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ABSTRACT. Researchers attempting to understand the experience of subjective well-
being have relied heavily on self-report measurement. Recent research focused on this
method has demonstrated that a number of factors, such as the current mood of the
respondent and the cognitive and social context surrounding the response, can signifi-
cantly influence response to items inquiring about global subjective well-being or
satisfaction with life. In the present study, several measurement strategies (e.g, single~
item measures, multiple-item scales, and memory search tasks) were compared with
regard to their susceptibility to such influences. Although some evidence for effects due
to item-placement or transient mood were found, all of the global measures of
subjective well-being and life satisfaction has significant convergence with peer-reports,
and the single-item measures showed good temporal reliability across a one-month
interval. The data provide evidence for a significant degree of stability in subjective
well-being and life satisfaction.

Despite their diversity, the vast majority of measures of subjective well-
being (SWB) share a common methodology; they are almost exclusively
based on the self-report of the respondent. SWB researchers are
interested in the individual’s experience level of SWB, rather than his or
her well-being in terms of objective criteria (e.g., level of income). Thus,
self-report data may provide the most direct access to the individual’s
experience of SWB. Recent research, however, in the area of social
cognition has suggested that responses to self-report measures may be
heavily influenced by the immediate affective and cognitive context
surrounding those responses. It is imperative that measures or proce-
dures be designed to minimize these effects, in order 1o better assess
the “signal” of long-term states of subjective well-being through the
“noise” of transient affective or cognitive states. Although transient and
situational effects may be the phenomena of interest for some (and
hence, not noise), most SWB researchers are interested in experiences
which persist over time.

Three of the fundamental assumptions that SWB researchers have
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made are that: (1) people have reasonably stable levels of SWB over
time; (2) people have access to information about their long-term level
of SWB which is stored in memory; and (3) people search for, access,
and report this information when they make reports of their SWB to
others. A large body of evidence has now been produced to suggest
that such a view ignores a number of potentially powerful influences,
such as the affective and cognitive context within which such reports
are embedded.

In a specific consideration of the effects of current mood on self-
reported life satisfaction and SWB, Schwarz and Clore (1983) reported
that subjects who were currently in a good mood reported higher levels
of global life satisfaction and SWB than subjects in a bad mood. The
findings suggest that individuals use the affective state which they are
experiencing at the time of inquiry as a source of information for
making evaluations of their long-term levels of SWB or life satisfaction.

In addition to the effects of current mood on reports of SWB, such
subtle factors as item placement within a questionnaire can have a
dramatic effect upon responses to items assessing SWB and life
satisfaction. For example, Strack, Martin, and Schwarz (1988) observed
a strong, positive correlation (r = 0.66) between dating frequency and
life satisfaction when the dating frequency question was asked first, but
a small negative correlation was produced when the dating question
was placed after the life satisfaction question. Thus, it appears that
when the dating question is placed first, respondents use their satisfac-
tion with that domain, which has become cognitively salient, as a
primary source of information in determining their response to the
global life satisfaction question. Such demonstrations clearly demon-
strate the potential power of the immediate cognitive context to
influence response.

Taken as a whole, the above effects of current mood and situational
variables represent the empirical basis for what Diener has called the
“constructionist view” (Diener, 1990, p. 29) of well-being. According to
the constructionist view of well-being, people formulate their judgments
regarding their level of SWB at the time of inquiry, and these con-
structed judgments are based on immediately available information
(Diener, 1990). This information may include the respondent’s current
mood and/or other recent, salient cognitive input (Schwarz and Strack,
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1991). In its strongest form, this argument suggests that there may not
be anything resembling long-term well-being. Rather, responses to
questions about long-term SWB may be momentary and idiosyncratic
constructions, based on the most powerful and relevant cognitive
information available at the moment of response.

Despite the substantial evidence for the influence of transient states
on self-reports of SWB, there is also evidence that SWB is a stable
phenomenon. One part of this evidence is that measures of SWB show
considerable temporal reliability. Reliabilities of 0.67 have been found
for measures of hedonic level over a two-year span (Wessman and
Ricks, 1966), and have been reported in the 0.5 to 0.6 range for well-
being measures over a six-year period (Heady and Wearing, 1989).
Anocther body of evidence for the long-term stability of SWB stems
from a number of studies that have revealed a substantive, long-term
relationship between extraversion and positive affect and neuroticism
and negative effect (Costa and McCrae, 1980; Emmons and Diener,
1985; Pavot et al., 1990). This degree of correlation between experi-
enced affect and personality would not be expected if the reports of
affective well-being were based upon only transient influences.

Other evidence for the long-term nature of SWB is the substantial
degree of agreement between the ratings of life satisfaction given by the
friends and by the families of college students. Pavot er al. (1991)
found a correlation of 0.54 between the reports on the SWB of target
students given by friends and those given by members of their family.
Thus, informants who interacted with the subjects in very different
situations, and whose interpersonal relationships were likely quite
different as well, showed substantial agreement in terms of the subject’s
level of SWB.

In sum, although a considerable amount of evidence suggests that
some degree of long-term stability in SWB does exist, a substantial
number of studies have also demonstrated that self reports of global
SWB and life satisfaction can be to some extent influenced by transient
factors. One question that arises is whether the depth or amount of
cognitive processing required to complete the measure of SWB is a
moderator of the effects of current mood and/or cognitive context
upon the respomnse. In demonstrating the effects of current mood
(Schwarz and Clore, 1983) and item placement (Strack et al, 1988) on
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a subject’s response to inquiries about global SWB and life satisfaction,
the experimenters used very simple, single item measures of SWB. This
is, in fact, the typical sort of item that is found in much of the research
on SWB (Diener, 1984). Presumably, such a single-item measure could
involve a relatively minimal memory review on the part of the respond-
ent, and would consequently be more subject to the sort of conscious
and unconscious influences discussed above (Clark and Isen, 1982;
Schwarz and Clore, 1983; Schwarz and Strack, 1991). In such a case, it
seems plausible that a relatively strong mood state, or other salient
cognitive information, could become a source of information in the
formulation of a response. However, it is still unclear whether the same
effects would be observed if a more extensive measure were used to
assess global, long-term SWB.

Several factors combine to suggest that a longer, multiple-item test
would produce a more valid assessment of long-term SWB than is
obtained from a response to a single-item measure. The first evidence
stems from classical test theory. According to this theory, as the length
of a test increases, the reliability of the test should increase, other
factors being equal (Cronbach, 1960). Another important factor is that
multiple-item measures should prompt individuals to make a more
extensive search of their memory for relevant evidence upon which to
base his or her responses. If such a search is sufficiently motivated and
intentional, it should work to reduce or eliminate the effects of
preconscious influences (Bargh, 1989). In the case of a single-item
measure, a respondent might be unwilling or unable to devote sufficient
cognitive resources to make an intentional cognitive search to formulate
a response. In such a case an individual’s response to any single item
might be heavily influenced by preconsciously supplied information
(Bargh and Thein, 1985). However, a multiple-item measure which
repeatedly inquires about a particular domain might prompt respond-
ents to seek more evidence relevant to that domain. Thus, a multi-item
SWB inventory may be less susceptible to the influences discussed by
Schwarz and Strack (1991).

Along with simply increasing the length of the measure, another way
to encourage a more extensive informational search is to make the task
more personally relevant to the respondent (Chaiken, 1980). One way
to accomplish this might be to ask the respondents to self-nominate a
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list of their own most important life domains, and then evaluate each of
the domains in terms of their affective valence. These domains could be
goals, relationships, or other areas of their lives which are important
and affectively relevant. Presumably, a response to a self-report measure
of SWB presented immediately after such a procedure would be less
likely to be influenced by transient, preconscious influences, and more
likely to be based on salient, intentionally retrieved information con-
nected to the appraisal of relevant domains.

The present study has several primary objectives. First, it was
intended to examine whether, or to what extent, each of several
methods of assessing SWB and life satisfaction would be influenced by
instrument characteristics such as item-placement. Second, it was
intended to determine whether measures which demand a more exten-
sive memory search and/or which are more personally relevant to the
subject would be less influenced by these factors and show stronger
relationships to external criteria than relatively simple, one-item meas-
ures. Finally, the data could be used to examine the degree to which
global measures of SWB and life satisfaction reflect stable rather than
transient experiential states.

METHOD

Subjects

The subjects for the study were 741 students at the University of
Illinois, participating to partially fulfill a course requirement for intro-
ductory psychology. The sample included 305 (41%) men and 435
(59%) women. Two participants did not indicate their gender. Each
subject was also requested to enlist three peers to provide additional
data. Data were received from at least one peer for 565 of the subjects,
from two peers for 429 of the subjects, and from three peers for 274 of
the subjects. A total of 1269 usable peer reports were returned. Only
data which could be averaged across two or three peers was analyzed.
Thus, for peer data variables, the sample was reduced to 429, including
155 (36%) men and 274 (64%) women. No systematic differences in
the return rate across conditions (e.g., single-item versus multiple-item
conditions) were observed, so that comparisons across conditions
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should reflect no systematic biases. Further, we did not observe self-
reported differences in happiness between those whose peers did or did
not respond.

Measures

A number of diverse measures of SWB were included in the study.
These multiple measures were intended to provide a range of com-
plexity, and to allow for the examination of convergence of measures
representing distinct methodologies (e.g., peer- versus self-reported
measures). Single-item measures of SWB and life satisfaction repre-
sented the most simple of the assessments. Participants responded on a
seven-point Likert scale to the giobal items “In terms of your life as a
whole, how happy are you?” and “How satisfied are you with your
life?”. Multiple-item measures included the 20-item Affectometer
(Kammann and Flett, 1983) as a measure of SWB, and the Satisfaction
with Life Scale (Diener er al., 1985), a five-item measure of global life
satisfaction.

The most extensive and involving of the measures of SWB incor-
porated a life domain search/evaluation procedure. In this procedure,
participants were asked to self-nominate the most important and affec-
tively relevant domains in their life, and to list these domains on a sheet
of paper. Then, the subjects were asked to go through the list, and
assign a value on a scale of one to seven, according to the degree they
are happy with each of these domains (1 = very unhappy, 7 = very
happy).

In addition to the above measures, an external criterion measure of
global SWB and life satisfaction was obtained, in the form of peer
reports from three peers selected by the subject. Each of these peers
was asked to make ratings of the global SWB, life satisfaction, and
personality of the subject, and to mail these ratings directly back to the
experimenter. In return for their participation, each peer was given a
chance to participate in a cash lottery, which offered five prizes of $20
ecach.

Measures of current mood and personality were also obtained from
the subjects. Current mood was assessed with a single global mood
item, “How would you describe the mood you are feeling right now?”
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Responses were made on a seven-point scale, ranging from “very
positive” to “very negative.” As a self-report measure of personality, the
57-item Eysenck Personality Inventory (EPI) (Eysenck and Eysenck,
1964) was used to provide an index of extraversion and neuroticism.

Procedure

A summary of the various conditions, measures, and order of presenta-
tion of measures is presented in Figure 1. The subjects participating in
the study were randomly assigned to three different measurement
conditions, each representing a different assessment strategy. In the
single-item assessment group, the assessment of SWB and life satisfac-
tion consisted of brief, single-item measures. In the multiple-item

Single-item Multiple-item Memory search
Group Group Group
(Conditions 1 & 2) {Conditions 3 & 4) {Conditions 5 & 6}
Current Mood
Dating item Dating item Memory search
LS. item SWLS Dating item
SWBitem SW2B scale LS. item
SWB item
Occupation ratings
Current Mood Current Mood
Financial Satis, Financial Satis.
L.S.item SWLS
SWB item SWB item
Personality Personality Personality
measures measures measures
Peer reports Peer reports Peer reports

One-month retest of sub-test (N = 185)
Single-item measures

Note: In the odd-numbered conditions, the dating frequency and financial satisfaction
items were placed before the SWB and life satisfaction measures. In the even-numbered
conditions, the dating frequency and financial satisfaction items came after the SWB
and life satisfaction measures.

Fig. 1. Order of procedures and measure presentation.
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assessment group, the assessment of SWB and life satisfaction consisted
of multiple-item measures of each. In the third group, participants
completed the life domain search/evaluation procedure, which was then
followed by the same single-item measures described above. Each of
these three main groups was then sub-divided into two smaller groups,
for whom the order of presentation of the various measures was varied.
This was done to examine the effects of item placement as reported by
Strack ez al., (1988). In one half of these six conditions (conditions 1, 3,
and 5), the dating item used by Strack et al. was placed before the
measures of SWB and life satisfaction, and in the other three conditions
(conditions 2, 4, and 6), the dating item was placed after the satisfaction
and SWB measures.

The subjects completed the study in sessions of 12 to 20 subjects
each. In the single item assessment group (conditions 1 and 2), subjects
completed single-item measures of SWB. In their sessions, this group
would being by responding to a single item measure of SWB, and single
item measure of life satisfaction, and a question about dating frequency.
Following the procedure used by Strack ef al. (1988), one half of these
subjects completed the dating question before the SWB and life satis-
faction items, and the other half completed it after completing those
items. After these measures, all the subjects then completed a filler/
distractor task, consisting of the rating of 85 occupations in terms of
their social contact or their stimulation. This task was intended to
provide a temporal gap between the first and second measurement
occasions, approximating the length of time used for the domain/
memory search procedure completed by the maximal assessment group.
Then, they again completed the single-item measures of SWB and life
satisfaction and the EPI (Eysenck and Eysenck, 1964). As a replication
of the item placement effect, a second single-item measure, in the form
of a financial satisfaction item, was included in conditions 1 through 4.
This second item-placement test was not included in conditions 5 and
6, because of time constraints coupled with the greater time require-
ments of the memory search task.

In the multiple-item assessment group (conditions 3 and 4), subjects
first completed multiple-item measures of SWB and life satisfaction, as
well as the dating frequency item, in the same manner as the single-item
assessment group. Following the completion of these measures, all the
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subjects of the maximal assessment group completed the life domain
search procedure described above. Then, they again completed the
multi-item SWB measures and the same measures of current mood and
personality as the minimal assessment group.

In the memory search group (conditions 5 and 6), subjects first
completed a measure of current mood, followed by the life domain
search/evaluation procedure. This procedure was immediately followed
by the same single-item measures of life satisfaction and global SWB as
was completed by the single-item measurement group. In the same way
as the other groups, this group then completed the personality measure.

At the end of these procedures, all the subjects were given three seis
of peer reports, which they were instructed to give to three friends or
others who are well acquainted with them. The peer reports included
the Satisfaction with Life Scale and the Fordyce Happiness Scale
(Fordyce, 1977), as well as some personality items. Each set included
mnstructions for the person completing the forms, and a pre-addressed
envelope so that the forms could be returned directly back to the
psychology department. The subjects were then debriefed and thanked,
and the session was concluded. In order to provide for the assessment
of the temporal reliability of the measures, a subset of the participants
(N = 185) who participated in later studies were asked to complete
single-item measures of life satisfaction, global SWB, and current mood
after a one-month interval.

RESULTS

As a first step in examining the data, reliability estimates were obtained
for the various measures of SWB and life satisfaction. For the multiple-
item measures, internal reliabilities were computed. A Cronbach’s
Alpha of 0.89 was obtained for the 20-item Affectometer global happi-
ness measure, and the observed Alpha for the Satisfaction with Life
Scale was 0.85. For the single-item measures, a test-retest reliability
based upon a one-month interval was available. The test-retest relia-
bilities for the single-item SWB and life satisfaction measures were 0.71
and 0.49, respectively. For the peer-reported measures of SWB and life
satisfaction, pairwise inter-rater agreement averaged r = 0.34 for SWB
and r = 0.29 for life satisfaction. Applying the Spearman Brown
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formula (Allen and Yen, 1979), estimated reliability for the mean of
three peer ratings was 0.61 for SWB and 0.55 for life satisfaction. The
observed Alpha for the extraversion scale of the EPI was 0.70, and the
Alpha for the neuroticism scale of the same inventory was 0.79.

The groups were then examined for effects on the SWB measures
due to item placement or context, as demonstrated by Strack et al
(1988). In order to search for these effects, correlations were computed
between the self-reported measures of SWB and life satisfaction and
the dating frequency question, and these correlations are presented in
Table L The relevant comparisons are between the two ordering condi-
tions subsumed under each particular measurement strategy (e.g., the
correlation between life satisfaction and dating frequency in condition 1
versus the correlation between the same two variables presented in
opposite order in condition 2).

Within the single-item assessment group (Conditions 1 & 2), which
represents a conceptual replication of the study reported by Strack
et al. (1988), a test for a difference between independent correlations
(Glass and Hopkins, 1984) revealed a significant shift of the relation-
ship between dating frequency and global SWB. The direction of the
shift (a stronger relationship when the dating question was presented
first, a weak relationship when the SWB item was presented first) was
similar to that observed by Strack et al. (1988). A similar but non-
significant shift was observed for the relationship between dating
frequency and life satisfaction in Conditions 1 versus 2. Thus the effect
of item placement on response was partially replicated within the
single-item condition. However, the magnitude of the effect was much
smaller than as observed by Schwarz et al. (1988).

In the multiple-item group, the expected shift in the relationship
between self-reported SWB and life satisfaction and the dating fre-
quency was nonsignificant, and in the opposite direction from the
single-item group. In the memory group, in which the single-item
measures were completed after the life domain search/evaluation
procedure, the shift was also nonsignificant, and in the same direction
as the multiple-item group. In the multiple-item and memory groups, it
is likely the case that a greater number of life domains were considered
before making judgments about global SWB or life satisfaction, and
thus the salience and importance of the dating domain to these judg-
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TABLE I
Correlations of SWB measures with frequency of dating and
financial satisfaction

Life satisfaction Global SWB

Dating frequency

(Single~-item groups)
Condition 1, N =128 031 (0.44) 0.38% (0.45)

Condition 2, N = 117 0.16 (0.23) 0.14B (0.17)
(Multiple-item groups)

Condition 3, N =122 0.18 (0.20) 022 (0.23)
Condition 4, N = 122 0.33  (0.36) 0.32 (0.34)
(Memory Search groups)

Condition 5, N =126 ~ 0.08 (0.11) 0.04  (0.05)
Condition6, N=122  0.26 (0.37) 0.19 (0.23)

Financial satisfaction

(Single-itern groups)

Condition 1, N = 128 0.31° (0.44) 0.22 (0.26)
Condition 2, N =117 0.01% (0.01) 012 (0.14)

{(Multiple-item groups)
Condition 3, N == 122 0.35 (0.38) 0.15 (0.16)
Condition 4, N == 104 0.28 (0.30) 0.25 (0.27)

(Memory Search groups)
Condition 5 — -
Condition 6 - —

Note: Differences between correlations: A, B, p < 0.05; C,
D, p < 0.05. Financial satisfaction item was not completed
in conditions 5 or 6. Numbers in parentheses are observed
correlations after correction for attenuation due to unrelia-
bility of SWB and life satisfaction measures.

ments were reduced. In the conditions in which the dating question
came before the SWB and life satisfaction measures, this should reduce
the correlations between dating and SWB, and that corresponds to the
observations. This does not explain, however, the somewhat larger
correlations in the conditions in which the dating question came after
the well-being judgments were made. It might be that a greater aware-
ness of one’s global SWB in the multi-item conditions led one to
evaluate one’s dating life in this light. In the lower half of Table I, the
correlations between life satisfaction and global SWB and the financial
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satisfaction question essentially replicate those based on the dating
frequency item.

Overall, the results offer some evidence of the contextual effects
which have been demonstrated by Schwarz and Strack, particularly
when single-item measures are used. However, no significant effects
were observed when multiple-item measures of SWB were used, or
when a memory procedure involving a search and evaluation of
relevant life domains preceded single-item measures.

Another important issue regarding item-placement effects is the
question of the degree to which such shifts work to invalidate self-
report responses about global SWB and life satisfaction. That is, do
such self-reports still have valid predictive validity, even when some-
what shifted by immediate contextual factors? In order to examine this
question, it is possible to compare the relationship between the various
measures of SWB and life satisfaction and external criteria, such as
personality, and peer-reported well-being. If the validity of measures of
SWB and life satisfaction is lowered due to such contextual effects, a
significant change in the relationship between the self-reported meas-
ures of well-being and personality or peer reported well-being should
be evident.

The correlations between the self-reported measures of SWB and life
satisfaction and peer-reported well-being, extraversion, and neuroticism
are presented in Table II. The correlations represent a similar pattern
of relationship between self-reported life satisfaction and global SWB,
across the assessment groups and across ordering conditions. All the
self-report measures of SWB and life satisfaction were significantly
correlated with the mean of the corresponding peer-reports. Also, the
expected pattern between the personality dimensions of extraversion,
neuroticism, and the self-reports of life satisfaction and global SWB was
replicated across the conditions, and was similar to a number of
previous studies (Costa and McCrae, 1980; Emmons and Diener,
1984; Pavot et al, 1990). This consistent pattern of results indicates
that, although the relationship between self-reports of life satisfaction or
SWB and a specific domain may be significantly shifted by contextual
effects such as item placement, those self-reports will still have substan-
tial covariance with more global and long-term markers of SWB, such
as peer-reported well-being and personality.
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TABLE I
Correlations of self-report measures of SWB and life satisfaction with peer reports,
extraversion, neuroticism, and current mood

Peer
reports Extraversion Neuroticism
Global SWB
Single- Cond. 1 0.43 (0.65) 0.05 (0.08) —0.43 (—0.62)
item N=72 N=126 N=128
Groups
Cond. 2 0.25 (0.38) 0.18 (0.28) —0.16 (—0.23)
N=173 N=116 N=116
Multi- Cond. 3 0.45 (0.61) 0.20 (0.25) -0.55 (—0.65)
item N=160 N=120 N=121
Groups
Cond. 4 0.47 {0.64) 0.27 (0.34) —0.63 (—0.75)
N=70 N=116 N=119
Memory Cond. 5 0.33 (0.50) 0.22 (0.34) —0.34 (—04%)
search N=76 N=121 N=124
Groups
Cond. 6 0.27 (041 0.18 (0.28) —0.38 {(—0.55)
N=178 N=120 N =122
Life satisfaction
Single- Cond. 1 0.27 (0.52) 0.04 (0.07) —0.46 (—0.70)
item N=73 N =126 N =128
Groups
Cond. 2 0.28 (0.54) 0.20 (0.32) -0.30 (—0.45)
N=72 N=115 N=115
Multi- Cond. 3 0.49 (0.72) 0.09 (0.12) —0.39 (—0.48)
itemn N=60 N=120 N=121
Groups
Cond. 4 0.42 (0.62) 0.28 (0.36) —0.45 (—0.55)
N=70 N=116 N=119
Memory Cond. 5 0.35 (0.67) 0.22 (0.35) ~0.34 (—0.52)
Search N=176 N=121 N=124
Groups
Cond. 6 0.26 (0.50) 0.16 (0.26) ~0.25 (—0.38)
N=178 N=120 N=122

Note: Numbers in parentheses are correlations after correction for attenuation due to
unreliability of measures.

The correlation in Table II can also be used to address another
question, whether assessment strategies which appear to require a
greater cognitive involvement on the part of the respondent (e.g.
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multiple-item measures or a memory search task) would produce a
significant increment in the validity of measurement of SWB, over that
observed for single-item measures. As a test of this question, the
correlations observed for the various conditions could be compared to
each other, using the test for significant differences between indepen-
dent correlations (Glass and Hopkins, 1984). The pairwise test of
correlations revealed that, although the correlations for the multiple-
item measurement group appear to be consistently larger than those for
the single item group or the memory group, these differences are not
significant for the well-being measures. Thus, comparing the single-item
correlations did not reveal a significant increment in validity for either
the multiple-item group or the memory group, over that observed for
the single-item group.

Another goal of the study was to examine the effects of current
mood on self-report measures of SWB, and to determine whether these
effects differ for different assessment strategies. Across all conditions,
all of the measures of life satisfaction and global well-being were signifi-
cantly correlated with current mood. For life satisfaction, correlations
with current mood ranged from 0.19 (condition 6) to 0.52 (condition
5), with an average of 0.43. For global SWB, correlations with current
mood ranged from 0.27 (condition 6) to 0.55 (condition 3 and 4), with
an average correlation of 0.43. At this level of analysis, the data suggest
that all the self-reported measures are significantly related to the
momentary mood of the respondent. Current mood, however, is only
partially determined by momentary factors. Mood at any one point in
time is also influenced by the long-term mood level of the individual,
which in turn is influenced by dispositional temperament. Therefore, in
order to understand the influence of transient mood factors on self-
reports of SWB, the component of current mood which represents
long-term mood states must be removed. This can be done by means of
multiple regression. By entering measures representing long-term mood
states, such as peer-reported life satisfaction or SWB, and the one-
month interval measure of global SWB before current mood is entered
into the equation, the stable component of current mood should be
effectively removed. When current mood is entered after these vari-
ables, the increment in predictive validity of the model at that step
should be a more accurate measure of the effect of transient mood
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states on self-reported SWB. These multiple regression models were
constructed for the self-reported measures of life satisfaction and global
SWHB, and are presented in Tables HI and IV.

In the three regression models predicting the self-reported measures
of life satisfaction for the three measurement groups, presented in
Table I, current mood added a significant increment to the prediction
in only one of the three models. In all the models, peer reported life
satisfaction and one-month interval self-reported SWB both contrib-
uted to the predictive validity of the model to a greater extent than
current mood. In all of the three models predicting the measures of
global SWB, current mood failed to contribute significantly to the
model. Interestingly, current mood contributed the most to the predic-
tion of the single-item measures which were completed after the
memory search task. This is contradictory to the expectation that a
more extensive review of affectively relevant life domains prior to the
completion of a well-being measure would reduce the degree to which
that measure was related to current mood. Across all six regression
models in Tables III and IV, a much larger component of the variance

TABLE III
Multiple regressions with self-reported life satisfaction predicted by peer reports,
one-month interval SWB, and current mood

Variable F Muld-R R-squared Change

Dependent variable = single life satisfaction item

Peer Satis. 7.40 0.58 0.33 0.33%=
One-month SWB 21.76 0.82 0.67 0.34%
Current Mood 0.87 0.82 0.67 0.00
Dependent variable = satisfaction with life scale

Peer Satis. 2.46 0.66 0.43 (.43
One-month SWB 1.18 0.71 0.51 0.08
Current Mood 2.94 0.76 0.56 0.065
Dependent variable = Life sat. item following memory search

Peer Satis. 5.58 0.47 0.22 0.22%%*
One-month SWB 16.59 0.57 0.44 0.22%*
Current Mood 15.68 0.78 0.61 0.16*

Nore: Statistics reported are those observed for the completed regression models, after
all indicated variables had been entered.
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TABLE IV
Multiple regressions with self-reported global SWB predicted by peer reports, one-
month interval SWB, and current mood

Variable F Multi-R R-squared Change

Dependent variable = single global SWB item

Peer SWB 1.24 0.36 0.13 0.13*
One-month SWB 2578 0.74 0.55 0.42%
Current Mood 0.40 0.75 0.56 0.01
Dependent variable = affectometer scale

Peer SWB 6.37 0.79 0.63 0.63*#*
One-month SWB 6.14 0.87 0.76 0.13*
Current mood 5.48 0.89 0.80 0.04
Dependent variable = single global SWB item after memory search

Peer SWB 3.78 0.38 0.15 0.15%*
One-month SWB 20.56 0.67 045 0.30%*
Current Mood 4.52 0.71 0.51 0.06

Note: Statistics reported are those observed for the completed regression models, after
all indicated variables had been entered.

was accounted for by the long-term mood variables than by current
mood. Furthermore current mood had a small and nonsignificant influ-
ence on the multiple-item measures in all cases.

DISCUSSION

The question of the effects of the immediate cognitive context on self-
reported measures of SWB and life satisfaction was operationalized by
using an item-placement paradigm (Schwarz and Strack, 1991) which
had previously been demonstrated to have the effect of drastically
altering the observed relationship between two self-reported variables,
simply on the basis of varying the order of presentation to the
respondent. In the single-item condition of the present study, this effect
was weakly replicated. However, when multiple-item measures of SWB
or life satisfaction were used, no significant shift in the relationship
between the two target domains (SWB and dating frequency) was
observed. This effect was also nonsignificant when a memory search
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and affective evaluation of relevant life domains was completed before
single-item measures of SWB and dating frequency were presented. A
further important point is that, regardless of item ordering or specific
methodology, the self-reported measures of SWB and life satisfaction
were significantly correlated with peer reports of well-being and life
satisfaction, and showed the expected relationship with the personality
dimensions of extraversion and neuroticism. Nevertheless, the findings
in the single-item conditions do alert us to the fact that item ordering,
and hence salience of information, under some conditions can influence
responding.

As observed in previous work (Diener ef al., 1991), the zero order
correlations between current mood and the self-reports of SWB and life
satisfaction were significant across all measurement conditions. How-
ever, when effects due to transient mood and effects due to long-term
mood were separated by means of forced entry multiple regression,
long-term mood, as represented by peer reported well-being and well-
being at a one month interval, was always a stronger predictor of self-
reported SWB and life satisfaction than current mood. Current mood
only rarely added to the predictive validity of the model when entered
after long-term mood, and this did not occur in the case of the
multiple-item measures.

Another purpose of the study was to compare several different
assessment strategies with the goal of establishing whether a particular
method or combination of methods might offer a clear increment in
terms of reliability and validity of measurement. In comparing single-
item versus multiple item self-report measures, the multiple-item
measures appeared to offer a consistent pattern of stronger association
to external well-being criteria and personality. However, when tested,
the differences between these correlations were not significant. Impor-
tantly, multiple-item measures were found to be less susceptible to
effects such as item placement in a questionnaire battery. Multiple-item
measures could potentially overcome some of the contextual factors
which have been demonstrated when single-itemn measures are used.

In terms of their essential validity, however, the usefulness of the
single-item measures appears to be largely confirmed. When adjustment
is made in terms of their somewhat lower reliability, they rival the
power of internally consistent multiple-item measures. And they do not
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appear to be more greatly effected by the transient component of
current mood than more extensive multiple-item measures.

Another strategy examined was the use of a memory search and
evaluation procedure. It was hypothesized that such a procedure, by
requiring respondents to make an intentional search of the important
domains of their lives, and then evaluate the affective impact of each
domain, would increase the validity of self-reports of SWB and life
satisfaction which immediately followed the procedure. The observed
data offered little support for this hypothesis. The single-itern measures
of global SWB and life satisfaction showed no stronger association with
peer reports or personality variables than did the single-item measures
completed without a memory search preceding them.

One explanation for the failure of the memory search to enhance the
measurement involves the notion of a stored judgment of SWB or life
satisfaction, based upon a prior evaluation (Diener, 1990). Based upon
the finding that nearly all people have reported making global evalua-
tive judgments of their well-being (Andrews and Withey, 1976), it
seems plausible that this prior evaluation would serve as a major source
of information in responding to inquiries about global SWB. Thus,
initiating a memory search would essentially be a duplication of a prior
evaluative process, rather than a completely new source of information.
As such, engaging respondents in a memory search might not produce
any new information, and hence not increase the validity of a later
response about global SWB or life satisfaction.

These data have several important implications for future research
which involves measurement of SWB and life satisfaction. First, al-
though some evidence of effects due to item placement were found, in
no case across the three measurement groups did these effects substan-
tially invalidate the self-reported measures of well-being, as judged by
both external criteria and temporal consistency. Thus, the validity of
both single and multiple-item measures of SWB does not appear to be
significantly threatened by such effects. In situations which necessitate
their use, researchers should be confident that single-item measures of
global SWB and life satisfaction have good temporal reliability and
convergent validity with external criteria. However, the use of multiple
item measures appears to be highly desirable, not only because of
increased reliability in the classical sense, but also because multiple-
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item measures show less variability due to item-placement effects.
Future research should examine more carefully the other contextual
effects presented by Schwarz and Strack (1991), and until such effects
are clearly determined, researchers should be mindful of their potential
to influence self-report responses, and to utilize methodologies de-
signed to minimize or eliminate such artifactual influences.

The work of Schwarz and Strack (1991) is very important because it
sheds light on at least some of the processes which are typically
involved in the formulation of judgments of SWB and life satisfaction.
Understanding the cognitive basis used by respondents for making
judgments of global SWB and life satisfaction is an essential element of
the understanding of the experience of SWB as a whole.
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