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In a two-phase study, we examined the relations of subjective well-being with
the cognitive processing of affectively valenced life events. In Phase 1, both more
intense and more enduring reactions to positive life events than negative ones were
associated with higher well-being, and for intensity of reactions, this relation was
stronger for those events that were subsequently recalled. When equal numbers of
positive and negative life events were eligible for recall, well-being was unrelated
to the relative likelihood of recalling the two types of events. Phase 2 suggested
that life events are organized in memory according to the domain in which they
occur but not according to their valence. However, neither the organization nor the
retrieval of life events correlated with well-being. In combination, these findings
suggest that cognitive processes associated with the encoding of life events, but
neither the organization nor the retrieval of these events, are associated with subjective well-being.  1997 Academic Press

A major focus of attention in personality and clinical psychology has been
on the determinants and consequences of subjective well-being (Costa &
McCrae, 1980; Diener, 1984; Emmons & Diener, 1986; Headey & Wearing,
1990). Subjective well-being or happiness appears to be a fairly stable personality characteristic (Costa & McCrae, 1980, 1984; Sandvik, Diener, &
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Seidlitz, 1993), despite transitory effects of life events (Headey & Wearing,
1990; Reich & Zautra, 1983) and situationally-induced mood (e.g.,
Schwarz & Clore, 1982). This raises the question as to how subjective wellbeing is in fact maintained over time. To understand this question, it is necessary to understand the cognitive processes that underlie people’s reactions
to positive and negative life experiences and how these experiences are related to well-being.
The need to attain this understanding was made salient by a recent study
conducted by Seidlitz and Diener (1993) in which happy participants recalled
a greater number of positive life events, and fewer negative events, than did
unhappy participants. Seidlitz and Diener’s results suggested that this recall
difference was due to two factors: (a) happy participants objectively experienced more positive versus negative events than unhappy participants (see
also Headey & Wearing, 1990), and (b) happy participants interpreted their
life circumstances more positively than unhappy participants (see also Forgas & Moylan, 1988; Mayer, Gaschke, Braverman, & Evans, 1992). This
recall difference, however, might also have occurred because (c) happy participants paid more attention to positive versus negative experiences at the
time they occurred than unhappy participants and therefore were more likely
to encode them into memory; (d) life events are organized in memory according to their valence, and this organization facilitated recall of positive
events in happy participants more than in unhappy ones; and (e) happy participants, relative to unhappy ones, employed strategies of retrieving events
from memory that favored the recall of positive versus negative events. Although the effects of differences in subjective well-being on the cognitive
processing of life experiences have not been firmly established, there is evidence that transitory differences in affect can influence the selective encoding of information (Bower, Gilligan, & Monteiro, 1981), the interpretation
of this information (Forgas & Moylan, 1988; Mayer et al., 1992) and the
selective retrieval of information from memory (Riskind, 1983; but see
Wyer & Srull, 1989, for an alternative view). Chronic differences in affective
states might have analogous effects.
In the present investigation, we examined whether subjective well-being
was related to (a) the attention paid to positive versus negative life events,
(b) the organization of events in memory according to whether they were
positive or negative, and (c) the selective retrieval of positive versus negative
events. The data we collected were obtained from a single group of participants who were enrolled in a subjective well-being research course and were
administered a number of different measures over the course of the semester.
We have divided the report of the investigation into two phases because
the hypotheses, methods, and the number of participants who completed the
measures pertinent to the two phases differed substantially.
In Phase 1, the amount of attention paid to positive and negative events

