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None :) 
Is that possible?

Course Logistics



How do you think our emotions 
are affected in old age?



Stereotypes



What does science say?



2 Methodologies 
1. Cross-sectional studies (comparing different age 

groups at a single point in time) 

2.  Longitudinal studies (following the same group 
of adults from young to late adulthood)

Affective Science of Aging



“Despite age-related 
losses, emotional well-
being remains relatively 

high in old age.”

Samanez-Larkin et al., 2011

Paradox of Aging

Samanez-Larkin et al., 2011



Stone, Schwartz, Broderick,, & Deaton, 2010

Well-Being and Aging



What are the mechanisms that help 
explain increased emotional well-being 

in older adults?
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Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (SST)  

Carstensen, 1993; Carstensen et al., 1999; Carstensen, 2006

Humans are uniquely able to monitor time, both 
consciously and subconsciously. 

We set emotional goals in temporal contexts. 

Older adults become more selective about social 
networks, spending more time with individuals 
with whom they have had rewarding 
relationships. 

Older adults spend more time pursuing emotional 
satisfaction. 



Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (SST)  
Young adults tend to prioritize future-oriented goals…

These goals place value on long-term rewards over 
emotional gratification in the moment.

Carstensen et al., 1999



Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (SST)  
Older adults tend to prioritize present-oriented goals…

These goals place value on current emotional gratification 
and meaning.

Carstensen et al., 1999



Carstensen, 1993; Carstensen et al., 1999; Carstensen, 2006

FOCUSING ON THE PRESENT 
Living in the moment 
Knowing what’s important 
Investing in sure things 
Deepening relationships 
Savor life 

PREPARING FOR THE FUTURE 
Expanding horizons 
Acquiring knowledge 
Meeting new people  
Taking changes 

Do we focus more on the present as we age? 

Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (SST)  



Carstensen, 1993; Carstensen et al., 1999; Carstensen, 2006

SST POSULATES 

1. Perception of time influences social 
(and emotional) goals 

2. Goals influence how we process 
information 

3. Pursuing emotional goals is good 
for emotion regulation. 

Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (SST)  



Carstensen, 1993; Carstensen et al., 1999; Carstensen, 2006

SST POSULATES 

1. Perception of time influences social 
(and emotional) goals 

2. Goals influence how we process 
information 

3. Pursuing emotional goals is good 
for emotion regulation. 

Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (SST)  



Carstensen, 1993; Carstensen et al., 1999; Carstensen, 2006

BUT WHY? 

Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (SST)  



Reason 1: Differences due to 
one’s future time perspective.


Young adults see the future as “long 
and nebulous,” whereas older adults 
see the future as more constrained.


Carstensen et al., 1999

Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (SST)  



Appendix A

An Example of Experimental Stimuli in Studies 1 and 2

Figure A1. Left panel: knowledge-related version. Right panel: emotionally meaningful version. 177
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Fung & Carstensen, 2003
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Reason 2: Selective narrowing 
of social networks


As we age, our social networks grow 
smaller and include a greater proportion of 
well-known social partners (i.e., and less 
“peripheral partners”).
These networks typically elicit less negative 
emotion.

Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (SST)  

English & Carstensen, 2014
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http://healthland.time.com/2013/02/18/with-age-comes-happiness/

http://healthland.time.com/2013/02/18/with-age-comes-happiness/


http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/01/health/research/01happy.html?_r=0

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/06/01/health/research/01happy.html?_r=0


http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/8183522.stm

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/8183522.stm


Positivity Effect



Positivity Effect

Increased Experience of Positive Emotion

Increased Attention to Positive Stimuli

Increased Memory for Positive Stimuli

Increased Ability to Regulate Emotions



Increased Experience of Positive Emotion

Increased Attention to Positive Stimuli

Increased Memory for Positive Stimuli

Positivity Effect

Increased Ability to Regulate Emotions





Carstensen et al (2011)

Emotional Experience 
Improves with Age

POSITIVE AFFECT  
NEGATIVE AFFECT WEEK



Carstensen et al (2011)



Positivity Effect

Increased Experience of Positive Emotion

Increased Attention to Positive Stimuli

Increased Memory for Positive Stimuli

Increased Ability to Regulate Emotions



Older and rosier?





SCREEN CALIBRATION

EXPERIMENTER

PARTICIPANT

HEAD TRACKER
EYE  

TRACKING 



Isaacowitz et al., 2008

Angry Neutral Happy

Positivity Effect

“Look naturally” at 
these faces for a few 

seconds…



Isaacowitz et al., 2008

Angry Neutral Happy

Older adults spent more 
time looking at the 

happy (vs. neutral) face, 
and less time looking at 

the angry (vs. neutral) 
face.

Positivity Effect



Positivity Effect - Attentional Bias Score 

Recreated: 
Mather & Carstensen (2003)
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Increased Experience of Positive Emotion

Increased Attention to Positive Stimuli

Increased Memory for Positive Stimuli

Increased Ability to Regulate Emotions

Increased Memory for Positive Stimuli

Positivity Effect



By contrast, some studies that examined memory for
emotional stimuli found no interactions of valence and age
[35–37] or only a marginally significant one [38]. One
possibility is that the specific encoding tasks given in these
studies (typically to rate or focus on the emotional

characteristics of the stimuli) limited the influence of
emotional goals. Open-ended encoding sessions might be
more likely to show the effects of emotional goals. It also
seems likely that the more personally relevant the
information is, the more likely older adults would be to
attempt to implement emotion-regulation goals when
processing the information.

Autobiographical memory
Of course, the most personally relevant type of memory
is autobiographical. Several studies reveal positivity
effects in older adults’ autobiographical memories. A
study that examined memory for a political candidate’s
withdrawal from an election race found that older adults
were more likely than younger adults to forget the
intensity of their negative affect [39]. In another study,
when asked to recall positive and negative events from
their past and rate the characteristics of those memories,
older adults indicated higher levels of positive feelings
and less complexity associated with negative memories
than younger adults did [40], consistent with previous
findings that older adults use positive reappraisal as a
strategy to cope with stressful encounters more often than
younger adults do [41].

A greater focus on emotional goals when remembering
also seems to influence the direction of distortion when
people reconstruct past health and habits. Among several
hundred nuns who recalled health behaviors and daily
habits from 14 years ago, the direction of memory
distortion became more positive with age [42]. However,
in another group that rated their current emotions every
so often during the memory questionnaire, both older and

TRENDS in Cognitive Sciences 
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Figure 3. (a) Total number of pictures recalled by younger (18–29 years old), middle-aged (41–53 years old), and older (65–80 years old) adults [32]; examples of (b) positive,
(c) neutral and (d) negative pictures seen in the experiment. Error bars show the confidence interval for the age-by-valence interaction.

TRENDS in Cognitive Sciences 
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Figure 4. Degree of positive or negative memory distortion for nuns answering
various questions about their health and well-being 14 years ago [42]. For example,
the nuns were asked, ‘How often were you completely worn out at the end of the
day?’ and ‘How often did you experience happiness?’ Participants in the control
condition simply filled out the memory questionnaire. In the accuracy condition,
they were repeatedly queried about the memory strategies they were using and in
the emotion condition they were repeatedly queried about their current emotions
as they completed the questionnaire. The bias scores reflect a comparison of the
nuns’ remembered health and well-being to their actual ratings 14 years ago.
Memories that were more positive than the actual ratings yielded positive scores
whereas those that were more negative yielded negative scores. Error bars show
the standard error of the mean.

Review TRENDS in Cognitive Sciences Vol.9 No.10 October 2005 499

www.sciencedirect.com

Older adults are 
better at recalling 

positive (as 
compared to 
neutral and 

negative) photos.

Mathers & Carstensen (2005)

Positivity Effect



Recall six past memories (2 
positive, 2 negative, and 2 

neutral)

Describe  
the  

event

Rate aspects of the event 
(emotions experienced, 

vividness of memory, etc.)

Recall of Autobiographical Memories

Combain et al., 2005

Positivity Effect



During autobiographical recall of 
negative life events, older adults: 

- Reported a less complex 
storyline 

- Reported more positive 
emotions associated with the 
event

Combain et al., 2005

Positivity Effect



Increased Experience of Positive Emotion

Increased Attention to Positive Stimuli

Increased Memory for Positive Stimuli

Increased Ability to Regulate EmotionsIncreased Ability to Regulate Emotions

Positivity Effect





Urry & Gross (2010)

Selection, Optimization, & Compensation with 
Emotion Regulation (SOC-ER) 

Encouragement 
from Others

Cognitive Control

Encouragement 
from Others

Cognitive 
Control

YOUNGER ADULTS OLDER ADULTS

Situation Selection 
Cognitive Reappraisal

Cognitive Reappraisal 
Situation Selection



Positivity Effect 
As humans get older, relative preference for 

positive over negative information  
(i.e., towards positive, away from negative, stimuli).  

Carstensen & Mikels (2005)



Older People are Happier 
TED talk: Laura Carstensen 

http://www.ted.com/talks/laura_carstensen_older_people_are_happier.html
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Caveats

- Individual differences still play an important role 
- These findings are particularly true of those 

65-85 years old (versus those aged 85+) 
- Current life circumstances to consider include: 

adequate financial resources, reasonably good 
health, etc.



Considerations



Considerations

Strong support network  
(quality over quantity)



Considerations

Spend time on  
what is meaningful to you



Considerations



“Over the last few days, I have been able to see my life as from a great 
altitude, as a sort of  landscape, and with a deepening sense of  the 
connection of  all its parts. This does not mean I am finished with life. 

On the contrary, I feel intensely alive, and I want and hope in the 
time that remains to deepen my friendships, to say farewell to 
those I love, to write more, to travel if  I have the strength, to achieve 
new levels of  understanding and insight. 

This will involve audacity, clarity and plain speaking; trying to straighten 
my accounts with the world. But there will be time, too, for some 
fun (and even some silliness, as well)… 



“I feel a sudden clear focus and perspective. There is no time for 
anything inessential. I must focus on myself, my work and my 
friends. I shall no longer look at “NewsHour” every night. I shall no 
longer pay any attention to politics or arguments about global warming. 
This is not indifference but detachment — I still care deeply about the 
Middle East, about global warming, about growing inequality, but these 
are no longer my business; they belong to the future. 
…It is up to me now to choose how to live out the months that remain to 
me. I have to live in the richest, deepest, most productive way I can.”  
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Experts  
In  
Emotion

? !



Dr. Laura Carstensen

Experts In  
Emotion Interview 

Emotion and Aging

Professor of Psychology

Fairleigh S. Dickinson Jr. Professor in Public Policy

Stanford University



Thank You!


