises how often events are accompanied by an intense affect  and 

whether there is an effect of age, gender, time or wave on the percentage of very positive and 

very negative events. In Table 3.2 the mean percentage of very positive and very negative 

events for the total life, and for past and future is presented for three waves.  

 

Table 3.2 W1 | W2 | W3: Mean percentage of very positive (pos) and very negative (neg) 
events for the Total life, and for Past and Future for Wave 1 (W1), Wave 2 (W2) and Wave 3 
(W3). 
 
 W1 W2 W3 

 Very pos Very neg Very pos Very neg Very pos Very neg 

Total life 

Past  

Future 

7.2 

9.2 

4.4 

14.0 

16.8 

9.0 

14.1 

17.3 

5.9 

20.0 

24.4 

6.3 

14.4 

16.6 

8.2 

23.5 

29.0 

6.4 

 

 

Total life. At each wave respondents reported a greater percentage of ‘very negative’ events 

than of ‘very positive’ events (paired t-test; p < .05) over the total lifespan.  

For the second wave an effect of gender on the percentage of ‘very positive’ events was 

found, F (1, 77) = 8.308, p < .01; women report more ‘very positive’ events over the total 

lifespan than men do (17% versus 10%).  

For the third wave an effect of age was found on the percentage of ‘very positive’ events, F 

(2, 71) = 3.886, p < .05. The older the age group, the lower the percentage of very positive 

events (oldest group 8%, middle group 15%, youngest group 18%). 

 

Past and Future. For all three waves it was found that in the past more events are 

accompanied by an intense affect than in the future (paired t-test; p < .05) and that a greater 

percentage of these past events are rated as ‘very negative’ than as ‘very positive’. For the 

future applies that at all three waves the percentages of ‘very positive’ and ‘very negative’ 

events do not differ significantly from each other.  

Besides, at the second wave there is an interaction effect of age and gender on the percentage 
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of ‘very positive’ events in the past, F (2, 77) = 3.130, p = .05. In general, women report more 

‘very positive’ events from the past than men do but as women get older, the percentage of 

very positive events decreases while middle-aged men report more ‘very positive’ events 

from the past than young and older men (young women 34%, middle-aged women 19%, older 

women 14% versus young men 11%, middle-aged men 17% and older men 5%).  

For the third wave there is a tendency of an effect of age, F (2, 71) = 2.976, p = .06; the older 

the group, the lower the percentage of very positive events in the past (young 22%; middle 

17%; older 9%). There was also an effect of gender on the percentage of very negative events 

in the future, F (1, 64) = 4.204, p < .05; women expect more very negative events in the future 

than men do (10% versus 2%).  

 

In sum: 

- At each wave respondents reported a greater percentage of ‘very negative’ events than of 

‘very positive’ events over the total lifespan.  

- For all three waves it was found that in the past more events are accompanied by an 

intense affect than in the future. 

- For all three waves it was found that a greater percentage of past events is rated as ‘very 

negative’ than as ‘very positive’.  

- For the future it was found that at all three waves the percentages of ‘very positive’ and 

‘very negative’ events do not differ significantly from each other.  

 

W1→W2→W3 

A MANOVA for repeated measures was conducted on the percentage of intense affect (very 

positive + very negative) for the total life. An effect of wave was found, F (2, 67) = 14.364, p 

< .001. Over waves the percentage of ‘very positive’ and ‘very negative’ events is increasing 

(first wave 22%, second wave 35%, third wave 37%). Analyses of the effect of wave on ‘very 

positive’ and ‘very negative’ events separately showed that for both ‘very positive’ events (F 

(2, 67) = 8.227, p = .001) and ‘very negative’ events (F (2, 67) = 7.065, p < .01) there is an 

effect of wave. The percentage of ‘very positive’ events for the first wave was 7 percent, for 

the second wave 15 percent and for the third wave 14 percent. For ‘very negative’ events 

these percentages were 15, 21 and 24, respectively. For ‘very positive’ events there is also an 

overall interaction effect of age and gender, F (2, 68) = 3.431, p < .05; young women mention 

more very positive events than young men (17 versus 9 percent), middle-aged women and 

middle-aged men mention about the same percentage of very positive events (11 and 13 
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percent) and older women mention more very positive events than older men (13 versus 4 

percent) over the total lifespan over three waves..  

For the past there is an effect of wave for the percentage of intense affect, F (2, 67) = 

8.419, p = .001; at the first wave 28 percent of all past events were accompanied by an intense 

affect, at the second wave 43 percent and at the third wave 45 percent. Besides that, there was 

an overall effect of gender, F (1, 68) = 4.125, p < .05; women report more events which are 

accompanied by an intense affect from the past than men do (43 versus 33 percent). Both the 

percentage of ‘very negative’ events [F (2, 67) = 5.275, p < .01] and the percentage of ‘very 

positive’ events [F (2, 67) = 3.412, p < .05] increased over waves. The percentage of ‘very 

negative’ events in the past was for the first, second and third wave 18 percent, 25 percent and 

29 percent respectively. The percentage of ‘very positive’ past events was 10 percent, 18 

percent and 16 percent, respectively. For the percentage of ‘very positive’ past events there 

was an overall effect of gender, F (1, 68) = 5.538, p < .05; over three waves women identify a 

greater percentage of ‘very positive’ events in the past than men do (17 versus 10 percent). 

For the future there was no effect of wave for the percentage of intense affect, or for the 

percentage of very positive or very negative events, separately. There was an overall effect of 

age on the percentage of ‘very positive’ events, F (2, 56) = 4.431, p < .05; the oldest age 

group expects no ‘very positive’ events in the future, the middle group expects four percent of 

all future events to be ‘very positive’ and the youngest group expects nine percent of all future 

events to be ‘very positive’. 

 

In sum,  

- Over waves the percentage of events which are accompanied by an intense affect is 

increasing. 

- For the past it is found that, overall, women recall more ‘very positive’ events from the 

past than men do. 

- Overall, the older individuals are the fewer ‘very positive’ events they expect for the 

future. 
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3.3.3 Distribution of affect over the lifespan 

 

W1 | W2 | W3 

Distribution of positive and negative events 

In order to determine whether there are differences in the patterns of the distribution of 

positive and negative events over the lifespan, the total number of positive events and of 

negative events was put at 100 percent for each age group, i.e., the area under the positive 

curves is 100 percent as well as the area under the negative curves. Analogue to the 

distribution of events over the lifespan in the previous chapter, time of testing and event time 

in years from time of testing were used instead of the subject’s calendar age and reported age 

of event. The distribution of positive and negative events at the first wave is presented 

graphically in Figure 3.3 for young, middle-aged and older adults. The percentage of positive 

and negative events is scaled per five years and centred on the time of testing (0 yrs at first 

wave) with past and future event time measured in years from time of testing. In the 

Appendix the distribution of positive and negative events is presented for all three waves 

(Figure A3.3a, Figure A3.3b and Figure A3.3c for the young, middle and older age group, 

respectively). The transition from past events to future events is indicated by a vertical line.  

 

Young (M age W1 = 23.5 yrs) 

For the young age group the distribution of positive events and negative events looks similar 

to the pattern of the distribution of events in general. There is a very strong recency effect for 

positive as well as for negative events. For positive events there is also a very strong 

proximity effect while for negative events this effect is almost missing. From the distant past 

and for the distant future more negative than positive events are recalled and expected. The 

patterns are the same at all three waves. 

 

Middle (M age W1 = 43.3 yrs) 

At the first wave a clear bump can be discerned concerning the distribution of positive 

memories for middle-aged adults while the distribution of negative memories follows more 

the classical forgetting curve. Besides, there is a proximity effect for positive expectations 

while for negative events this effect is missing. In the distant future, however, more negative 

than positive events are expected.  
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Figure 3.3 W1: Distribution of positive and negative events for young (top panel; M age W1 
= 23.5), middle-aged (middle panel: M age W1 = 43.3) and older adults (bottum panel: M age 
W1 = 67.4) per five years centred in years from time of testing (0 yrs) for Wave1.    
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At the second and third wave there is, besides a recency effect for negative memories, also a 

recency effect for positive memories, although not as strong as for negative events. A bump 

for positive events can be distinguished but this bump is less pronounced than at the first 

wave.  

 

Older (M age W1 = 67.4 yrs) 

At the first wave there is a very clear positive affect bump as well as a proximity effect for 

positive events. For negative events there is a recency and a proximity effect and there is also 

a small bump for negative events which starts in the same period as the bump for positive 

events. This negative bump starts at the point of –55 years. The first wave was administered 

in 1995; fifty five years before, the Second World War started. It can be assumed that the war 

in combination with the bump period has led to this ‘negative bump’. At the second wave the 

same effects can be discerned. At the third wave there is also a recency effect for positive 

events. 

 

In order to determine how the patterns of the distribution of positive and negative events 

change over time the distribution of positive events at the first and third wave are compared 

for three age groups as well as the distribution of negative events. For each age group the 

percentage of positive and negative events scaled per five years and centred on the time of 

testing (0 yrs at first wave, 5 yrs at third wave) with past and future event time measured in 

years from time of testing, is presented in Figure 3.4. In the Appendix results for all three 

waves are presented (Figure A3.4). The transition from past events to future events is 

indicated by a vertical line for the first and third wave.  

 
Young (M age W1 = 23.5 yrs) 

For the young age group the recency and proximity effect for negative events is moving with 

the present age. This applies also for the recency and proximity effect for positive events.  

 
Middle (M age W1 = 43.3 yrs) 

At the first wave there is almost no recency effect for positive events for the middle-aged 

group but at the second and third wave there is a recency effect for positive events. The 

recency effect for negative events is moving with the present age. The bump for positive 

events is most pronounced at the first wave.  
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Figure 3.4  W1 | W3: Distribution of positive events (+) (left panel) and negative events (-) 
(right panel) for young, (top panel; M age W1 = 23.5), middle-aged (middle panel; M age W1 
43.3) and older adults (bottum panel; M age W1 = 67.4) per five years centred in years from 
time of testing (0 yrs at W1) for Wave 1 and Wave 3 (Vertical lines indicate transition from 
past events to future events for W1 and W3). 
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Older (M age W1 = 67.4 yrs) 

For older adults the bump for positive events is rather fixed and shows about the same pattern 

at all three waves. The narrow bump for negative events is also rather fixed and starts 55 

years before time of testing at the first wave. The proximity effect for positive events is 

moving with the present age of the respondents. The recency effect for negative events also 

moves with the present age and is more pronounced at the second and third wave than at the 

first wave.  

 

In Table 3.3 the three effects – bump, recency, proximity – which can be discerned for the 

distribution of positive and negative events for the young, middle and older age group for 

three waves is summarized. 

 

Table 3.3 W1 | W2 | W3: Bump, recency and proximity effect (*) for the distribution of 
positive and negative events for a young (M age W1 = 23.5), middle-aged (M age W1 = 43.3) 
and older (M age W1 = 67.4) age group for three waves. 
 

Wave 1 

 Young Middle Older 

 Positive Negative Positive Negative Positive Negative 

Bump 

Recency 

Proximity 

 

* 

* 

 

* 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

* 

* 

* 

 

Wave 2 

 Young Middle Older 

 Positive Negative Positive Negative Positive Negative 

Bump 

Recency 

Proximity 

 

* 

* 

 

* 

* 

* 

* 

 

* 

* 

 

* 

* 

* 

 

 

Wave 3 

 Young Middle Older 

 Positive Negative Positive Negative Positive Negative 

Bump 

Recency 

Proximity 

 

* 

* 

 

* 

* 

* 

* 

 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 
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From Table 3.3 can be read that for the middle-aged and older age groups there is a bump for 

positive events. For older adults there is also a narrow bump for negative events. Besides, for 

all age groups there are recency effects for negative events and proximity effects for positive 

events. For the older age group there is also a proximity effect for negative events at the first 

wave. 

 

Distribution of ‘very positive’ and ‘very negative’ events 

The distribution of very positive and very negative events over the lifespan was determined in 

the same way as the distribution of positive and negative events. In Figure 3.5 the distribution 

of very positive and very negative events is presented for three age groups for the first wave. 

In the Appendix results can be found for all three waves (Figure A3.5a for the young age 

group, Figure A3.5b for the middle age group and Figure A3.5c for the older age group). The 

transition from past events to future events is indicated by a vertical line.  

 

Young (M age W1 = 23.5 yrs) 

At all three waves there is a recency effect for very positive as well as for very negative 

events. In the near future more very positive events are expected than very negative events but 

this effect is not very strong.  

 

Middle (M age W1 = 43.3 yrs) 

For very negative events there is a clear recency effect at all three waves. For very positive 

events there is a recency effect at the third wave. At the first wave middle-aged respondents 

recall most very positive events from the period of 5 till 10 years ago. For the future almost 

no very positive or very negative events are expected. 

 

Older (M age W1 = 67.4 yrs) 

For older adults there is no clear pattern for very positive and very negative events. At each 

wave there is a small peak for very negative events situated 55 years ago at the first wave.   

 
In Figure 3.6 the distribution of very positive is given for the first and third wave for the 

young, middle and older age group as well as the distribution of very negative events. For 

each age group the percentage of very positive and very negative events is scaled per five 

years and centred on the time of testing (0 yrs at first wave, 5 yrs at third wave) with past and  
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Figure 3.5 W1: Distribution of very positive and very negative events for young (top panel; 
M age W1 = 23.5), middle-aged (middle panel; M age W1 = 43.3) and older adults (bottum 
panel; M age W1 = 67.4) per five years centred in years from time of testing (0 yrs) for W1.    
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future event time measured in years from time of testing. In the Appendix results for all three 

waves are given (Figure A3.6). The transition from past events to future events is indicated by 

a vertical line for the first and third wave.  

 

Young (M age W1 = 23.5 yrs) 

The recency effect for very positive and very negative events is moving with the present age 

for the young age group. There is only a small proximity effect for very positive events which 

is also moving with age. 

 

Middle (M age W1 = 43.3 yrs) 

For middle-aged adults the recency effect for very positive events moves from the first to the 

third wave in the direction of the changing age. For very negative events the recency effect 

also moves in the direction of the present age but at the third wave respondents recall more 

very negative events from the period that has lasted 5 till 10 years ago than from the most 

recent past (0 till 5 years ago). There is no proximity effect for very positive nor for very 

negative events. For very positive events a small bump is emerging.  

 

Older (M age W1 = 67.4 yrs) 

The distribution of very positive and very negative events over the lifespan is very irregular 

for older adults at all three waves but the distribution of very negative events is quite similar 

at all three waves. 

 

In general, it can be concluded that: 

- For all age groups there is a recency effect for negative events; more negative events are 

recalled from the recent past than from the distant past.  

- For all age groups there is a proximity effect for positive events but not for negative 

events; respondents are positive about the near future. Negative events are projected in the 

more distant future. 

- For positive events a bump can be discerned for middle-aged and older adults. 

- For older adults there is a narrow bump for negative events which corresponds with the 

beginning of the Second World War.  

- For young adults there is a strong recency effect for very negative and very positive events 

which is moving with the present age. For very positive events there is also a proximity 

effect which is also moving with the present age. 
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Figure 3.6 W1 | W3: Distribution of very positive events (+ +) (left panel) and very negative 
events (- -) (right panel) for young (top panel; M age W1 = 23.5), middle-aged (middle panel; 
M age W1 = 43.3) and older adults  (bottum panel; M age W1 = 67.4) per five years centred 
in years from time of testing (0 yrs at W1) for Wave 1 and Wave 3 (Vertical line indicates 
transition from past events tot future events for W1 and W3).   
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- For middle-aged respondents there is a recency effect for very negative events and very 

positive events which is moving with the present age. No proximity effect can be 

discerned. For very positive events a small bump is emerging.   

- For the older age group very positive and very negative events are distributed irregular 

over the lifespan without a specific pattern to discern although the distribution of very 

negative events shows about the same pattern at all three waves. 

 

 
3.3.4 Affect first and last event 

 

W1 | W2 | W3 

The affect of the first mentioned event on the life-line and the last mentioned event, which is 

mostly situated in the future, was determined. In Table 3.4 the percentage of first events and 

last events that are rated very negative, negative, neutral, positive and very positive are 

presented for three waves. 

 

Table 3.4 W1 | W2 | W3: Percent of first events and last events that are rated very negative, 
negative, neutral, positive and very positive for Wave 1 (W1), Wave 2 (W2) and Wave 3 
(W3). 

 
 First event  Last event 

 W1 W2 W3  W1 W2 W3 

Very negative 

Negative 

Neutral 

Positive 

Very positive 

15.3 

42.9 

2.0 

31.6 

8.2 

27.7 

30.1 

1.2 

28.9 

12.0 

22.1 

33.8 

3.9 

29.9 

10.4 

 13.3 

39.8 

13.3 

30.6 

3.1 

13.3 

41.0 

2.4 

41.0 

2.4 

10.4 

36.4 

5.2 

41.6 

6.5 

 

A 2 x 3 ANOVA was conducted to evaluate the effects of gender and age group on the mean 

affect of the first and last event. 

 

W1. The mean rating of the first event is negative and differs significantly from neutral (M 

first wave = -0.26, t(97) = -1.975, p  = .05). There is no effect of age or gender on the 

affective rating of the first event. 

The mean rating of the last event is negative and differs significantly from neutral (M first 

wave = - 0.30, t(97) = -2.587, p  = .01. There is no effect of age or gender on the affective 
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rating of the last event.  

 

W2. Again, the mean rating of the first event differs significantly from neutral (M second 

wave = - 0.33, t(82) =  -2.045, p < .05) and there is no effect of age or gender on the affective 

rating of the first event. 

For the last event an effect of age on the affective evaluation was found, F (2, 77) = 4.009, p < 

.05; the middle-aged group is more positive about the last event than the young and older age 

group. The oldest group is most negative about the last event they expect (mean affect last 

event: young –0.30; middle 0.15; older –0.68). 

 

W3. There is a trend that the mean affect rating of the first event differs negatively from 

neutral (M third wave = - 0.27, t(76) =  -1.743, p = .085). Again, there is no effect of age or 

gender on the affective rating of the first event. 

The mean affect rating of the last event does not differ significantly from neutral and there is 

no effect of age or gender on the affect of the last event. 

 

In sum: 

- At all three waves the mean affective rating of the first event is negative or there is a 

tendency that the mean affective rating is negative.  

- There is no clear pattern concerning the affect of the last event over three waves. 

 

W1→W2→W3 

A MANOVA for repeated measures was conducted on the affect of the first and last event. 

There was no effect of wave on the affect of the first event and last event. The grand mean 

affect over three waves for the first event was -0.27. Overall, there was an effect of age on the 

affect of the last event, F (2, 68) = 4.984, p = .01 (young – 0.19, middle 0.07, older –0.65). 

Post hoc tests showed that the difference between the middle and the older age group is 

statistically significant; overall, the oldest group is more negative about the last event they 

expect in the future than the middle-age group. 

 

In sum, 

- The mean affect of the first and last event does not change over a period of five years. 

- The first important event respondents report from the past is predominantly accompanied 

by a negative affect. 
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- The grand mean of the affect of the last event respondents expect in their life is dependent 

of age; older adults are most negative about this event. 

 

 

3.3.5 Best and worst times of life 

 

W1 | W2 | W3 

In this LIM-study the best period in life is operationalized as the period (decade) in which the 

proportion of positive events is highest while the worst period in life is operationalized as the 

period in which the proportion of negative events is highest. In order to determine these 

periods, the total percentage of positive and negative events for each decade was put at 100 

percent. In Figure 3.7 the percentage of positive (and consequently negative) events per 

decade is presented for the first and third wave for three age groups for men and women 

separately as the best and worst times turned out to be different for men and women. Full 

results can be found in the Appendix (Figure A3.7). Results are only shown if at least three 

events per decade were reported. The transition from past events to future events is indicated 

by a vertical line for the first and third wave.  

 

In Table 3.5 an overview is given of the best and worst times in life for men and women of 

three age groups for three waves.  

 

Table 3.5 W1 | W2 | W3: Best and worst period (= decade with highest and lowest ratio of 
positive and total number of events, respectively) in life for young men and women, middle-
aged men and women and older men and women for W1, W2 and W3. 
 
 Young Middle Older 

 Men Women Men Women Men Women 

W1: Best time 

W2: Best time 

W3: Best time 

 

W1: Worst time 

W2: Worst time 

W3: Worst time 

31-40 

31-40 

31-40 

 

0-10 

51-60 

41-50 

31-40 

21-30 

21-30 

 

61-70 

51-60 

41-50 

11-20 

51-60 

61-70 

 

0-10 

0-10 

0-10 

21-30 

21-30 / 51-60*

21-30 

 

71-80 

71-80 

71-80 

31-40 

21-30 

81-90  

 

71-80 

71-80 

41-50 / 71-80* 

21-30 / 81-90* 

21-30 

21-30 

 

71-80 

0-10 

71-80 

*the ratio of positive (or negative) and total number of events is about the same at two 
decades (difference < 2 percent) 
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Figure 3.7 W1 | W3: Percent of positive (and consequently negative) events per decade for 
men (left panel) and women (right panel) of a young (top panel), middle-aged (middle panel) 
and older age group (bottum panel) for W1 and W3 (Vertical lines indicate transition from 
past events tot future events for W1 and W3).   
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Young (M age = 25.1 yrs) 

Best period. Young men consequently expect the period of 31 to 40 years of age to be the 

most positive period in life. Young women expect this period at the first wave to be the best 

period; they expect only positive events to happen in this decade. At the second and third 

wave they seem to have become more realistic. Then they mention also negative events in the  

period of 30 to 40 years and they consider then the period of 21 to 30 years of age to be the 

best period.   

Worst period. For both young men and women the worst period in life is mostly situated 

somewhere in the future. Only at the first wave the worst period is situated in childhood by 

young men. It is salient that the affective pattern is very unstable from the age of forty for this 

age group.  

 

Middle (M age = 45.8 yrs) 

Best period. For middle-aged men the best period in life is different at each wave while for 

middle-aged women the best period in life is consequently situated in the period of 21 to 30 

years of age. At the second wave middle-aged women are also positive about the period of 51 

to 60 years of age which is the near future for them. 

Worst period. Middle-aged men as well as middle-aged women are very consequent in their 

feeling over the worst period in life. For middle-aged men the worst period was childhood 

while middle-aged women expect the period between 71 and 80 years of age to be the worst 

period in life. The present period is a rather negative period in life for both middle-aged men 

and women. The middle age group has a more consistent view of the future than the youngest 

age group.  

 

Older (M age = 67.8 yrs) 

Best period. Older men are at the first wave most positive about the period of 31 to 40 years 

of age and at the second wave about the period of 21 to 30 years of age. At the third wave the 

period of 81 to 90 is considered to be the best period but in this period only few events are 

mentioned. At all three waves the period of about 21 to 40 years of age has been a rather 

positive period for older men. For older women the period of 21 to 30 was a positive period at 

all three waves; at the first wave the period of 81 to 90 is expected to be the a very positive 

period; it has to be remarked that only a few events are mentioned in this period..  

Worst period. For older men the period of 71 to 80 years is expected to be the worst period 
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while the period of 41 to 50 belonged also to the worst period in life at the third wave. Older 

women also identify the period of 71 to 80 as the worst period in life at two waves; at the 

second wave childhood was considered the worst period. Figure 3.7 shows that for older 

women life was rather negative in the period of about 40 to 60 years of age but after this 

period life has become more positive. For older men applies that the positive bump lasts 

somewhat longer than for older women but after the age of 50 it is going down.   

 

In sum, overall, respondents consider most frequently the period between about 20 to 30 years 

of age as the best period in life followed by the period of 30 to 40 years of age, while the 

period of 70 to 80 is most frequently considered the worst period in life followed by 

childhood.  

 

 

3.4   Discussion 
 

In this chapter the affective value of events that respondents recall from their past and expect 

for their future was examined. The first aim of this chapter was to answer the question how 

men and women of different age groups feel about their life, what they recall from their past 

and what they expect for the future in terms of positive and negative events and whether these 

feelings change over a period of five years. The second aim was to determine how positive 

and negative events are distributed over the lifespan and in what way these patterns change 

over a period of five years.    

 

Overall, life is perceived as affective neutral. 

In a previous study (Assink & Schroots, 2002) the first LIM-wave was analyzed with regard 

to the affective value of events resulting in the finding that, overall, respondents report as 

many positive as negative events over their total lifespan. This finding was confirmed in the 

second and third wave. Therefore, it is a robust finding in the LIM-study that, in general, 

positive and negative events over the total lifespan counterbalance each other, while in most 

other studies life is perceived as being more positive than negative (see Walker et al., 2003). 

As was discussed before, it is assumed that the LIM elicits information that is very close to 

the real self and that social desirability is minimized because respondents don’t realize what 

they are revealing when drawing the LIM|Life-line. However, it can be argued that these 
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results – as many positive events as negative events - are an artifact of the method used; 

participants might have automatically alternated peaks and dips, resulting in fifty percent 

positive and fifty percent negative events. On an individual level, however, the distributions 

of positive and negative events are quite different, suggesting that the overall distribution of 

half positive and half negative events is not an artifact of the administration of the LIM 

(Assink & Schroots, 2002). The conclusion seems to be warranted that taking everything into 

account, the ups and downs in one’s life counterbalance each other at the end. 

 

As people grow older the past is valuated more positive and the future more negative. 

Although, overall, positive and negative events counterbalance each other over the total 

lifespan, the feelings people have about their past and future depend on age. In this LIM-study 

it was found that young and middle-aged individuals are more positive about the future than 

about the past while older individuals are more positive about the past than about the future. 

Similar results were obtained by other researchers. Keys and Ryff (1999), for instance, found 

that younger adults expect to function better in the future than they do now, while middle-

aged adults believe that they will function in more or less the same way in the future as they 

do in the present and older adults expect to function worse in the future than in the present. 

But Fleeson and Heckhausen (1997) found that middle-aged respondents also expected to 

improve in the future. Schmotkin (1991) showed that older respondents were more satisfied 

with their past than with the present and future in contrast to younger adults. In addition, 

Staudinger, Bluck and Herzberg (2003) found that in young adulthood, past subjective well-

being (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. Although the 

impact of life events on current well-being is found to be limited (Heady & Wearing, 1992; 

Suh, Diener & Fujita, 1996) combining results of the above mentioned studies suggests that 

there is a strong relation between past SWB and events recalled from the past, and between 

future SWB and events expected for the future.  

 

The past evokes more intense feelings than the future.  

Respondents mentioned relatively more events which were accompanied by an intense affect 

from the past than for the future. Newby-Clark and Ross (2003) also found that for young 

adults unpleasant events in the past were much more negative than those in the future: “… the 

past ….. contains much deeper valleys than the future” (p. 815). It seems to be very difficult 

to picture one self in the future and to assess how one will feel and react to events which are 
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expected to happen in the future. Moreover, individuals have a culturally determined life 

script for the future (Bernsten & Rubin, 2002; Schroots & Assink, 2005). Expectations for the 

future are based on this life script and non-normative events are not included in such a life 

script and are not expected. Non-normative events are unanticipated, off-time events (e.g. 

death of a child) and require greater adjustment than anticipated on-time events (Neugarten, 

1979) and, consequently, will be accompanied by a stronger affect. Individuals do not 

imagine this type of events to happen in the future and do not anticipate such events and, 

consequently, will not indicate such events on their future life-line. Life turns out to be more 

intense in retrospect than is expected in advance. 

 

Extreme negative is stronger than extreme positive. 

Respondents remember more ‘very negative’ events than ‘very positive’ events. Although the 

consequences of events are not examined in this study, it can be argued that very negative 

events have a deeper impact and more intense and longer lasting consequences than very 

positive events (Baumeister et al., 2001). After a very positive event there is a short peak in 

happiness but then people become accustomed to the new situation and are not happier than 

they were before the event. After a traumatic event, however, people need much more time 

and it costs much more effort to adjust to the new situation. In this respect Frijda (1988) 

defined the ‘law of hedonic asymmetry’, which states that there exists misery one does not get 

used to, while this fact has no counterpart for positive emotions: one does get used to 

pleasure. Baumeister et al. (2001) give an evolutionary explanation for this phenomenon. It is 

adaptive for human beings to respond more strongly to bad than to good and consequently, it 

would be more adaptive to remember (very) bad events than (very) positive events in order to 

be better prepared for future bad events.  

 

Over a period of five years there is no significant change in the mean affective rating of life. 

The mean affect for the total life and for past and future did not change over a period of five 

years although on the basis of results of the first wave – the older the more positive about the 

past and the more negative about the future - it could be expected that the past would be rated 

as more positive and the future as more negative as all respondents grow five years older. 

However, analysis of the three waves separately showed that at the first two waves there was 

an interaction effect of time (past, future) and age group; younger adults were more positive 

about the future while older adults were more positive about the past. At the third wave this 

effect was not found anymore; the three age groups seem to have grown towards one another 



 86

at that time. But overall, five years turned out to be a too short period to bring about 

systematic changes in the affective outlook of past and future life.  

 

Negative memories follow the forgetting curve; for positive memories there is a bump and a 

proximity effect. 

Positive and negative events did not show the same pattern in past and future. For the past the 

distribution of negative events follows the classical forgetting curve for all age groups while 

there is a bump for positive events for middle-aged and older adults and often also a recency 

effect for positive events. These results are in accordance with results found by Berntsen and 

Rubin (2002) and Rubin and Berntsen (2003) who asked participants to recall one memory 

which was accompanied by an extreme emotion. Despite the differences in method, they also 

found a bump for positive memories and a monotonically decreasing retention function for 

negative memories.  

  The difference in distribution of positive and negative events can be due to differences in 

encoding of positive and negative events and/or differences in retrieval. According to 

Berntsen and Rubin (2002) three different theoretical frameworks can explain the dissociation 

between emotionally positive and emotionally negative memories: a cognitive framework, a 

narrative/identity framework, and an account based on life scripts. The first two frameworks 

are based on earlier accounts of the bump (Rubin, Rahhal & Poon, 1998), whereas the life 

script account was introduced by Bernsten and Rubin (2002). According to a cognitive 

explanation events followed by relative stability are better remembered. Because negative 

events are mostly followed by more instability than positive events and negative events are 

less often rehearsed in conversations, a bump for negative events is absent. This explanation 

refers to the process of encoding. According to the narrative/identity account young adulthood 

is a critical period for the formation of an adult identity. To build up a positive enduring 

identity, negative memories from this period might be repressed and positive events might be 

stressed resulting in a bump for positive events. This explanation refers to retrieval; positive 

events are retrieved more easily than negative events. The explanation based on life scripts 

assumes that the retrieval of autobiographical memories is governed by culturally shared 

representations of the prototypical life cycle. A life script represents a prototypical life course 

consisting of a series of life events in a specific order and happening within certain age ranges 

in a certain culture. A life script deals with an ideal picture a person has about how life is 

organized in general and contains almost only positive events (Berntsen & Rubin, 2003). A 

distinction can be made between life-script and life-narrative. Life-narrative refers to the past 
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and deals with personal memories. It concerns the concrete and real life as actually lived, with 

its ups and downs. Life script refers to expectations for the future which are based on a 

prototypical life course (Schroots & Assink, 2005). As was discussed before, it is assumed 

that the LIM|Life story is very close to the real self and reveals how the past is actually 

experienced by the respondent and not how the respondent thinks the past should have been. 

This means that an account based on life scripts can not sufficiently explain the difference in 

distribution of positive and negative events. Conway and Pleydell-Pearce (2000) assume that 

negative events are encoded in memory but that people do not like to retrieve these events. 

They state that “it seems then that there is a general bias against retrieving memories of 

intense and negative emotional experiences. This general inhibition must be supplemented by 

other forms of defense against reinstating intense emotions because it can be overcome and 

emotional memories can be intentionally retrieved” (p. 270). Baumeister et al. (2001) also 

concluded that “the occasional finding of greater recall for positive experiences probably 

reflects a selective and motivated process by which bad memories are suppressed, so it does 

not really indicate that the bad experiences had lesser power” (p. 356). According to Schroots 

and Van Dijkum (2004) the appearance of the autobiographical memory bump is due to more 

intensive encoding of information in the period of 10 to 30 years of age. It is possible that the 

encoding process is different for positive and negative affect. Positive events could be better 

encoded in the bump period of life while the distribution of negative events follows more the 

classical forgetting curve; these events are forgotten after some time. It is not clear yet which 

explanation for the difference in distribution of positive and negative events over the lifespan 

is most satisfactory.  

 Respondents of all age groups are positive about the near future. This effect is strongest for 

the young age group, which is in accordance with results found by Newby-Clark and Ross 

(2003) who asked thirty students to list a maximum of 10 events for the past and also for the 

future. They found that these students anticipated almost exclusively positive events. In the 

LIM-study it was found that when young adults expect negative events, they situate these 

events in the more distant future. The same applies for the middle-age group. Although this 

group expects more negative events in the future they do not expect negative events within 

the next five years. Only the older age group expects, besides positive events, also negative 

events in the near future. The same applies for very negative events; young and middle-aged 

respondents do not expect very negative events in the near future, older respondents do. It can 

be concluded that young and middle-aged adults are very optimistic about the near future and 

project negative events in the more distant future while older respondents seem to be more 
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realistic and expect positive as well as negative events in the near future. 

 

Traumatic events have the power to disturb the ‘normal’ pattern of distribution of events. 

Negative events follow the forgetting curve but traumatic events have the power to change 

this curve. For instance, for the oldest group there is an unexpected negative bump which 

covers fewer years than the positive affect bump. This bump corresponds with the beginning 

of the Second World War and coincides with the beginning of the bump of this age group. A 

comparable result was obtained by Conway and Haque (1999); they found in an older group 

of Bangladeshi participants, who recalled and dated autobiographical memories from their 

past, besides the usual memory bump a second bump in the period of 35 to 55 years of age. 

This second bump corresponded with the period in which there was a conflict between 

Pakistan and the Bengalee people. Conway and Haque (1999) argue that such traumatic 

events are retained in a highly available way in long term memory because they are novel and 

of high self relevance. These memories have been encoded so deeply that they have the force 

to change the ‘normal’ pattern of the distribution of events over the lifespan, i.e., overshadow 

the memory bump. In this LIM-study the negative affect bump for the Second World War is 

found in all three waves in the same period meaning that these events have had a very strong 

impact. It can be hypothesized that the impact is even stronger because the events occurred in 

the bump period, a period in which encoding of events is more intense. It can be concluded 

that major negative events can have a devastating impact on ‘normal’ patterns concerning 

autobiographical memory. 

 

The first event recalled is accompanied by a negative affect. 

The average affective rating of the first event is negative, i.e. respondents report more often a 

negative event as first important event than a positive event. An explanation could be that life 

is generally perceived as being positive (Walker, Skowronski & Thompson, 2003) and a 

negative event, therefore, is novel and has more impact than a positive event. The affective 

rating of the first event shows some resemblance with the affective rating of the earliest 

memory. Blonsky (1929, in: Draaisma, 2001), for instance, found that a high percentage of 

earliest memories of students and 12-year old children referred to frightening situations. 

According to Draaisma (2001) events which deviate from the routine, and are novel and 

exceptional are encoded better than events which occur repeatedly and are common. The 

affect of the last event, which is mostly a future event, did not show a common pattern in each 

wave. In the previous chapter it was shown that the timing of this event is different for each 
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age group. Younger respondents identify the last event at an earlier age than older 

respondents. It can be assumed that the type of these events is different for different age 

groups and, consequently, also the accompanying affect of a specific event. The results 

showed a tendency that for older respondents the last event is more often accompanied by a 

negative affect than for younger respondents. It can be concluded that the first event 

mentioned in the life story is mostly a negative event, while the affect of the last mentioned 

event in the life story is dependent of the age of the respondent; for older people the last event 

mentioned in the life story is often a negative event. 

 

The best period in life is the period of 20 to 40 years of age. 

Most frequently the best period in life is situated in the period from 20 to 40 years of age, 

which is in contrast with results of deVries et al. (2001) who found that for most of the 

participants of three age groups the best of times is the present. In the LIM-study the near 

future is the best of times for young adults, while part of the bump period, which is situated in 

the past, is perceived the best of times by middle-aged and older adults. At the first wave 

young respondents, especially young women, have very high expectations for the near future, 

the thirties. From an evolutionary perspective, it can be assumed that young women are 

looking forward to fulfill the biological task of getting children. Analysis of the content of 

events in this period of life can give a decisive answer whether this assumption is right. At the 

second and third wave the curve for young women has flattened somewhat. This could be a 

test-retest effect. At the second and third wave respondents can anticipate the question what 

they expect in their future and they will also generate negative events. Another possibility is 

that young women have become somewhat more realistic as they grow older.  

Middle-aged men identify at each wave another period as the best period of life. The 

period of 10 to 30 years of age – the bump period - is, however, a positive period at all three 

waves. But middle-aged men also expect good periods in the future. Middle-aged women are 

very consequent in assessing the period of 20 to 30 years of age to be the best period. Middle-

aged women also have high expectations of the period of 50 to 60 years of age which is the 

near future for them. The present, the period between forty and fifty years of age, is perceived 

as more negative than positive which is inconsistent with the findings of deVries et al. (2001) 

and of Mirowsky and Ross (1999). Although midlife has long been characterized as a period 

of crisis for men and women, little support for this assumption is found in the literature 

(Aldwin & Levenson, 2001). But midlife can be a time of change (Aldwin & Levenson, 2001) 

and it seems that in this LIM-study these changes are more often valued negatively than 
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positively, thus supporting the midlife-crisis theory. 

For older LIM-respondents there is a clear positive bump which covers a longer period for 

older men than for older women. An explanation for this finding could be that men in their 

midlife are closer and more continuously attached to career and worklife than women, an 

aspect of life which is supposed to have a positive impact on psychological well-being (Moen 

& Wethington, 1999). Generally, the period of 20 to 40 years of age is remembered as a very 

positive period in life which is in accordance with results found by Mehlsen et all. (2003) who 

found that most (older) participants in their study indicated the period from 30 to 39 years of 

age and adjoining decades as the best years of life. Mirowsky and Ross (1999), however, 

identified middle age as the best time of life because Americans in the age of 40 to 60 years 

old report a lower average frequency of depression than younger and older adults do. The 

explanation of Mirowsky and Ross (1999) for this finding is that middle-aged adults do not 

yet have the problems of old age while the tensions and conflicts of young adulthood have 

faded away. It is striking that also the period of 81 to 90 years of age is mentioned a few times 

as the best period in life. This can be due to the positive outlook of a few respondents of the 

older age group. 

 

The worst periods in life are old age and childhood. 

Young adults are very inconsistent in what they consider the worst time of life. Mostly they 

mention a (different) decade in the future which can be due to a stereotype idea they have 

from middle and older age. However, childhood, the period of 0 till 10 years of age, is also 

mentioned as the worst time of life. Results of the three waves show that the feelings the 

young age group has about the future after the age of forty are very unstable and differ 

strongly between waves. The middle-aged and older age group are more stable in what they 

consider the worst time of life. For middle-aged men this was the period of 0 till 10 years 

while for middle-aged women the period of 70 to 80 years of age is expected to be the worst 

time of life. An explanation could be that middle-aged women often take care of elderly 

parents and, in this way, are confronted with health problems in older age, while middle aged 

men are more focused on their work and do not look so far ahead. Childhood and the period 

of 70 to 80 years of age are also mentioned by the older age group as the worst time of life. 

An explanation for this finding could be that in both periods, the beginning and end of life, 

people have less control over their life and are more dependent on other people than in other 

periods of life.  

From the preceding it is clear that results of different studies concerning best and worst 
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times of life are variable and inconsistent, which may be due to different operationalizations 

of the terms ‘best time’ and ‘worst time’. A common standard of value by which these times 

can be measured and compared is missing (Mirowsky & Ross, 1999). More research is 

needed to get a better understanding of what individuals experience as good and bad times in 

their lives and especially what reasons they have to choose a certain period as a good or bad 

time. In the next chapters, it will become clear what type of events respondents report from 

the best and worst times of life.   

 

In concluding this chapter, it can be stated that (a) in general, positive and negative events 

counterbalance each other over the lifespan but are differentiated by gender, age and time 

(past and future), (b) there is a asymmetry of strong affect, i.e., very negative memories are 

stronger than very positive memories, (c) for positive events there is a bump for middle-aged 

and older adults, and a proximity effect for all age groups which is moving with the present 

age, (d) negative events follow the forgetting curve which is moving with the present age, (e) 

it is not clear whether the dissociation between the distribution of positive and negative affect 

over the lifespan can be explained by an easier retrieval of positive memories than of negative 

memories and/or by different encoding of positive and negative memories, (f) traumatic 

events have the force to change the ‘normal’ pattern of the distribution of events and affect 

over the lifespan, and (g) the best time of life is most consistently situated in the period of 

about 20 to 40 years of age and the worst time of life in old age or in childhood. 
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