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Abstract
I study yearly changes in personal well-being combining data on current, retrospec-
tive and prospective life satisfaction from the German Socio-Economic Panel. Predicted 
and remembered changes in life satisfaction are both positive on average and match well, 
whereas the average year to year-change inferred from reports of current life satisfaction is 
negative. Retrospective assessments of past well-being are strongly influenced by current 
life satisfaction, significantly related to past life satisfaction and linked to past predictions 
of current satisfaction. Due to different problems related to the ordinal measurement scale, 
changes in subjective reference systems and recall ability, the analysis overall suggests that 
direct reports of intertemporal changes provide valuable additional information for the 
analysis of individual well-being.

Keywords Life satisfaction · Intertemporal comparison · Response shift · Memory bias · 
Forecast error · Adaptation

JEL Classification A12 · C18 · I31

1 Introduction

Over the last decades, economists have become increasingly interested in the study of 
individual life satisfaction, subjective well-being or happiness (see, e.g., the reviews by 
Frey and Stutzer 2002; Di Tella and MacCulloch 2006; Dolan et al. 2008; Clark 2018).1 
These survey data can deliver new insights and offer ways to test economic theories and to 
advise or evaluate public policy (Stutzer and Frey 2010; Di Tella and MacCulloch 2006), 
but there are also reasons to be skeptical about their informational content (e.g., Schwarz 
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and Strack 1999; Bertrand and Mullainathan 2001; Bond and Lang 2019; Schröder and 
Yitzhaki 2017). My study contributes to the research on life satisfaction by combining lon-
gitudinal data on current, retrospective and prospective assessments of personal well-being 
from the first four waves of the German Socio-Economic Panel (GSOEP). Thereby, yearly 
changes in life satisfaction can be looked at from three different perspectives: (1) by com-
paring current assessments from subsequent years, (2) ex-ante by comparing current and 
predicted satisfaction, (3) ex-post by comparing current and remembered satisfaction. The 
study aims to provide first descriptive evidence on systematic links between these three 
global assessments of individual life satisfaction.

Since life satisfaction data are subjective assessments of the personal situation, com-
parison standards, i.e., the reference system, for such assessments play an important role 
for their analysis and the interpretation of empirical findings. For instance, the context 
in which life satisfaction questions are asked (Pavot and Diener 1993; Oishi et al. 2003; 
Deaton and Stone 2016) or the relative position in one’s social and economic environment 
(e.g., Kapteyn et al. 1978; Clark et al. 2008b; Senik 2009; D’Ambrosio and Frick 2012) 
can affect reports of life satisfaction. When studying the development of well-being over 
time based on recurring assessments of the personal situation at different time points, these 
assessments are subject to changes in the reference system as discussed in the literature 
on response shift (Schwartz and Sprangers 1999b) and preference drift (van Praag 1971; 
Groot and Maassen van den Brink 2000) which can lead to (hedonic) adaptation or biases 
in such assessments (Groot 2000).2 There is ample evidence from concurrent well-being 
data concerning adaptation and habituation of individuals to changing life circumstances 
over time, in particular with regard to income (e.g., Kapteyn et al. 1978; Clark et al. 2008b; 
Di Tella et al. 2010; Clark 2018), but also regarding poverty (Clark et al. 2016) marriage, 
divorce, children or unemployment (Clark et al. 2008a; Clark and Georgellis 2013).

Retrospective and prospective life satisfaction data offer additional perspectives on 
intertemporal comparisons. The reference system for the simultaneous assessment of cur-
rent, retrospective and prospective life satisfaction most likely differs from the reference 
systems for the current well being-assessments at different time points. A divergence of 
findings might be interpreted as “mispredicting and misremembering” (Smith et al. 2008), 
but it could also reflect different measurement concepts. Schwandt (2016) compares expec-
tations about life satisfaction in five years to the corresponding life satisfaction reports five 
years later and concludes that younger people are overly optimistic whereas older people 
are overly pessimistic. Prati and Senik (2020) compare remembered satisfaction to current 
assessments and conclude that people ex-post overstate changes in well-being compared 
to the development implied by their corresponding current reports. Kaiser (2020) uses the 
same data from the British Household Panel Study (BHPS) as Prati and Senik (2020) and 
finds the same descriptive patterns which can be due to both scale shifts or memory biases. 
Hagerty (2003) reports that the majority of individuals assesses their current situations 
to be better than in the past based on a meta-analysis of 71 direct intertemporal assess-
ments. My findings match these results on intertemporal changes in life satisfaction in that 

2 The concept of response shift can be traced back to research on educational interventions and organiza-
tional change in the 1970’s (Schwartz and Sprangers 1999b, a). The terms response shift or preference drift 
can subsume different phenomena such as recalibration of personal well-being scales, redefinition of the 
importance of different well-being determinants or entire changes of well-being concepts (see, e.g., for fur-
ther discussion Schwartz and Sprangers 1999b; Ubel et al. 2010; Sprangers and Schwartz 2010; Odermatt 
and Stutzer 2019.)
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recalled and predicted changes in well-being are more positive than implied by comparing 
the corresponding current assessments. Furthermore, the simultaneous look at current, ret-
rospective and prospective assessments suggests that predictions and subsequent recall of 
life satisfaction are systematically linked and that these data carry additional informational 
value for the analysis of well-being developments over time. The next section presents the 
data and the descriptive empirical analysis in detail. The third section provides further dis-
cussion and concludes.

2  Data and Empirical Analysis

The first four waves of the German Socio-Economic Panel (GSOEP) from 1984 to 1987 
offer individual-level data of more than 10,000 respondents on annual changes in personal 
life satisfaction. The GSOEP was started as a longitudinal survey in 1984 (for a detailed 
description, see Wagner et al. 2007). Since then, a typical question on life satisfaction has 
been surveyed each year: “And finally, we would like to ask you about your satisfaction 
with your life in general. Please answer by using the following scale, in which 0 means 
totally unhappy, and 10 means totally happy. How happy are you at present with your life 
as a whole?” In the following, the answers to this question are labeled “current satisfac-
tion” CS

it
 , i.e., life satisfaction of individual i in year t as reported in year t. Until 1987, the 

question that directly followed was: “How happy were you a year ago with your life?” The 
answers to this question are labeled “retrospective satisfaction” RS

it
 , i.e., life satisfaction in 

year t − 1 as reported in year t. Finally, the survey participants were asked: “And what do 
you think it will be like in a year’s time?” These answers are labeled “prospective satisfac-
tion” PS

it
 , i.e., life satisfaction in year t + 1 as expected by individual i in year t.

These variables permit the calculation of changes in life satisfaction between years t − 1 
and t in three ways:

Depending on the question asked, respondents can be expected to focus more on temporal, 
personal or social comparisons (see Dubé et al. 1998; Schwarz and Strack 1999; McBride 
2010, for more detailed discussions). The latter two measures probably put relatively more 
weight on intrapersonal intertemporal comparisons because the time dimension is explicit 
in the questions. Since these assessments are made at the same time, social reference 
groups and aspirations should be identical for CS

it
 and RS

it
 as well as for CS

it−1 and PS
it−1 , 

or at least much more similar than for the current assessments CS
it
 and CS

it−1.3 Differences 
between ΔCS , ΔRS and ΔPS can be due to different comparison standards, but also due to 
recall problems, memory bias or forecast errors, e.g., people being too optimistic on aver-
age (Odermatt and Stutzer 2019; Schwandt 2016; Frijters et  al. 2009). The accuracy of 
forecasts and recall naturally declines the longer the time horizon. Gibson and Kim (2010) 

(1)ΔCS
it
= CS

it
− CS

it−1,

(2)ΔRS
it
= CS

it
− RS

it
,

(3)ΔPS
it
= PS

it−1 − CS
it−1.

3 Dubé et  al. (1998), Steffel and Oppenheimer (2009) and Senik (2009) find that intrapersonal are more 
important than interpersonal comparisons, which should limit the difference between the three measures.
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note that especially long-term retrospective recall poses a serious problem to data accuracy, 
and Hagerty (2003) suggests that recall only becomes difficult after 5 years. Here, the time 
period between interviews is approximately 1 year matching the time horizon of the survey 
question quite well (see Table 1). For more than 90% of the interviews, the time between 
surveys is between 9 and 15 months.4

Table  1 shows the average current, prospective and retrospective satisfaction scores 
along with the corresponding average yearly changes. In order to create a consistent sample 
for which the yearly changes in satisfaction refer to the same time periods for all measures, 
only individuals for which all three satisfaction measures are available in at least two con-
secutive surveys are included in the analysis.5 On average, current satisfaction has declined 
by 0.15 points annually between 1984 and 1987. In contrast, prospective and retrospective 
reports show average annual increases by 0.15 and 0.07 points, respectively. Such differ-
ences between current, prospective and retrospective, and also between personal and more 
global/societal assessments are common in the literature (Hagerty 2003; Gandelman and 
Hernandez-Murillo 2009; Deaton and Stone 2013; Schwandt 2016; Prati and Senik 2020). 
The correlation of RS

it
 and CS

it−1 amounts to 0.5, the correlation of PS
it−1 and CS

it
 to 0.4, 

which suggests that the intertemporal assessments capture a significant part of past and 
future current satisfaction (Krueger and Schkade 2008; Pavot and Diener 1993), but t-tests 
strongly reject the hypothesis that ΔCS , ΔRS and ΔPS are equal on average.

Table 1  Descriptive statistics

Note: The sample only includes individuals observed in at least two consecutive years. Therefore, the time 
index t refers to the years 1985 to 1987, and the Δ-variables which measure annual changes refer to the time 
period from 1984 to 1987. Source: GSOEP 1984–87, own calculations

Mean Std. dev. Min Max Observations

Current satisfaction in t 7.21 1.98 0.00 10.00 29,894
Current satisfaction in t-1 7.36 2.02 0.00 10.00 29,894
Prospective satisfaction from t-1 about t 7.51 1.98 0.00 10.00 29,894
Retrospective satisfaction from t about t-1 7.14 1.97 0.00 10.00 29,894
Δ Current satisfaction −0.15 2.07 −10.00 10.00 29,894
Δ Prospective satisfaction 0.15 1.22 −10.00 10.00 29,894
Δ Retrospective satisfaction 0.07 1.32 −10.00 10.00 29,894
Months between interviews 11.20 1.76 5.00 21.00 29,894
Age 42.89 16.64 16.00 98.00 29,894
Female 0.51 0.50 0.00 1.00 29,894

4 Manzoni et  al. (2011) provide a thorough discussion of prospective and retrospective survey design, 
including issues related to memory biases and recall period.
5 Therefore, retrospective satisfaction reported in 1984 about 1983 does not enter the analysis because nei-
ther current satisfaction in the year 1983 nor prospective satisfaction reported in 1983 about 1984 are avail-
able. Likewise, prospective satisfaction reported in 1987 about 1988 does not enter the analysis because 
retrospective satisfaction has not been asked in the GSOEP from 1988 onwards. Current satisfaction in year 
t comes from the years 1985 to 1987 while current satisfaction in year t-1 refers to the years 1984 to 1986. 
Including RS

i1984 , PSi1987 , CSi1984 among current satisfaction in year t and CS
i1987 among current satisfaction 

in year t-1 does not substantially change the reported statistics: Including all available data, the mean values 
are CS = 7.28 , PS = 7.45 and RS = 7.17.
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While the three measures of yearly changes in life satisfaction are clearly not identi-
cal, ΔRS and ΔPS appear to match much better: ΔRS and ΔPS are identical in 52% of all 
observations, ΔCS and ΔPS in 27% and ΔCS and ΔRS in 18%. Allowing for a 1 point-dif-
ference, the congruence of the three measures amounts to 77%, 60% and 39%, respectively. 
A significant part of the better match between ΔRS and ΔPS can be traced back to a large 
fraction of recalled or predicted life satisfaction changes of 0: 67% and 64%, respectively. 
In contrast, only 29% of satisfaction changes measured by ΔCS are 0. The significantly 
larger variation of ΔCS is also mirrored by the standard deviations of the three measures in 
Table 1.

The comparison of retrospective and current data provides a similar picture as in Prati 
and Senik (2020) and Kaiser (2020) with regard to people over-stating their past life satis-
faction development. The left panel of Fig. 1 shows the predicted and remembered changes 
in life satisfaction by the observed change in current satisfaction. In qualitative terms, 
all three measures coincide, but especially large negative developments are typically not 
expected. For all measures, reporting problems arise due to the bounded scale. In particu-
lar, individuals at the lower and upper ends of the scale cannot predict a further decline or 
increase in life satisfaction, and such changes cannot be identified from the current assess-
ments. For example at the upper end of the scale, average ΔCS and ΔPS are null or nega-
tive by definition because values higher than 10 cannot be reported. The right panel of 
Fig. 1 shows that the retrospective assessments suggest positive well-being developments 
among people who report the same higher levels of life satisfaction in two consecutive 
years. Among those who report a current satisfaction of 10 in two consecutive years, ΔRS 
is 0.2 on average (n=1.743). At the lower end of the scale, ΔRS is -0.8 on average for those 
with current satisfaction below 5 and ΔCS = 0 (n=200). For all those with ΔCS = 0 , ΔPS 
decreases along the life satisfaction scale while ΔRS increases. This also points to another 
issue with the discrete ordinal measurement of unobservable latent continuous satisfac-
tion: In order to change one’s current assessments, stronger impulses might be necessary as 
assessments move closer to the more extreme values of the scale (see also Kaiser 2020).6

Figure  2 plots the yearly change in life satisfaction by gender and age groups. Over-
all, the annual changes in life satisfaction are slightly larger in absolute terms for females. 
While the negative average change in current life satisfaction ΔCS is not statistically distin-
guishable between females and males, females predict and remember significantly higher 
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Fig. 1  Yearly predicted and remembered changes in life satisfaction by changes in current satisfaction (left 
panel) and level of current satisfaction if ΔCS = 0 (right panel).Note Due to the low number of observations 
absolute life satisfaction changes of 6 or higher (left panel) and life satisfaction of 4 or lower (right panel) 
are grouped. Source: GSOEP 1984–87, own calculations

6 Since average life satisfaction is higher than 7 and more than 50% of all reports between 6 and 8 (approx. 
80% between 5 and 9), values below 5 can be regarded as very low; values of 10 and 9 as very high.
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satisfaction differences ΔPS and ΔRS . Consequently, the difference between the three satis-
faction measures turns out larger for females.

Similar to Schwandt (2016), younger people are more optimistic and older people more 
pessimistic about their future well-being.7 A similar pattern is visible for remembered 
changes in well-being: People report well-being improvements when young and well-being 
reductions when old. From midlife onward, predicted and especially remembered changes 
are close to zero on average. For the two oldest age groups, all three measure point into the 
same negative direction. One explanation for this pattern could be stronger changes in ref-
erence systems, i.e., individuals rescale their life satisfaction assessments, until roughly the 
late 30’s. Hence, it is possible that individual well-being increases on average at young age, 
while reported current satisfaction scores point into the opposite direction. Since younger 
individuals report higher levels of current satisfaction (more than half of those under the 
age of 30 report a current life satisfaction of 8 or higher), the issues related to the discrete 
ordinal measurement discussed above might also play a role.

The discussed patterns could be due to people generally being too optimistic when 
young and overstating their own past development at the same time (memory bias), e.g., 
for self-appraisal. In order to investigate the potential systematic links between the differ-
ent life satisfaction assessments further, I start from Equations (2) and (3), assuming that 
ΔRS and ΔPS should be equal in the absence of systematic or random errors, e.g., memory 
or prediction biases or changes in the subjective reference system.8 Rearranging yields the 
following regression equation for retrospective life satisfaction in year t − 1 as reported by 
an individual i in year t:

This equation includes the main global determinants of retrospective life satisfaction: past 
current satisfaction CS

it−1 about a year ago, the current level of satisfaction CS
it
 which 

could be regarded as the anchor for the intertemporal assessments and the past prediction 
of current satisfaction PS

it−1 . In addition to a random error term �
it
 , I include an individual 

fixed effect �
i
 because certain personality traits (e.g., optimism or extroversion) have the 

potential to affect retrospective assessments similar to other life satisfaction assessments 

(4)RS
it
= � CS

it−1 + � CS
it
+ � PS

it−1 + �
i
+ �

it
.

−
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Fig. 2  Yearly changes in life satisfaction by gender and age. Source: GSOEP 1984–87, own calculations

7 The observed age pattern is quite similar for females and males.
8 From ΔRS

it
= ΔPS

it
 follows CS

it
− RS

it
= PS

it−1 − CS
it−1 and RS

it
= CS

it−1 + CS
it
− PS

it−1 . In the 
absence of any random or systematic differences, we would expect CS

it−1 = RS
it
 , CS

it
= PS

it−1 and 
ΔCS = ΔPS = ΔRS . As Table 1 and, e.g., Schwandt (2016) or Kaiser (2020) show, this does not appear to 
be the case.
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(Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Frijters 2004). In case of an intertemporally stable reference sys-
tem and the absence of any other systematic factors (e.g., recall problems), � should be 1, 
while � and � should be 0, i.e., RS

it
 should only depend on CS

it−1 , the well-being level to be 
recalled.

While this simple regression analysis is not deeply based on psychological and eco-
nomic theory, it provides a general description how the global assessment of past, current 
and future well-being are linked. The panel nature of the data allows me to control for 
unobserved time-invariant individual factors summarized by �

i
 . Furthermore, the regres-

sions include year dummies and the time difference in months between the two surveys 
from which the satisfaction assessments stem. Table  2 reports the results of linear ran-
dom and fixed effects regressions, a fixed effect ordered logistic regression by Baetschmann 
et  al. (2015, 2020) and a Gini regression (Schaffer 2015) as suggested by Schröder and 
Yitzhaki (2017).9 A Hausman-test clearly rejects the assumption of random effects, but 
all estimated coefficients are very similar across the model specifications and for different 
samples as reported in Table 3.10 Still, it must be kept in mind that the regressions first and 
foremost provide a descriptive analysis of these different general life satisfaction assess-
ments. A more detailed investigation targeting the potentially different and time-varying 

Table 2  Determinants of retrospective life satisfaction reported in t about t−1

Table reports coefficients from linear random and fixed effects regressions, a fixed effects ordered logit 
model (Baetschmann et al., 2020) and a Gini regression (Schaffer, 2015), standard errors adjusted for clus-
tering on individuals in parentheses (except Gini regression). All regressions include year dummies. Signifi-
cance levels: *10% **5% ***1% Source: GSOEP 1984–87, own calculations

Linear Linear Fixed effects Gini
random effects fixed effects ordered logit regression

Current satisfaction in t−1 0.209*** 0.170*** 0.297*** 0.201***
(0.010) (0.014) (0.023) (0.007)

Current satisfaction in t 0.700*** 0.640*** 0.847*** 0.734***
(0.007) (0.010) (0.026) (0.004)

Prospective satisfaction from t−1 −0.078*** -0.119*** −0.179*** −0.076***
(0.009) (0.013) (0.022) (0.007)

Months between interviews −0.012** −0.016*** −0.038*** −0.010*
(0.005) (0.006) (0.012) (0.005)

Overall/Pseudo R2/GR 0.623 0.619 0.355 0.822
Observations 29,894 29,894 24,435 29,894
Individuals 11,559 11,559 8438 11,559 –

9 The cardinal treatment of the ordinal satisfaction measures is not without problems (Bond and Lang 
2019; Schröder and Yitzhaki 2017). In my case, the dependent and explanatory variables are essentially 
measured on the same scale and monotonic transformations would affect the variables in similar ways. Fur-
thermore, the so-called LMA curves do not intersect the horizontal axis and the signs of the regression 
coefficients are unlikely to be affected by the cardinal treatment of the satisfaction variable (Schröder and 
Yitzhaki 2017). Furthermore, Kaiser and Vendrik (2020) argue that sign reversals are not likely to be a seri-
ous concern in applied empirical research on life satisfaction, but that relationships between variables might 
be heterogeneous across the satisfaction scales.
10 The results of the random effects regression are also robust to the inclusion of a female-dummy, age and 
age squared as additional variables. Excluding the year dummies and the months between interviews does 
not affect any estimation results, either.
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determinants of current, prospective and retrospective life satisfaction is beyond the scope 
of this analysis.

Retrospective satisfaction is significantly related to all of the three other satisfaction 
measures. The positive coefficient of life satisfaction in the reference period CS

t−1 creates 
confidence that retrospective assessments carry significant information about the survey 
participants’ past well-being. But as � is far from 1, recall error is very likely, not least 
due to the imprecise time frame of “a year ago”. When limiting the sample to only those 
surveys that were conducted exactly 12 months apart, the coefficient increases slightly (first 
column of Table 3). The strongest correlation emerges between retrospective and current 
life satisfaction in the reporting period CS

t
 . This is unsurprising because the question about 

current satisfaction is asked directly before the question about retrospective satisfaction. 
Thus, the former assessment probably serves as the anchor for the latter. This also suggests 
that the retrospective assessment is less about the recall of the satisfaction score reported a 
year ago, but more about an assessment of life a year ago relative to the current situation.

In all regressions, a significant negative correlation between the past prediction of cur-
rent satisfaction and the current recall of past satisfaction is found. The size of the coef-
ficient from the linear regressions ranges from -0.04 for the sample excluding high and 
low satisfaction scores to -0.2 for the sample of individuals surveyed 12 months apart. 
The coefficients turn out similar across all age groups.11 This implies that positive predic-
tions are related to future retrospective downgrades of life satisfaction assessments, and 
vice versa. If predicted and retrospective assessments were both relative to the correspond-
ing current satisfaction scores, the assessments of CS

t−1 and PS
t−1 would be based on the 

Table 3  Determinants of retrospective life satisfaction reported in t about t-1 based on different samples

Table reports coefficients from linear fixed effects regressions, standard errors adjusted for clustering on 
individuals in parentheses. Extreme values are defined as all current, remembered and predicted satisfaction 
levels lower than 5 or higher than 8. All regressions include year dummies. Significance levels: *10% **5% 
***1% Source: GSOEP 1984–87, own calculations

Samples 12 months Balanced Excluding Age 30 Between Age 50
time horizon panel extremes or younger 30 and 50 or older

CS in t-1 0.244*** 0.167*** 0.058*** 0.203*** 0.175*** 0.118***
(0.032) (0.014) (0.018) (0.026) (0.022) (0.023)

CS in t 0.626*** 0.646*** 0.773*** 0.548*** 0.626*** 0.723***
(0.021) (0.010) (0.013) (0.020) (0.018) (0.015)

PS from t-1 −0.205*** −0.111*** −0.036** −0.138*** −0.108*** −0.097***
(0.030) (0.013) (0.017) (0.025) (0.021) (0.021)

Months – -0.009* -0.004 −0.009 −0.032*** 0.005
between interviews (0.005) (0.006) (0.012) (0.009) (0.009)
Within R2 0.372 0.395 0.521 0.276 0.370 0.522
Overall R2 0.618 0.627 0.642 0.486 0.619 0.731
Observations 11,634 25,674 10,528 8,377 11640 9877
Individuals 7636 8558 6131 3711 4688 3945

11 The exclusion of high and low scores, and thus also larger changes in life satisfaction, greatly reduces the 
variation in the data and disregards cases that might be of particular interest for the study of intertemporal 
satisfaction assessments.
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reference system of year t − 1 and the assessments of CS
t
 and RS

t
 would be based on the 

potentially different reference system of year t. Since the regressions control for current life 
satisfaction in both years and individual fixed effects, the results provide evidence that the 
differences between the direct intertemporal assessments ΔPS and ΔRS compared to ΔCS 
are most likely not simply due to misremembering and misprediction, but reflect additional 
information about well-being, its development and changes in the reference system. In par-
ticular, small improvements in personal well-being can more easily be reported in predic-
tions and in retrospect, but such changes might not be large enough to induce change in the 
current assessments, especially towards the end of the life satisfaction scale (right panel of 
Fig. 1). This is compatible with hedonic adaptation, not necessarily with regard to larger 
shocks or life events (Clark et al. 2008a), but rather on a small scale and as a continuous 
process.

3  Discussion and Conclusion

Most empirical research on personal well-being is based on current subjective reports. My 
study adds to the literature by linking current, retrospective and prospective reports of per-
sonal life satisfaction. In contrast to satisfaction changes measured by comparing current 
assessments from two years, people overpredict future well-being ex-ante (Odermatt and 
Stutzer 2019; Schwandt 2016; Frijters et al. 2009) and overstate their well-being develop-
ment ex-post (Prati and Senik 2020; Kaiser 2020; Smith et al. 2008). In contrast, predicted 
and remembered changes in life satisfaction match quite well. This pattern is particularly 
pronounced at young age, i.e., young people predict and recall improvements in their well-
being whereas their current life satisfaction scores decline on average. This observation 
could be due to relatively strong changes in the reference system for the assessment of 
personal life satisfaction.

Odermatt and Stutzer (2019) point out for prediction errors that there are several pos-
sible methodological, psychological or behavioral explanations why different life satisfac-
tion assessments can produce different empirical results concerning the development of 
individual well-being. Based on the same GSOEP data on current and remembered satis-
faction as my analysis, they conclude that rescaling cannot fully explain the observed life 
satisfaction adjustments following particular life events like marriage or becoming unem-
ployed (Odermatt and Stutzer 2019, Online Appendix 7). Additionally accounting for life 
satisfaction predictions, my analysis suggests that intertemporal assessments provide an 
informational value beyond that of current assessments alone.12 In particular, the former 
can help to address adjustments of the measurement scale and thereby shed more light on 
the influence of reference systems and thus identify better true changes in well-being and 
adaptation processes (see, e.g., Kaiser 2020; Odermatt and Stutzer 2019).

The discrete ordinal measurement of latent well-being and especially the cardinal treat-
ment of such data must be seen critical (Kaiser and Vendrik 2020; Bond and Lang 2019; 

12 Since intrapersonal and intertemporal comparisons must be considered important reference standards 
(Dubé et al. 1998; Steffel and Oppenheimer 2009; Senik 2009; D’Ambrosio and Frick 2012), general mis-
remembering and misprediction would largely reduce the informational value of any well-being data, espe-
cially for the analysis of developments over time. If individuals are seen as the best judges of their own 
well-being (Frey and Stutzer 2002), then they should probably also be good judges of how their well-being 
changes.
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Schröder and Yitzhaki 2017). Small changes in well-being might not be enough to induce 
changes in current assessments. The stimulus necessary for changing one’s assessment 
might vary across the life satisfaction scale. And positive like negative developments can-
not be reported at the ends of the measurement scale.13 The comparison of current and 
intertemporal assessments provides evidence that these issues exist: Self-reported changes 
in well-being vary over the life satisfaction scale with the highest absolute values in the 
lower half of the scale. The remembered (predicted) change in life satisfaction is higher 
(lower) for high levels of satisfaction and lower (higher) for low levels of satisfaction. 
Prati and Senik (2020) attribute the latter finding to behavioral factors, e.g., strategic self-
enhancement. I suspect that both aspects are relevant, but disentangling measurement 
problems and behavioral factors further is beyond the scope of this study and left to further 
research (see also Kaiser 2020).

While recall difficulties and memory biases probably limit the informational content 
of retrospective assessments of past well-being, current assessments might over-accentu-
ate short-lived life circumstances, mood and affect (Deaton 2012; Wunder 2012; Schwarz 
and Strack 1999). The GSOEP data show a strong correlation between the contempora-
neous assessments of current and past life satisfaction. Since the retrospective and past 
assessments are in fact significantly correlated (although the time horizon is not perfectly 
defined) the former might be well suited to study well-being more globally, net of rather 
noisy short-term influences, especially concerning correlations of well-being with other 
variables where recall error weighs less severe (Powers et al. 1978).

For the discussion and interpretation of well-being developments, the reference system 
used for the corresponding assessments is important. When reports of current life satisfac-
tion from different time points are used the reference systems can be different which leads 
to a mutatis mutandis-interpretation of the psychological concept of experienced utility. 
A stable reference system permits a ceteris paribus-interpretation that comes closer to the 
economic concept of decision utility (Easterlin 2001, 2002).14 The current, retrospective 
and prospective data thus can complement each other to address different questions. The 
significant association of past predictions and current recall of well-being, controlling for 
fixed personality traits and concurrent life satisfaction suggests that changes in well-being, 
in particular if expected or small, are not necessarily mirrored by changes in current reports 
but in ex-post updates of past assessments which offers an additional perspective on adap-
tation and response shift. In this case, current life satisfaction data can describe adequately 
the gross development of personal well-being (including changes in the personal, social or 
aspirational reference system) while intertemporal, especially retrospective, accounts can 
provide additional information about which life situation (e.g., now or a year ago) indi-
viduals net prefer. Not least, this distinction is relevant for policy questions about whether 
a particular development is rooted in externally objective living conditions or in the way 
the conditions are assessed internally. Overall, a case can be made for eliciting intertem-
poral and other, e.g., interpersonal comparisons, from survey participants directly (van 
Praag 2011). For policy analysis, a combination of different methodological approaches, 
including different well-being measures and based on decision as well as experienced util-
ity would be preferable (Larsen and Fredrickson 1999; Loewenstein and Ubel 2008).

13 Kaiser and Vendrik (2020) stress that heterogeneous effects across life satisfaction scales and heteroge-
neity in the use of life satisfaction scales are likely and should be studied in addition to average effects.
14 Kahneman et  al. (1997) provide a thorough discussion of the two concepts, including a distinction 
between current and retrospective assessments of experienced utility (see also Kahneman and Thaler 2006).
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