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ABSTRACT. Recent research has reported high stability for subjective well-being over 
periods as long as 9 years, concluding that well-being is essentially unaffected by 
environmental change. Other research has suggested well-being is responsive to change 
in life circumstances, and appropriate for use as an adaptational outcome variable. The 
present research examined the stability of well-being over short periods (3--6 months) 
using a range of well-being measures. Two different samples, mothers with young 
children and elderly persons, provided assessments of well-being and every day 
stressors (hassles) on three occasions, three months apart, as well as the personality 
measure, sense of coherence. Results demonstrated high consistency in well-being, but 
also found it to be influenced by environmental events and personality. With prior well- 
being controlled, current well-being was predicted by current hassles but not by past 
hassles. Coherence explained limited variance in current well-being with prior well-being 
controlled. Of the three factors, prior well-being, current hassles, and coherence, prior 
well-being was the strongest predictor of present well-being. These findings were 
consistent across the range of well-being measures, and replicated across the samples. 
Implications for the use of well-being as an adaptational outcome are discussed. 

The last two decades have seen a strong interest in research into 
subjective well-being, and the accumulation of a substantial body of 
empirical findings in this area (see Diener, 1984; McNeil, Stones, and 
Kozma, 1986a, for reviews). In much of this research, subjective well- 
being has been involved as an outcome measure, with studies directed 
to examining factors which lead to change in levels of well-being. 

More recently, attention has focussed on the issue of the stability of 
well-being. Most researchers have, until recently, considered well-being 
as a sensitive outcome measure susceptible to change. However, the 
current weight of evidence concerning consistency and change in well- 
being indicates that subjective well-being is highly stable. This view is 
supported by a variety of research findings. Early studies demonstrated 
well-being measures to have moderate to high levels of test-retest relia- 
bility over short to medium periods of time. For example, Campbell, 
Converse, and Rodgers (1976) report stability coefficients between 

Social lndicators Research 26:101--117, 1992. 
�9 1992 Kluwer Academic Publishers. Printed in the Netherlands. 



102 K. CHAMBERLAIN AND SHERYL ZIKA 

0.38 and 0.76 for a range of well-being measures over an eight month 
period. 

More recent studies have used longitudinal research strategies, often 
following large samples over long periods of time. George and Maddox 
(1977) found no change in mean levels of morale over a period of five 
years. Palmore and Kivett (1977) reported that mean levels of life 
satisfaction did not alter significantly over four years. Atkinson (1982) 
found life satisfaction to have a retest coefficient of 0.68 over a two 
year period. Baur and Okun (1983) found life satisfaction to have a 
stability coefficient of 0.61 over three years, and Reker and Wong 
(1984) report a retest coefficient of 0.79 for psychological well-being 
over two years. Kozma and Stones (1984) assessed well-being for three 
elderly groups, urban, rural, and institutionalized, on two occasions 18 
months apart. No significant differences were found for any group 
between well-being scores on the two occasions, and the strongest 
predictor of current level of well-being was found to be prior well- 
being. In an analysis focussing on domain satisfactions rather than 
global measures, McNeil, Stones, and Kozma (1986b) reported that 
subjective satisfaction with housing, finances, and religion, although not 
health, were stable over an 18 month period. Costa et al. (1987), 
reporting a nine year follow-up with a large general population sample, 
found no significant changes in mean levels of positive affect, negative 
affect, or total well-being over the period. 

These studies are limited because they have focussed on the stability 
of mean levels of well-being, and have not explored the possibility that 
well-being may change in predictable ways for some people. A few 
studies, however, have provided data in a longitudinal framework and 
also examined change within sub-groups. 

Costa, McRae, and Zonderman (1987), in an alternative analysis of 
their data, explored the stability of well-being measures in sub-groups 
defined by change in life circumstances. They compared individuals 
who had a different classification for marital, employment, or residen- 
tial status between the two assessment occasions with those who had 
the same status on both occasions. Retest correlations did not differ on 
any well-being measure for groups defined in this way. Costa, McRae, 
and Zonderman therefore concluded that well-being has considerable 
stability, and is not influenced by changes in marital, employment, or 
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residential status. This study is an advance over previous research in 
that it attempts to take account of individual change. However, change 
was assessed at a relatively gross level, as the authors note. In a particu- 
lar case, an individual may have made more than one change during the 
decade involved (for example, married, separated, divorced, re-married, 
or employed, unemployed, reemployed), and reverted to the same 
status held at the time of first measurement. 

Ormel (1983) obtained well-being reports on two occasions one year 
apart, and constructed a life change rating in terms of improvement or 
deterioration in living circumstances over the year. This measure was 
found to be negatively related to current levels of positive affect but 
only weakly related to negative affect. Atkinson (1982) analyzed 
change in well-being using a similar strategy. Respondents reported 
directly on major life events that occurred during the two years 
between well-being assessments, and estimated whether their current 
situation was better, worse, or the same as it had been two years 
previously. Overall well-being levels were found to be quite stable over 
the period, consistent with the findings reported above. Comparison of 
well-being levels over time between groups reporting change or no 
change revealed a significant difference on only one of the three well- 
being measures, a self anchoring scale of life satisfaction. However, a 
more detailed analysis between those reporting change for the better, 
the worse, or no difference, revealed significant associations between 
the direction of change and levels of well-being on all three well-being 
measures. Atkinson concluded that well-being was stable over time, but 
was also sensitive to changing circumstances. Headey and Wearing 
(1988) also have argued that well-being is generally consistent, but that 
considerable change can occur for individuals. Their results, collected 
from a general population sample over periods of up to six years, reveal 
that about one quarter of individuals report changes of one standard 
deviation or more in their well-being levels. 

These studies considered together suggest that well-being is normally 
stable over considerable periods of time, particularly if mean levels are 
assessed. However, the findings demonstrate that sizable amount of 
well-being variance are unexplained, and that variation in well-being 
over time does occur. Studies which examine change in circumstances 
do find evidence of associated change in well-being levels. 
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These findings are reassuring if we want to continue using well-being 
measures to assess outcomes. As Atkinson (1982) has noted, good 
indicators of subjective well-being should, amongst other things, de- 
monstrate stability over time, particularly in unchanging circumstances, 
and should also be sensitive to changing circumstances and conditions. 

The findings of long-term stability in well-being have led to the 
conclusion that well-being is attributable more to enduring individual 
dispositions than to the effects of life circumstances (Costa, McRae, 
and Zonderman, 1987). This view is supported by research demon- 
strating consistent associations between well-being and personality 
traits, which persist even when personality is assessed several years 
earlier (Costa and McRae, 1980; Costa, McRae, and Norris, 1981; 
Costa, McRae, and Zonderman, 1987). Other researchers (Ormel, 
1983; Stones and Kozma, 1986) have suggested that well-being may be 
better viewed as a stable individual difference variable. McNeil, Stones, 
and Kozma (1986a) concluded that " . . .  the data are best explained if 
subjective well-being is viewed as a trait, with its prediction being 
intrinsically determined, and its function changing from one of 'pre- 
dicted' to predictor" (p. 61). 

The present study examines the stability of well-being over short 
periods of time, and assesses the effects of external and dispositional 
influences on well-being stability. Well-being measures were obtained 
from two groups on three occasions, each three months apart, allowing 
an examination of stability and an estimate of the predictability of 
current well-being from prior levels. Because positive and negative 
factors of well-being are influenced by different variables (Chamberlain, 
1988), we examined several well-being measures separately in the 
study. 

Measures of perceived stress (hassles) were also collected on each 
occasion, allowing the influence of external situational factors on well- 
being to be examined, both concurrently and controlling for prior levels 
of stress. Hassles were utilized as the stress measure because they have 
been shown to be better than life events as predictors of concurrent and 
subsequent psychological symptoms (Kanner, Coyne, Schaffer, and 
Lazarus, 1981), and of physical health status (DeLongis, Coyne, Dakof, 
Folkman, and Lazarus, 1982). This result has been replicated with the 
present samples (Chamberlain and Zika, 1990). Daily hassles were also 
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considered to be more appropriate than life events to the time frame of 
the present study. 

A dispositional measure, sense of coherence, was also obtained from 
participants in both groups, and used to examine the relative con- 
tribution of prior well-being, situational, and dispositional factors as 
influences on current well-being. Sense of coherence is defined as a 
global personality orientation assessing the extent to which a person 
views life as comprehensible, manageable, and meaningful (Antonovsky, 
1979; 1987). Although limited empirical research has been conducted 
with the construct, perceiving the world as coherent is considered to be 
a pervasive disposition influencing all aspects of functioning. Coherence 
is also considered to intervene in coping processes, and therefore was 
thought to be a promising construct for relating to well-being change. 

Finally, relationship between these variables were examined in two 
different groups. One, the elderly, has been widely studied in previous 
research. The other group consisted of mothers who were not in the 
paid work-force and who were caring for young children. The inclusion 
of these two groups with very different life circumstances enables cross- 
validation of the findings. 

METHOD 

The data reported here were obtained from two semi-longitudinal 
studies undertaken sequentially in the same year. Both studies focussed 
on psychological well-being, stressors, and personality, and followed a 
similar procedure and time frame for data collection. Measures used 
were either identical or comparable for both studies. Data were 
collected from two different samples, referred to here as Mothers and 
Elderly. As the socio-demographic characteristics of the samples were 
different, data sets were analyzed separately. 

Subjects 

Mothers sample. Respondents were 194 women who had at least one 
child under five years and no paid employment outside the home. The 
mean age of participants was 29 years (SD ~ 4.1 years). Almost all 
were married (N --- 183, 94%), with 4 (2%) being separated or divorced, 
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and 7 (3%) unmarried. Seventy-four women (38%) had one child only, 
70 (36.9%) had two children, 34 (18%) three children, and 16 (8%) 
had four or more. All but 4 women were of Caucasian origin, and most 
(73%) described themselves as middle class. 

Elderly sample. Respondents were 66 men and 87 women, aged 60 
years or older. Their mean age was 69 years (SD = 5.8 years). About 
half were married (N = 83, 55%), many were widowed (N = 42, 28%), 
with 14 (9%) separated or divorced, and 11 (7%) single. Almost half 
(43%) lived alone. Most described themselves as either middle class 
(54%) or working class (20%), and of Caucasian origin (99%). 

Procedures 

Mothers were recruited through a child care or educational agency and 
Elderly were located through a variety of community based organiza- 
tions for senior citizens. Initial contact involved completion of a 
structured questionnaire in the presence of a researcher. Respondents 
were sent two further questionnaires by mail, three months and six 
months after their first contact. 

Return rates for mothers questionnaires were 188 (95%) at Time 2 
and 179 (91%) at Time 3. Elderly return rates were 137 (91%) at Time 
2 and 129 (86%) at Time 3. All questionnaires took approximately one 
hour to complete and contained measures of well-being, stress, and 
personality, as well as demographics and other measures not relevant to 
this study. With the exception of one well-being measure for the Elderly 
(see below), both groups completed the well-being and stressor meas- 
ures at all three times. The personality measure was completed at Time 
1 only by both groups. 

Measures 

Well-being. Three instruments were used to assess psychological well- 
being. Andrews and Withey's (1976) global measure, Life 3, was used 
to assess general life satisfaction. Andrews and Withey estimate Life 3 
to have a validity coefficient of 0.8 (p. 188) and a reliability of 0.7 (p. 
192). Affectometer 2 (Kammann and Flett, 1983) was included to 
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measure the positive and negative affective components of psychologi- 
cal well-being. This instrument assesses well-being as conceptualized by 
feelings, using 40 items rated on a 5-point proportion-of-time scale. 
Affectometer 2 has a reported alpha of 0.95, a 15-week stability 
coefficient of 0.72, and relatively high correlations with other well- 
being measures (Kammann and Flett, 1983). The scale was scored to 
provide separate positive and negative affect scores (Chamberlain, 
1988; Diener, 1984). Adjectives and statements can be utilized as 
parallel forms of the measure (Kammann and Flett, 1983). Mothers 
completed the adjective form at Times 1 and 3 and the sentence form 
at Time 2. Elderly participants completed only the adjective form at 
Time 2, and therefore this scale is not included in their analyses. 

The Mental Health Inventory (MHI) (Viet and Ware, 1983) was 
included as a further measure of the positive and negative dimensions 
of well-being. The instrument is based on a hierarchical factor model of 
mental health comprised of a general mental health factor, two higher- 
order factors labelled psychological distress and psychological well- 
being, and five lower-order factors. The MH! contains 38 items rated 
on a five or six point response scale and can be scored at the general, 
higher-order or lower-order level. Internal consistency estimates range 
from 0.92 to 0.96 for the higher-order and general factors. Stability 
coefficients over a 1-year interval are reported in the 0.56 to 0.64 
range (Viet and Ware, 1983). For the present analyses the higher-order 
factors of the MHI were scored. 

Stressors. Minor stressors were assessed with the Hassles Scale (Kanner 
et al., 1981). This checklist asks respondents to rate 117 potential 
hassles on a three-point severity scale. The items reflect a wide variety 
of everyday concerns including health, work, family, social activities, 
finances, practical considerations, and environmental concerns. The 
scale was revised to make it appropriate for the groups involved, and to 
avoid problems of confounding between variables. We removed 12 
items pertaining to work for both groups, and an additional 3 items 
focussing on having children and menstrual problems for the Elderly. A 
further 7 items relating to psychological symptoms and 4 items with a 
loneliness or social support emphasis were removed to avoid confound- 
ing between predictor and outcome variables. The removal of these 
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items appeared appropriate in light of the evidence for the confounding 
of the hassles scale with measures of psychological distress (Dohren- 
wend, Dohrenwend, Dodson, and Shrout, 1984). All analyses involving 
hassles therefore used the remaining 94 items for Mothers and 91 items 
for the Elderly as a measure of stressors. The scale was scored for the 
cumulated severity of hassles (Kanner et al., 1981, p. 9). 

Personality. The personality measure used was the Sense of Coherence 
Scale (SOC), which consists of 39 items, divided into three sub-scales. 
These assess comprehensibility (the extent to which the world is 
perceived as sensible, ordered, and predictable), manageability (the 
degree to which personal resources are perceived as adequate to meet 
demands), and meaningfulness (the degree to which the world is 
conceived to make emotional sense, that problems are worthy of 
commitment, and that challenges are accepted). Alpha coefficients for 
the full scale range from 0.84 to 0.93, with test-retest reliability 
reported as 0.63 (Antonovsky, 1983; 1985; 1987). 

R E S U L T S  

An initial examination of the stability of the well-being measures was 
made by calculating correlations between each specific measure of well- 
being at the different times. These are presented in Table I and provide 

TABLE I 
Stability coefficients (Pearson r's) for well-being measures 

Variable Time Time Time 
1--2 2--3 1--3 

Mothers 
Life satisfaction 0.62 0.67 0.56 
Psychological well-being 0.72 0.78 0.69 
Psychological distress 0.65 0.71 0.72 
Positive affect 0.63 0.69 0.66 
Negative affect 0.56 0.60 0.56 

Elderly 
Life satisfaction 0.68 0.75 0.66 
Psychological well-being 0.87 0.84 0.85 
Psychological distress 0.79 0.86 0.80 



WELL-BEING STABILITY 109 

stability coefficients for well-being over 3 and 6 month intervals. All 
well-being measures demonstrate substantial stability, with coefficients 
ranging from 0.56 to 0.87. Stability is somewhat higher for the MHI 
subscales, and generally higher in the elderly sample. The results 
confirm earlier findings with these scales (Andrews and Withey, 1976; 
Kammann and Flett, 1983; Viet and Ware, 1983), and support the 
arguments for well-being as a stable entity. 

However, the coefficients also suggest that there is considerable 
scope for the explanation of further variance in well-being scores by 
variables other than well-being itself. We explored this in two sets of 
analyses, one examining the effects of the situational measure of stress, 
and the other examining the effects of the personality trait, sense of 
coherence. 

First, we conducted a series of hierarchical multiple regression 
analyses involving hassles and well-being. The specific well-being meas- 
ures for both groups at each follow-up time were the dependent 
variables in these analyses. Prior well-being (at Time 1) was entered on 
the first step, and either prior hassles (at Time 1) or current hassles (at 
the follow-up time) was entered on the second step. Finally, to check 
the effects of current hassles with prior hassles controlled, hassles at 
follow-up was entered on the third step following the entry of Time 1 
hassles on step 2. This allowed us to estimate the relative contributions 
of prior well-being, prior hassles, current hassles, and current hassles 
controlling for prior hassles in explaining variance in current well-being. 
The R2-change values from these analyses are presented in Table II. 

The pattern of results obtained presents a clear picture, almost 
regardless of which well-being measure or which group is considered, 
or whether the delay is for 3 or 6 months. Prior well-being accounts for 
substantial variance in current well-being, a finding that simply repli- 
cates the Table I results. Prior hassles, with prior well-being partialled 
out, does not predict current well-being. However, current hassles, with 
prior well-being partialled out, does predict current well-being. Gener- 
ally this effect is not large, with current hassles accounting for an 
additional 1 to 9% of current well-being variance, except in the case of 
negative affect for the mothers group where 18 to 20% of additional 
variance is accounted for. Finally, current hassles continue to predict 
current well-being after variance due to both prior well-being and prior 
hassles have been removed. 
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TABLE II 
R2-change values for current well-being predicted by prior well-being, prior hassles, 
current hassles, and current hassles with prior hassles controlled, for both groups at the 
3 and 6 month follow-ups 

Predictor 

Current well- prior prior c u r r e n t  current~prior 
being variable N well-being hassles hassles  hassles 

Mothers Time 2 
Life satisfaction 185 0.39*** 0.00 0.03*** 0.06*** 
Psychological well-being 186 0.52*** 0.00 0.03*** 0.06*** 
Psychological distress 188 0.43*** 0.01 0.09*** 0.13"** 
Positive affect 183 0.40*** 0.00 0.05*** 0.06*** 
Negative affect 185 0.31'** 0.04*** 0.20*** 0.19'** 

Mothers Time 3 
Life satisfaction 178 0.31"** 0.00 0.05*** 0.07*** 
Psychological well-being 176 0.47*** 0.00 0.05*** 0.11'** 
Psychological distress 176 0.52*** 0.00 0.08*** 0.12'** 
Positive affect 177 0.43*** 0.00 0.05*** 0.07*** 
Negative affect 177 0.31'** 0.04** 0.18"** 0.16"** 

Elderly Time 2 
Life satisfaction 126 0.46*** 0.00 0.04** 0.04** 
Psychological well-being 108 0.75*** 0.00 0.01" 0.02** 
Psychological distress 111 0.63*** 0.00 0.04*** 0.05*** 

Elderly Time 3 
Life satisfaction 127 0.44*** 0.02* 0.08*** 0.06*** 
Psychological well-being 112 0.72*** 0.00 0.02** 0.03*** 
Psychological distress 117 0.64*** 0.01 0.06*** 0.09*** 

* p < 0.05 
** p < 0.01 
*** p < 0.001 

Thus,  we can conc lude  that  a l though wel l -be ing  exhibi ts  substant ia l  

stabil i ty and  is a good  p r e d i c t o r  of  itself, add i t iona l  var iance  in well-  

be ing  levels can be  exp la ined  by  the level of  chronic  dai ly  s t ressors  

expe r i enced  by  an individual .  Fur the r ,  it ap pe a r s  that  this inf luence is 

exer ted  only  by  current dai ly s t ressors ,  with s t ressors  f rom an ear l ie r  

t ime having litt le o r  no  effect. 

T o  examine  the p red ic t ive  utility of  the  d i spos i t iona l  influence,  sense  

of  coherence ,  on  wel l -being we c o n d u c t e d  ano the r  ser ies  of  h ie rarch ica l  

mul t ip le  regress ion  analyses  with the  same d e p e n d e n t  var iables  as 
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previously. In these analyses, pr ior  well-being was entered on the first 

step, fol lowed by sense of  coherence  scores on the second step. R 2- 

change scores f rom these analyses are presented in Table  III, where the 

effects for  pr ior  well-being simply repeat  the Table  II results. 

The  findings demons t ra te  mixed results for  sense of  coherence  as a 

predic tor  of  current  well-being with pr ior  well-being partialled out. 

Sense of  coherence  explains very little or  no additional variance in the 

M H I  measures,  psychological  well-being or  psychological  distress, in 

either group or  at either time. However ,  it does explain some additional 

variance for  life satisfaction in bo th  groups, and for  positive affect and 

TABLE III 
R2-change values for current well-being predicted by prior well-being and 

sense of coherence, for both groups at the 3 and 6 month follow-ups 

Predictor 

Current well- prior sense of 
being variable N well-being coherence 

Mothers Time 2 
Life satisfaction 182 0.38*** 0.03** 
Psychological well-being 173 0.52*** 0.01 
Psychological distress 174 0.43*** 0.01 
Positive affect 180 0.39*** 0.05*** 
Negative affect 171 0.31"** 0.11 *** 

Mothers Time 3 
Life satisfaction 176 0.31"** 0.06*** 
Psychological well-being 174 0.48*** 0.02** 
Psychological distress 174 0.52*** 0.02* 
Positive affect 175 0.43*** 0.06*** 
Negative affect 175 0.32*** 0.09*** 

Elderly Time 2 
Life satisfaction 125 0.46*** 0.04*** 
Psychological well-being 108 0.75*** 0.00 
Psychological distress 11 ! 0.63*** 0.02* 

Elderly Time 3 
Life satisfaction 126 0.44*** 0.11"** 
Psychological well-being 112 0.72"** 0.01 
Psychological distress 117 0.64*** 0.02* 

* p < 0.05 
** p < 0.01 
*** p < 0.001 



112 K. CHAMBERLAIN AND SHERYL ZIKA 

negative affect in Mothers. These latter measures were not available for 
the Elderly group. As with current hassles, the additional variance 
accounted for by the dispositional measure is small, ranging from 2 to 
11%. These two analyses, therefore, support previous findings (e.g. 
McNeil, Stones, and Kozma, 1986a) that the best predictor of well- 
being is itself. 

To test this more directly, we conducted one further analysis. This 
examined which factor, prior well-being, the external influence of 
current stressors, or the internal influence of coherence, provided the 
major contribution to the prediction of current well-being. All three 
variables were entered simultaneously into a multiple regression analy- 
sis for each well-being variable at each follow-up time in turn. Beta 
weights from these analyses are presented in Table IV. 

The results show that when all three influences are examined 
together, prior well-being is the best predictor of current well-being in 
almost every case. The exception is with negative affect for mothers 
where current hassles is the strongest predictor. Current hassles also 
emerges as a relatively strong predictor of the negative components of 
well-being, psychological distress and negative affect. Coherence, in this 
context, again provides mixed results. It has no significant association 
with the MHI variables, but higher levels of coherence are associated 
with higher life satisfaction and lower negative affect. 

This analysis supports and extends the previous results by demon- 
strating that prior well-being is the best predictor of current well-being, 
with current hassles and coherence having lesser roles. 

DISCUSSION 

Results of the present study support previous findings indicating well- 
being to be stable. A range of well-being measures were included in the 
study, and all demonstrated substantial stability over the time periods 
involved. Further, the results replicate previous research (Costa et al., 
1987; McNeil et al., 1986a) in demonstrating that prior well-being is a 
strong predictor of current well-being. These findings are confirmed for 
two groups differing substantially in social context and life stage, and 
argue for the stability of well-being regardless of changes in these 
factors. 
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TABLE IV 
Beta weights for prior well-being, current hassles, and sense of coherence as predictors 

of current well-being for both groups at the 3 and 6 month follow-ups 

Predictor 

Current welt- prior current sense of 
being variable N w e l l - b e i n g  h a s s l e s  coherence 

Mothers Time 2 
Life satisfaction 182 0.472*** -0.162" 0.137 
Psychological well-being 184 0.605*** -0.186"* 0.051 
Psychological distress 185 0.434*** 0.349*** -0.056 
Positive affect 180 0.453*** -0.179"* 0.185" 
Negative affect 182 0.178"** 0.444*** -0.275*** 

Mothers Time 3 
Life satisfaction 176 0.348*** -0.180"* 0.226** 
Psychological well-being 174 0.517*** -0.210"** 0.118 
Psychological distress 174 0.466*** 0.324*** -0.111 
Positive affect 175 0.465*** -0.154* 0.227** 
Negative affect 175 0.227*** 0.404*** -0.242*** 

Elderly Time 2 
Life satisfaction 125 0.483*** -0.124 0.247** 
Psychological well-being 108 0.767*** -0.  120* 0.048 
Psychological distress 111 0.616"** 0.194'* -0.131 

Elderly Time 3 
Life satisfaction 126 0.369*** -0.190"* 0.340*** 
Psychological well-being 112 0.675*** -0.165"* 0.088 
Psychological distress 117 0.604*** 0.265*** -0.064 

* p < 0.05 
** p < 0.01 
*** p < 0.001 

However ,  the results also demons t ra te  that well-being is susceptible 

to change in changing circumstances.  Current  levels o f  stressors were 

found to be an impor tant  influence on current  levels o f  well-being. 

Previous longitudinal research examining the effects of  situational 
change on  well-being levels had found either no effects (Costa, McRae ,  

and Zonde rman ,  1987)  o r  limited effects on well-being (Atkinson,  

1982; Ormel ,  1983). In the present  study, situational change was 
assessed f rom the perspect ive o f  minor  daily events rather  than major  
life events as in pr ior  research. Minor  events are m o r e  appropr ia te  for 
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the brief time intervals involved here, and have been shown to be more 
sensitive than major events as indicators of life change (DeLongis et al., 
1982; Kanner et al., 1981). The assessment of situational change from a 
major events perspective may be one of the reasons for the failure to 
find clear effects in previous research. 

The focus on minor events provides evidence for the effects of 
situational factors on well-being levels, but also suggests that these 
effects are limited in duration. Our findings indicate that it is current 
situational change which influences well-being rather than change in the 
past. This may be because present life change is more proximal to 
the well-being estimation, and adaptation or adjustment to past change 
may have already occurred. Several researchers have suggested that 
adaptational processes are important influences on well-being levels 
(Brickman, Coates, and Janoff-Bulman, 1978; Diener, 1984), although 
the scope and duration of these processes have not been clearly 
established. The present study suggests that adaptation to situational 
factors may be relatively rapid, taking less than three months. These 
effects may also be quite general. The two groups involved in the 
present study report very different patterns of hassles (Chamberlain 
and Zika, 1990) but show similar results with respect to the influence 
of current and past hassles on their well-being. 

Costa, McRae, and Zonderman (1987) proposed that any influence 
of situational effects would be limited in duration, magnitude, and 
scope. Our results support the first two of these limitations. Current 
stressors were the important situational influences on well-being levels, 
and the size of their influence was generally small. However, our results 
do not support the limitation in scope. Measures of well-being used 
here were chosen to be diverse and general, and current hassles were 
significant predictors of all well-being measures. Situational influences 
appear to impact on all aspects of well-being, and not just on specific or 
limited components of it. 

Dispositional influences on well-being change were also considered 
in the present study, and we included a dispositional measure with a 
broad scope, sense of coherence (Antonovsky, 1983; 1987), to examine 
this issue. We expected that a construct with such a general orientation 
would show pervasive effects across the range of well-being com- 
ponents. However, with prior well-being controlled, coherence was 
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found to have a relatively small influence limited to some specific 
measures of well-being. This suggests that individuals with a strong 
sense of coherence may not be so influenced by situational change, and 
consequently have more stable levels of well-being. Dispositional effects 
at this level remain to be explored in more detail in future research. 

Some have argued that well-being is itself best considered as a 
disposition (Stones and Kozma, 1986; McNeil et aL, 1986a)because of 
its high stability and strong links with other dispositions. However, this 
view of well-being is not supported here. The dispositional influences 
reported in the present data are generally less than the situational 
influences, and although well-being is stable, it is influenced by current 
situational change. This suggests that an adaptational model of well- 
being may be more appropriate. In such a model, well-being is stable in 
the absence of situational change, sensitive to change when it occurs, 
and adaptive to change occurring. Headey and Wearing (1988) have 
proposed a similar model to explain trends in their data. Considered 
from this perspective, assessing average or mean levels of well-being 
over long periods of time is likely to demonstrate very high levels of 
stability and little effects of situational change. The present study makes 
a start in examining the effects of change within a more detailed time- 
frame, so that adaptational effects can be examined. Further research 
exploring the duration of adaptational processes in well-being needs to 
be undertaken. 

Finally, the present results, in demonstrating well-being measures to 
be stable but sensitive in detecting change, also support the view that 
such measures are appropriate and useful as outcome measures in 
research. 
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