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Global reports of well-being overestimate aggregated daily states of well-being
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ABSTRACT
Researchers can characterize people’s well-being by asking them to provide global evaluations of
large parts of their life at one time or by obtaining repeated assessments during their daily lives.
Global evaluations are reconstructions that are influenced by peak, recent, and frequently occur-
ring states, whereas daily reports reflect naturally occurring variations in daily life. The present
research compared the averages of individual global evaluations and corresponding aggregated
daily states from an ordinary two-week period and used a range of well-being measures (life
satisfaction, meaning in life, and affect) and related constructs (searching for meaning in life and
nostalgia). Across all measures, global reports were significantly higher than aggregated daily
states. That is, life is considered more satisfying, more meaningful, and is characterized to a greater
extent by more intense positive and negative emotions when reflecting on life in general than
when reflecting on daily life in real time.
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What can global evaluations and reports of daily experi-
ences tell us about how someone’s life is going? Global
evaluations require people to bring to mind relevant
aspects of their lives and privilege memorable experiences,
such as a wedding or an exotic vacation. Single assess-
ments or recollections of life-in-general necessarily omit
ordinary and mundane experiences, such as sitting in
front of the computer. Assessments in daily life likely cap-
ture the quotidian ebbs and flows of someone’s life but
may miss some of the peak memorable experiences.
Understanding the distinction between global evaluations
of one’s life and contextualized reports of states has been
an important topic in social and personality psychology.
Well-being can be assessed in similar manners.

These distinct methods of assessing well-being
have various strengths and weaknesses. The primary
goal of the present research was to compare the
averages of specific global reports with their corre-
sponding aggregated daily states of well-being.
A secondary goal was to examine the effect of the
order of completion of the daily and global reports
on the discrepancy between the two. Doing so pro-
vides insight into the cognitive processes involved in
each form of judgment and yields provocative impli-
cations for positive psychology, namely that these
different methods of measuring well-being do not
capture the same construct.

Processes involved in global reports and
aggregated states

Global reports of well-being (e.g. ‘All things considered,
how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these
days?’; World Values Survey) allow people to consider
longer periods of time that might include peak experi-
ences or major life events, such as marriage or career
accomplishments. Clearly people are not able to replay
their entire life as they make these judgments. Rather,
people are influenced by chronically accessible informa-
tion and temporarily accessible information (Schimmack,
Diener, & Oishi, 2002; Schwarz & Strack, 1999). Chronically
accessible information refers to any type of information
that is brought to mind repeatedly over time. Temporarily
accessible information can take the form of one’s present
mood (Schwarz & Clore, 1983), thoughts about your cur-
rent romantic situation (Schwarz, Strack, & Mai, 1991), or
thoughts about the current state of the country (Deaton &
Stone, 2016). Chronically as well as temporarily accessible
sources of information can have profound effects on sub-
sequent judgments of global well-being reports.

This means that global evaluations are based on
inputs that are retrieved from memory at the time of
judgment. The longer the reflection period, the more
extreme instances people will be able to find. This essen-
tially produces a peak effect. Additionally, the currently
accessible information, such as how one’s life if going
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right now, will influence this judgment. The net effect
results in a judgment that is highly influenced by mem-
orable peak experiences that likely come to mind, tem-
pered by the current situation, which is rarely as extreme
as the peak experience.

Studies that have asked people to recall a recent past
experience support this processmodel. For example, in one
study, participants completed momentary reports of their
satisfaction and positive and negative affect at randomly
selected times during a spring break vacation (Wirtz,
Kruger, Napa Scollon, & Diener, 2003). Retrospective
reports of each specific measure of well-being were higher
than the corresponding momentary averages. Similarly,
global reports of how one typically feels while driving
luxury cars are typically higher and not strongly related to
episodic reports of a recent driving experience (Schwarz &
Xu, 2011). In other studies, participants have been asked to
recall their well-being, pain, fatigue or other health relevant
variables from the preceding few days or weeks (Stone,
Broderick, & Schwartz, 2010; Stone et al., 1998). When the
momentary average is compared with the recall, the recall
is typically higher than the momentary average (Broderick
et al., 2008; Stone et al., 2010; Stone, Broderick, Shiffman, &
Schwartz, 2004). For example, participants completed
momentary reports of pain and fatigue at randomly
selected times during the day, and they also completed
end-of-day reports of their pain and fatigue. End-of-day
reports were significantly higher than the average of
momentary reports (Stone et al., 2010).

In addition to using global reports to characterize indi-
viduals, researchers can measure individual differences by
aggregating daily or momentary states. This method has
been advocated among researchers in various areas,
including social interactions, romantic intimacy, personal-
ity, and health behaviors (e.g. Affleck, Zautra, Tennen, &
Armeli, 1999; Bolger, Davis, & Rafaeli, 2003; Fleeson, 2001;
Tennen, Suls, & Affleck, 1991) and could theoretically be
applied to individual differences in well-being. Doing so
would eliminate or drastically reduce any recall bias inher-
ent in global reports. It would also incorporate the situa-
tion more appropriately than global evaluations.
Assuming the sample of time points constitutes a fairly
representative sample for this period of the person’s life,
an aggregation of these states may provide
a characterization of the individual that closely aligns
with individual differences in actual daily experiences.

Although perhaps more ‘accurate’ in describing the
attributes of an individual, momentary or daily reports
likely capture more mundane and less memorable experi-
ences than global reports. Hence, they may not represent
the way people think about themselves and they may not
predict future intentions as well as global reports (e.g.
Conner & Feldman Barrett, 2012; Wirtz et al., 2003).

The present research

Previous research in this area has addressed different
questions than the questions posed by the current
study. Much of the prior work has focused on the corre-
lation of aggregated daily or momentary states and
global evaluations or recalls. Although momentary
states measured throughout the course of the day are
different from end-of-day reports of states, researchers
have attempted to characterize individuals based on the
aggregation of both types of measurement. For exam-
ple, correlations between global reports of affect and
daily averages of affect ranged from .59 to .65
(Newman, Nezlek, & Thrash, 2018). In other health
domains, the correlation between the recall and
momentary average of pain and fatigue has ranged
from .81 to .90 (Stone et al., 2010).

The present research extends prior findings in several
important ways. First, whereas previous research has
compared mean levels of aggregated daily or momen-
tary states with recall of that experience, the present
study compares aggregated daily states with global
ratings. Second, the present research expands the
range of measures that has typically been considered
among studies that measure well-being. Well-being can
be reasonably conceptualized as containing three
aspects: evaluative (e.g. how satisfied people are with
their lives), experiential (e.g. how people feel when living
their lives), and eudaimonic (e.g. how meaningful or
purposeful their lives seem; see Kahneman, 1999;
Schwarz & Strack, 1999; Steptoe, Deaton, & Stone,
2015, for a discussion). In addition to measuring evalua-
tive and experiential well-being (measures that have
dominated the well-being literature; see Diener, Lucas,
& Oishi, 2018; Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999), we
measured a sense of meaning and purpose in life.
Moreover, we sought to examine two relevant con-
structs that have less normal distributions in daily life,
nostalgia and searching for meaning in life. The mea-
surement of these additional constructs allowed us to
generalize our findings more broadly. Third, the present
study counterbalanced the order in which participants
completed the global reports and the daily reports,
which allows for the possible examination of any order
effect and provides insight into how global judgments
are formed. Given that people are influenced by peak
experiences, recent episodes, and frequently occurring
events and states, global reports should be more highly
correlated with peak, recent, and average states among
participants who complete the daily diary reports before
the global evaluations. When daily states are brought to
mind through repeated administration, they should
influence a subsequent judgment (e.g. Schwarz et al.,
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1991). Many factors may influence global evaluations of
well-being, and the present study builds on this litera-
ture by considering how daily states of well-being when
brought to mind can influence global well-being
evaluations.

Method

Participants and procedure

We conducted an initial study and replicated the
findings with a larger sample. We recruited as many
participants as possible within the university partici-
pant pool constraints. After data collection, we con-
ducted power analyses and used the observed
sample effect sizes as estimates of the population
effect sizes (O’Keefe, 2007). Because accurate effect
sizes could not be calculated from multilevel models,
we relied on effect size estimates from general linear
model estimates which likely underestimate true
effect sizes. Using the statistical program GPower
(Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009), the power
analyses indicated that the main effects testing the
primary analyses were highly powered (.99–1.00) for
all effect sizes, which ranged from d = .29 to d = 1.00.
A sensitivity analyses showed that we had .80 power
to detect small effects (d = .18). Similarly, the inter-
action effects were highly powered (.99–1.00) to
detect observed small effects (d = .20) and all effects
larger than d = .20. A sensitivity analyses indicated
that we had .80 power to detect small effect sizes
(d = .15). The correlation comparisons were reason-
ably powered (.80) to detect medium effect sizes
(q = .36). In short, our samples were adequately
powered to detect the effects of interest. The two
studies had very similar procedures and measures
across two semesters. Because the results were very
similar across semesters and for the sake of brevity,
we describe the method and results of both studies
together.

Participants were undergraduate students who
received course research credit. They were instructed
to think about their life as a whole as they completed
a questionnaire at one time. They also received daily
questionnaires for two weeks and were instructed to
think about their day as they completed the daily ques-
tionnaires. Daily questionnaires were emailed to stu-
dents at 9:00pm each evening. Reminder emails were
distributed the following morning at 7:00am to those
who did not complete the questionnaire in the evening.
Responses were accepted until 10:00am. Daily question-
naires were eliminated if they were completed after
10:00am, if they were duplicate entries, if the participant

failed to correctly answer an instructed response item as
recommended by Meade and Craig (2012), or if the
participant completed less than five valid entries.1 Of
the initial 3,153 daily questionnaires, we used 2,984
(5.36% eliminated) daily questionnaires in our final ana-
lyses, which included 244 participants (Mage = 20.21;
SD = 2.09; 74.2% female). On average, participants com-
pleted 12.23 daily reports (SD = 2.12; minimum = 5,
median = 13). The participants were also randomly
assigned to either complete the global evaluations
before or after the two-week diary portion of the study.
The global evaluations questionnaire was administered
two days before or two days after the two-week daily
diary period.

Measures

Global ratings of satisfaction with life were measured
with the 5-item Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener,
Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985) with responses
recorded on a 7-point scale (1 = Strongly disagree,
7 = Strongly agree). Global ratings of presence and search
for meaning in life were assessed with an adapted ver-
sion of the 10-item Meaning in Life Questionnaire
(Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006). The first item was
changed from ‘I understand my life’s meaning’ to ‘My life
is full of meaning,’ and the second item was changed
from ‘I am looking for something that makes my life feel
meaningful’ to ‘I am searching for something that makes
my life feel meaningful.’ These items were altered so that
the corresponding reworded items administered in the
daily questionnaires would make more sense. Responses
were recorded on a 7-point scale (1 = Absolutely untrue,
7 = Absolutely true). Global ratings of positive and nega-
tive affect were measured with items that have been
used in circumplex models that distinguish valence and
arousal (e.g. Brandstätter, 2007; Feldman Barrett &
Russell, 1998; Nezlek, 2005). Positive activated (PA) affect
items were enthusiastic, delighted, happy, glad, and
excited; positive deactivated (PD) items were calm,
peaceful, relaxed, contented, and at ease. Negative acti-
vated (NA) affect items were stressed, angry, annoyed,
tense, and nervous; negative deactivated (ND) affect
items were depressed, disappointed, miserable, gloomy,
and sad. Responses were recorded on a 7-point scale
(1 = do not feel this way at all, 4 = feel this way moder-
ately, 7 = feel this way very strongly). Global ratings of
nostalgia were assessed with the 4-item PINE scale (e.g.
‘How nostalgic do you feel?’, ‘To what extent do you feel
sentimental for the past?’; Newman, Sachs, Stone, &
Schwarz, 2020). Responses were recorded on a 7-point
scale (1 = Not at all, 7 = Very much).
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Daily well-being measures were assessed by
rewording several of the corresponding global items
as is common practice in diary studies (Nezlek, 2012,
pg., p. 32–33). Participants answered questions about
their daily affect using the same items that were used
in the global questionnaire, and responses were
again recorded on a 7-point scale that reflected the
daily nature of the questions (1 = did not feel this way
at all, 4 = felt this way moderately, 7 = felt this way
very strongly). Daily nostalgia was measured with the
PINE scale, but questions were reworded to be appro-
priate for daily reports, e.g. ‘How nostalgic did you
feel today?’ Responses were recorded on a 7-point
scale (1 = Not at all, 7 = Very much). Daily satisfaction
with life was measured with two items that were
adapted from the Satisfaction with Life
Questionnaire (‘I was satisfied with my life today’
and ‘The conditions of my life today were excellent’).
Responses were recorded on a 7-point scale
(1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). Presence
and search for meaning in life were also measured
with two items each that were adapted from the
Meaning in Life Questionnaire (presence: ‘My life
today was full of meaning’ and ‘My life had a clear
sense of purpose today’; search: ‘Today, I was search-
ing for something that makes my life feel meaningful’
and ‘I was looking to find purpose in my life today’)
(Steger et al., 2006). Responses were also recorded on
a 7-point scale (1 = Absolutely untrue, 7 = Absolutely
true). Response scales for the daily measures were the
same as the response scales for the corresponding
global scores so that the averages could be
compared.

Because the daily questions about meaning in life and
satisfaction with life contained the word ‘life,’ we tested
for any ambiguities in interpretation by randomly
assigning half of the participants in the second sample
to answer the same questions reworded with the word
‘day’ instead of ‘life.’ For example, the first item measur-
ing presence of meaning in life was ‘My life (day) today
was full of meaning.’ The wording of these items had no

substantive effect on the averages, so the analyses pre-
sented below reflect the aggregated scores across
conditions.

It is also important to note that given the added
burden of repeated daily questionnaires on participants,
we could not administer all of the daily items for satisfac-
tion and meaning that we administered for the global
reports. To facilitate an appropriate comparison of the
daily reports and the global reports, we selected the two
items from the global reports that mirrored the daily
report questions as reasonable indicators of the con-
struct. Analyses that follow reflect the two-item global
reports of satisfaction with life, presence of meaning in
life, and search for meaning in life.

Results

Preliminary analyses

Descriptive statistics and reliability estimates from
Cronbach’s alpha for all global reports are reported in
Table 1. To calculate descriptive statistics for the daily
reports, we used multilevel modeling to account for
between- and within-person variation and used the pro-
gram HLM 7.01 (Raudenbush, Bryk, & Congdon, 2011).
Reliabilities of the daily measures were calculated follow-
ing the guidelines by Nezlek (2017). We first created an
item level file that contained the scores of the individual
items. Items were nested within days, and days were
nested within persons. The item variable for each mea-
sure was entered as the outcome measure in separate
unconditional models. The reliability of the intercept pro-
vides a ratio of true variance over total variance,
a common definition of reliability (Nezlek, 2017). Validity
refers to the correlation between a global report and the
corresponding daily aggregate. The decrease in level 2
variation from the model that included the global report
was divided by the total level 2 variation from the uncon-
ditional model. The square root of this is analogous to
a Pearson’s correlation. All daily measures had reasonably
high reliabilities (See Table 1).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of daily and global reports.
Daily Reports Global Reports

Variation

Variable Intercept Within Between Reliability Validity M SD Reliability

Positive activated affect 3.76 1.27 1.32 .84 .72 4.46 1.29 .91
Positive deactivated affect 3.54 1.06 .98 .82 .71 3.96 1.14 .86
Negative activated affect 3.06 1.18 .72 .61 .60 3.66 1.16 .79
Negative deactivated affect 2.27 1.07 .82 .79 .68 2.86 1.26 .87
Satisfaction with life 4.57 1.54 .92 .79 .71 4.87 1.41 .78
Meaning in life – presence 4.20 1.20 1.17 .78 .67 4.75 1.36 .82
Meaning in life – search 3.45 1.22 1.22 .84 .33 4.98 1.35 .91
Nostalgia 2.76 1.54 1.54 .89 .62 3.88 1.58 .91
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Next, we ran two-level (days nested within people)
unconditional models to examine the amount of within-
and between-person variation (See Table 1). These ana-
lyses showed that a considerable amount of variation
occurred at both levels. Next, the corresponding global
measure was entered at level 2 to examine the correla-
tion between the global score and the average of the
corresponding daily measure. The correlations between
the global measure and corresponding daily averages
were all reasonably high with the exception of searching
for meaning in life.

Primary analyses

Critical to the main purpose of the study, we compared
the means of the global reports with the corresponding
aggregated means of the daily reports (See Table 2). To
do so, we subtracted each daily score from that person’s
corresponding global evaluation score. In essence, daily
scores were centered around each individual’s global
evaluation score. We then built unconditional models
in which this new difference score variable was entered
as the outcome measure. The intercept was allowed to
vary randomly, and no predictors were entered into the
model. Error terms with random effect p-values greater
than .15 were trimmed from the models as recom-
mended by Nezlek (2012, pp. 65–68). The intercept of
this model provides an estimated difference between
the global reports and the aggregated daily scores
while maintaining the nested data structure. There
were significant main effects for all variables such that
global reports were higher than daily averages.

Although all global measures were higher than aggre-
gated daily states, some differences were stronger than
others. The global-state difference was smallest (.30) for
satisfaction with life, followed by PD (.41) and the pre-
sence of meaning in life (.55). To compare these differ-
ences statistically, we ‘stacked the data’ by creating an

outcome variable that alternated between two difference
scores (see Bauer, Preacher, & Gil, 2006, for a discussion of
a similar procedure). A dummy coded variable represent-
ing one of the difference scores was entered uncentered
at level 1 and the level 1 intercept was kept. The coeffi-
cient of the dummy-coded variable represents the differ-
ence between the respective difference scores. These
models indicated that the satisfaction with life global-
state difference was not significantly different from the
PD global-state difference, γ10 = −.12, t = 1.59, p = .112,
pseudo-R2 = .19,2 but it was significantly different from
the presence of meaning in life global-state difference,
γ10 = −.25, t = 3.23, p = .001, pseudo-R2 = .20, and from all
other measures (all γ10 < −.30, ps < .003, pseudo-R2s > .19).
These results show that the discrepancy between global
reports of satisfactionwith life and aggregated daily states
of satisfaction is not as large as the other respective well-
being discrepancies.

Next, we examined the interaction of order (global
reports completed before vs. after) by measure (global
vs. daily), which was significant for most measures (see
Table 2). The difference between global reports and
aggregated daily states was larger among people who
completed the global reports before the daily diaries.
The one exception to this pattern was satisfaction with
life. The discrepancy between global satisfaction and
aggregated daily satisfaction was larger among those
who completed the global reports after the daily diaries.
This interaction was most pronounced in the analyses
involving the negative constructs (negative activated
and deactivated affect, searching for meaning in life,
and nostalgia).

In addition to examining differences in means, we
compared the correlations between 1) peaks (maximum
values), recent states (last three daily reports), and
averages of daily states and 2) global reports across
conditions. As expected, many of the correlations were
stronger among those who completed the global

Table 2. Comparisons of global reports and aggregated daily state reports.
Daily report averages Global reports Main effect Interaction

Variable
Global report first

group
Diary first
group

Global report first
group

Diary first
group b t p d b t p d

Positive activated affect 3.71 3.81 4.47 4.46 .71 11.31 < .001 .72 .11 .90 .369 .11
Positive deactivated
affect

3.45 3.64 3.99 3.93 .41 7.46 < .001 .48 .25 2.29 .023 .29

Negative activated affect 3.00 3.13 3.81 3.51 .60 9.44 < .001 .60 .43 3.46 .001 .44
Negative deactivated
affect

2.17 2.38 3.01 2.71 .58 9.46 < .001 .60 .50 4.14 < .001 .54

Satisfaction with life 4.61 4.53 4.76 4.99 .30 4.36 < .001 .28 −.32 2.38 .018 .30
Meaning in life –
presence

4.17 4.23 4.78 4.72 .55 8.03 < .001 .52 .10 .76 .446 .09

Meaning in life – search 3.29 3.62 5.15 4.78 1.51 15.59 < .001 1.00 .71 3.77 < .001 .48
Nostalgia 2.67 2.85 4.31 3.44 1.12 13.28 < .001 .85 1.04 6.77 < .001 .87

The main effect refers to the difference between global reports and aggregated daily states collapsed across condition. Because reliable effect sizes could not be
calculated for the specific multilevel models that used difference scores, we calculated Cohen’s d effect sizes from repeated measures ANOVA models.
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reports after the daily diary reports (see Table 3). These
differences were most pronounced in the correlations
involving peak states and were more evident in mea-
sures of satisfaction with life, meaning in life, and nos-
talgia than they were in affective states. Considering the
results in Table 3 altogether, it is important to stress the
overall pattern of effects instead of attempting to cate-
gorize single specific effects based on arbitrary p-value
thresholds (Amrhein, Greenland, & McShane, 2019). It is
worth noting that many of these effects were small in
magnitude though. These findings reiterate the differ-
ence between the aggregation of daily states, which are
influenced by the present day, and global evaluations,
which can be influenced by peak states, recent states,
and frequently occurring states in daily life.

Discussion

The present study investigated two different methods of
depicting how people’s lives are going. Global evalua-
tions of satisfaction with life, affect, presence of and
search for meaning in life, and nostalgia were consis-
tently higher than their corresponding daily aggregates.
This confirms that people do not accurately replay their
entire lives to create an average report of how their lives
have been (Bradburn, Rips, & Shevell, 1987). Rather, they
appear to reflect on key aspects of their lives, such as
peak experiences and recent memories, and they can be
influenced by various additional factors, such as person-
ality traits and standards of comparison. Because daily
life is more mundane and less intense than the most
memorable moments we experience over extended per-
iods of time, the aggregation of daily reports suggests
a more moderate life than one might expect on the basis
of global reports.

The discrepancy between global evaluations and
daily states is consistent with and builds upon previous
research which has compared the ‘experiencing self’ to
the ‘remembering self’ (Kahneman & Riis, 2005) but also
extends the research in important ways. Much of the
previous research has compared recollections of specific
experiences, such as spring break vacations (Wirtz et al.,
2003), menstrual cycles (McFarland, Ross, & DeCourville,
1989), or EMA reporting periods (Stone et al., 1998), with
aggregated states during the experience. Other studies
have compared global reports of specific aspects of their
lives (e.g. math anxiety) with online experiences of the
specific event (e.g. taking a math test; Goetz, Bieg,
Lüdtke, Pekrun, & Hall, 2013). The general pattern that
has emerged in these studies is that as psychological
distance increases, report levels tend to increase, pre-
sumably because the level of abstraction has also

increased. Additionally, recall tends to converge with
lay beliefs about how their experiences typically are or
should be.

The present study has extended the research in this
area by comparing global evaluations with aggregated
states, as opposed to recalls of specific periods. It has
also increased the range of well-being measures to
include meaning in life. This has yielded several implica-
tions concerning the ways people think about their lives,
the underlying processes involved in these judgments,
and the methods used to characterize the well-being of
individuals.

Implications for thinking about your life

One of the key implications of these studies concerns the
distinction of the interpretations of the results between
positively- and negatively-valenced well-being mea-
sures. When reflecting on life in general, life seems
more meaningful, more satisfying, and more intensely
full of positive emotions. This may lead some to con-
clude that when evaluating your life, it is best to think of
the big picture. However, doing so would also lead to
the conclusion that life is more stressful, sad, and depres-
sing than it is in daily life.

It is also worth noting that the discrepancy between
global reports and aggregated daily states was consider-
ably larger for negative activated and deactivated affect,
searching for meaning in life, and nostalgia than the
positively-valenced variables. This could be due to the
non-normal distributions of each variable in daily life.
Moreover, the correlation between aggregated daily
states and global reports of searching for meaning in
life was considerably lower than other variables. This
suggests that people think about different aspects of
their lives when they search for meaning in their lives
in general as opposed to searching for meaning in their
daily lives, consistent with the results from Newman
et al. (2018).

The results also have important implications for
understanding how people think about what brings
them meaning and purpose in life. For example, in
a thorough review of published reports of global reports
of meaning in life, Heintzelman and King (2014) showed
that the average is higher than the midpoint of the scale
and concluded that life is actually pretty meaningful. The
present study qualifies this conclusion by noting that life
is pretty meaningful when people consider their life as
a whole, but it is less meaningful when people consider
their daily experiences. This discrepancy between global
meaning in life and daily meaning in life is consistent
with some recent experimental findings that have
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shown that life is more meaningful as psychological
distance is increased, for example by imagining oneself
in a distant location or by thinking about oneself in the
future or the past (Waytz, Hershfield, & Tamir, 2015). Our
results suggest that meaning can be found at higher
levels when thinking about one’s life more broadly,
which allows for the recollection of rare experiences
that may imbue one’s life overall with meaning but
may not provide much meaning from day-to-day during
the mundane activities of daily life.

Our findings also contribute to the growing body of
research that compares specific eudaimonic measures of
well-being (e.g. meaning and purpose in life) with evalua-
tive and experiential measures of well-being (e.g.
Henderson, Knight, & Richardson, 2013; Kopperud &
Vitterso, 2008; Newman, Schwarz, Graham, & Stone, 2019;
Nezlek, Newman, & Thrash, 2017; Tov & Lee, 2016). These
comparisons have important implications for how people
think about their lives. The discrepancy between global and
daily meaning was more similar to the affect discrepancy
than the satisfaction discrepancy. Whereas previous
research has shown that daily affect is more highly related
to daily satisfaction than daily meaning in life (Tov & Lee,
2016), our findings show that the affect discrepancy ismore
similar to the meaning in life discrepancy than the satisfac-
tion discrepancy. However, the meaning in life discrepancy
needs to be interpreted differently. There is no gold stan-
dard formeaning in life. That is, howmeaningful someone’s
life is at the present (e.g. while writing a dissertation) may
depend on future life circumstances (e.g. whether that
person becomes a successful professor).

Implications for underlying processes

By counterbalancing the order in which participants com-
pleted the global and daily reports, we were able to glean
some useful insights into the underlying processes.
Although the results from the interactions and correlation
comparisons were not as robust as the main effects, the
overall pattern of findings suggests that accessible infor-
mation can influence a subsequent judgment (Bless &
Schwarz, 2010). For instance, the discrepancy between
global and daily aggregated states was strongest among
those who completed the global reports before the daily
diary, and this discrepancy was most pronounced for
negative activated and deactivated affect, searching for
meaning in life and nostalgia (satisfaction with life actu-
ally followed the opposite pattern). This pattern of results
could be explained from a consistency motivation
account (Ross, 1989). Among those who completed the
diary reports first, those particular days provide a more
accessible input than the distant days, which would only
be accessible if they were extreme. The daily reporting

attenuates the advantage of memorable episodes at the
expense of more recent episodes.

Similarly, the stronger correlations between peak,
recent, and average daily states and global reports
among those who completed the daily reports before
the global reports attest to this account. The findings are
consistent with the notion that global evaluations
involve the reflection of peak experiences, whereas
daily reports do not (Schwarz, 2012).

Methodological implications

Our results have valuable methodological implications as
well, particularly for researchers who wish to measure indi-
vidual differences in well-being with methods often used
by personality psychologists. For example, is it more appro-
priate to measure personality traits by asking people to
reflect on their life at one time or should researchers
measure momentary or daily states of personality and
examine the distribution of these states? The latter
method, referred to as Whole Trait theory, has been advo-
cated recently as a method of measuring individual differ-
ences in personality traits while still capturing within-
person variation (Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015).
Although beneficial in many regards, aggregating daily or
momentary states may miss peak experiences, which hap-
pen rarely but nevertheless influence people’s perceptions
of themselves. Aggregating daily states may not capture
individual differences in important life events that do not
occur on a daily basis.

Relatedly, the correlation between aggregated daily
or momentary states and the global report of that parti-
cular variable has been a common metric of scale valida-
tion in personality psychology. Correlations in the range
of .60 to .70 have typically been considered a reasonable
standard for convergent validity. The present results
showed that although the correlations between aggre-
gated daily states of well-being and global reports of
well-being were reasonably high, these correlations
were influenced by the order in which these measures
were completed. When global reports are completed
after repeated daily reports, the correlation between
the two are stronger. Thus, the order in which these
measures are completed should be considered.

Limitations and future directions

One limitation of the study is that the two-week daily
diary period may not be long enough to capture a truly
random and representative sample of days of the year.
The goal of the study was to capture typical days of
the year. If we had included atypical days, such as the
final exam period or a spring break vacation, average

414 D. B. NEWMAN ET AL.



levels of well-being may have differed, which would alter
the discrepancy between daily aggregates and global
reports. Comparing global reports with daily averages
over longer periods of time that include unique experi-
ences remains a fruitful avenue for future research.

Another limitation of the study was that participants’
affective reports were assessed at the end of the day
rather than in the moment. This daily recall introduces
a certain amount of bias (Shiffman, Stone, & Hufford,
2008). In future studies, aggregated affective states
could be measured with the use of EMA techniques.

Finally, participants were undergraduate students
which limits the generalizability of the findings.
Although it seems reasonable to assume similar patterns
would be detected among other populations, future
research would be required to make this firm conclusion.

Conclusion

There are different ways of assessing people’s well-
being. Thinking about and reflecting on how your life
is going at one time involves a cognitive process that
differs considerably from how your life is going in real
time (or near real time). Global reports were consistently
higher than aggregated daily states. This has several
important implications for the interpretation of results
that rely on these different methods. In sum, life is
considered more satisfying, more meaningful, and is
characterized to a greater extent by more intense posi-
tive and negative emotions when reflecting on life in
general than when reflecting on daily life in real time.

Notes

1. Because daily questionnaires in the second study were
longer than the daily questionnaires in the first study,
daily questionnaires from the second study completed in
less than two minutes were also eliminated from final
analyses.

2. An effect size estimate, pseudo-R2, was calculated by
taking the percent the within-person variance from the
null model was reduced when the dummy-coded vari-
able was entered as a predictor at Level 1.
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