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Definition

Positive affect refers to one’s propensity to feel
pleasurable emotions and experience positivity
in relationships and surroundings (Chida and
Steptoe 2008). Positive affect is correlated with
other characteristics such as optimism, extraver-
sion, openness to experience, agreeableness, and
conscientiousness (Isik and Üzbe 2015).

Overview

Positive affect is an important component of
subjective well-being and is considered as a key
indicator of successful aging (Huang et al. 2019).
Currently, the general categorization of well-
being can be conceptualized as life evaluation,
hedonic well-being, and eudemonic well-being
(Steptoe et al. 2015). Life evaluation refers to
peoples’ thoughts about the quality or goodness
of their lives or their life satisfaction. Eudemonic
well-being focuses on judgments about the

meaning and purpose of one’s life. Hedonic
well-being refers to everyday feelings or moods,
such as the experience of happiness, which can be
measured using ecological momentary assess-
ments (EMA) or positive affect subscale of the
Center for Epidemiologic Studies – Depression
Scale (Eaton et al. 2004). In a 22-year longitudinal
study, a quadratic latent growth curve was found
to characterize the latent growth pattern of posi-
tive affect in the cohort with age 62–101 years
(Gana et al. 2015). The experience of positive
affect and meaning in life are strongly related,
and they become increasingly intertwined with
the increasing age and the perception of limited
time (Hicks et al. 2012).

Key Research Findings

According to the socioemotional selectivity the-
ory (Carstensen et al. 1999), as the perception of
future time becomes limited, older people direct
their attention toward emotionally meaningful
goals by optimizing positive events and minimiz-
ing those negative ones, motivating people
to regulate their emotions to maintain high
levels of subjective well-being (Hicks et al.
2012; Carstensen et al. 2003). Hence, despite
age-related declines in cognitive functions and
physical abilities, many older people are able
to maintain subjective well-being in later life,
known as the well-being paradox (Hansen and
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Slagsvold 2012; Schilling 2005). However, the
unique contribution of age on positive or negative
affect has been questioned, after controlling
for a host of other predictors (Isaacowitz and
Smith 2003).

Recent studies have also suggested that the
experience of high positive affect conveys many
desirable life outcomes, including improved well-
being (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005) and better health
in aging people (Pressman and Cohen 2005).
Moreover, positive affect encourages efficient
decision-making, along with more flexible, inno-
vative, and creative cognitive processing (Isen
2001; Labroo and Isen 2003). The neurobiology
pathways which underlie the relationship between
positive affect and favorable health outcomes
remain unclear. There is evidence that greater
happiness is associated with lower salivary corti-
sol, lower ambulatory heart rate, and reduced
fibrinogen stress responses (Steptoe and Wardle
2005). Such protective effects of positive affect
may be particularly relevant in old age, when the
risk factors are accumulating and lead to chronic
disease.

However, it has become clear that high positive
affect also has a costly detrimental effect that
is associated with intense psychological distress
(Hardy and Segerstrom 2017) and even risky
behaviors that are associated with early mortality
(Zhang and Han 2016; Friedman et al. 2010).
Moreover, higher intraindividual variability or
fluctuations in positive affect states over time is
associated with lower life satisfaction, higher
depression rate, and poorer physical health
(Hardy and Segerstrom 2017; Ong and Ram
2017).

Theoretical development and empirical
research have mainly focused on North American
and Western European cultures. However, cul-
tural values influence individuals’ personality,
social network characteristics, and even basic
cognitive processes. Patterns of socioemotional
aging may differ across cultures (Fung 2013).
For example, older adults, in general, show
greater bias in processing for positively over
negatively and neutrally valenced information
relative to younger adults. However, such ten-
dency is reduced or reversed in older adults in

Asia (Fung et al. 2019; Fung et al. 2008), possibly
because negative cues are more critical for the
maintenance of interpersonal harmony valued in
these interdependent cultures.

Although positive affect has been examined
across age groups, few studies have examined
the determinants of subjective well-being among
the oldest-old (defined as aged 80 and above). It is
estimated that there will be 23.6 centenarians for
every 10,000 adults aged 65 and older, according
to the data from the United Nations Department
of Economic and Social Affairs, Population
Division (2015). Surprisingly, majority of the
oldest-old are able to maintain a high level of
positive affect, despite their high level of disabil-
ity and dependency (Ng et al. 2017; Zeng et al.
2017). Several factors has been found to be related
to positive affect in the oldest-old, including
personality traits (Etxeberria et al. 2019), genes
(Soerensen et al. 2015), relative income (Ng et al.
2017; Gu et al. 2019), and social resources (Cho
et al. 2015; Cresswell-Smith et al. 2019; Gu et al.
2017). Research adopting the life narrative inter-
view approach has identified several methods of
coping with the challenges of aging in oldest-old
adults, including social engagement, continuity in
a sense of identity to maintain unity and life’s
purpose, and redemptive capacity to cope posi-
tively with life challenges (Browne-Yung et al.
2017). It is promising to turn to the oldest mem-
bers in our societies for wisdom of happiness.

Future Directions of Research

With high positive affect being linked to both
favorable and poor health outcomes, it is impera-
tive to know the optimal level of positive affect
that leads to adaptive functioning in older adults.
Interventions to maintain a certain level of posi-
tive affect in older adults should be explored.
Importantly, cultural differences in positive affect
in older adults still await further investigation.
Future studies may also further investigate
the biological correlates of both transient and
sustained positive affect and elucidate pathways
underlying the link between positive affect and
health outcomes. Given the complexity and
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multidimensional facets of positive affect, inter-
disciplinary studies using both quantitative and
qualitative methods should be encouraged.

With the proportion of centenarians increasing
rapidly, it would be interesting to study how
individuals in extremely old age still manage
to maintain their positive affect (Leland 2018).
Research on understanding secrets of happiness
from the oldest of the old may shed lights on how
to promote late-life resilience and healthy aging
(Browne-Yung et al. 2017). Geographical varia-
tions such as rural vs. urban areas and culture
differences should also be taken into account
when studying positive affect among the oldest-
old.

Summary

Older adults tend to experience more positive
emotions (Gana et al. 2015). Despite the increase
in risks and losses with advancing age, older
adults maintain subjective well-being. Positive
affect seems to have protective effects on health
outcomes, especially in older adults. Positive
affect may influence physical health by improving
cardiovascular function, neuroendocrine system,
and the immune system. Future research may aim
to determine the optimal level of positive affect
for older adults and how to maintain such an
optimal positive emotion level.
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