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Abstract

Although everyone would agree that bereavement is

extremely stressful, surprisingly little is known about

changes in different facets of affective well-being in the

years surrounding the death of a loved one. On the

basis of the Socio-Economic Panel Study, we examined

changes in cognitive well-being (life satisfaction) and

different facets of affective well-being (happiness, sad-

ness, anxiety, and anger) in the years around the death

of a partner (N = 989) and child (N = 276). Data on

the death of a partner and child as well as cognitive

and affective well-being were assessed yearly since

2007. Multilevel analyses revealed that both events

were associated with very large well-being impairments

(>1 SD) that were most pronounced for sadness, happi-

ness, and life satisfaction in the first year of bereave-

ment. Afterwards, bereaved individuals managed to

recover impressively well: Levels of life satisfaction,

happiness, and sadness were on average similar 5 years

after losing a partner or child compared with 5 years

before the respective loss. Our findings suggest (a) that

many individuals tend to be capable to even cope with

highly stressful loss experiences and (b) that Set-Point

Theory not only applies to life satisfaction but also
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different facets of affective well-being around the death

of a loved one.

KEYWORD S

affect, bereavement, grief, life satisfaction, widowhood

INTRODUCTION

The death of a loved one belongs to the most stressful life events that humans can be faced
with. Bereaved individuals often experience a variety of different feelings and thoughts, which
may include grief, despair, helplessness, loneliness, guilt, fear, and anger (Parkes &
Prigerson, 2013). Consistently, bereavement has been associated with an increased risk of unfa-
vorable health outcomes such as prolonged grief, depression, and anxiety disorders
(Komischke-Konnerup et al., 2021; Lundorff et al., 2017; Stroebe et al., 2007). Various panel
studies have shown that losing a loved one relates to a large decrease of life satisfaction that
already starts in the preceding years and tends to last for several years (Anusic & Lucas, 2014;
Denissen et al., 2019; Infurna et al., 2017; Infurna & Luthar, 2017a, 2017b; Luhmann
et al., 2012). In contrast—and although everyone would intuitively agree that losing a loved one
is a very emotional experience—surprisingly little is known about changes in different facets of
affective well-being in the years around this experience. Here, we close this gap and investigate
changes in cognitive (life satisfaction) and affective (happiness, sadness, anxiety, and anger)
well-being at different junctions before and after the death of a partner and death of a child.

Subjective well-being

Subjective well-being refers to people's subjective evaluation of their life and comprises a cogni-
tive and an affective component (Diener et al., 2018). Cognitive well-being includes life satisfac-
tion and affective well-being includes the frequency and intensity of positive and negative
affect. Previous research has shown that life satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect are
moderately correlated but clearly separable dimensions (Diener et al., 2018) and that negative
affect can further be divided into different sub-facets such as sadness, anxiety, and anger
(Möwisch et al., 2019).

Set-point theory

Subjective well-being is not set in stone but may change in response to major life experiences
(Luhmann et al., 2012). Set-Point Theory assumes that it fluctuates around a person-specific set
point over time (Headey & Wearing, 1989; Lykken & Tellegen, 1996). That is, people might feel
better or worse due to positive or negative experiences, but these fluctuations tend to be tran-
sient and attenuate in the long term. Set-Point Theory has been largely supported but also chal-
lenged (Headey, 2008a, 2008b, 2010). For instance, some highly stressful life events
(e.g. unemployment, disability, and sometimes the death of a loved one) have been associated
with enduring declines in life satisfaction (Lucas, 2007; Lucas et al., 2003, 2004).
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Changes in subjective well-being around the death of a loved one

Meta-analytic findings suggest that life satisfaction tends to fall much deeper around the death
of a loved one (about 0.48 standard deviations, SDs) compared with other stressful experiences
(e.g. divorce) (Luhmann et al., 2012). Although recovery from this highly stressful experience
tends to be strong, bereaved individuals thus need much more time (i.e. several years) to regain
their set point (Luhmann et al., 2012).

Considerably fewer studies focused on changes in affective well-being (Anusic et al., 2014;
Kettlewell et al., 2020; Luhmann et al., 2012). Luhmann et al. (2012) found that affective well-
being decreased less around the death of a partner than life satisfaction. Another study based
on the Labour Dynamics in Australia Survey (HILDA) came to similar results (Anusic
et al., 2014): Life satisfaction was much lower in the year in which a partner died (0.79 SD) and
continued to be lower in the following years (0.35 SD). Changes in positive affect were compa-
rable but only half as large. Negative affect was higher at the time of the event (0.24 SD) but did
not differ in the long run.

In sum, these findings suggest that well-being impairments around the death of a loved one
are particularly pronounced for cognitive well-being and less pronounced and persistent for affec-
tive well-being. However, affective well-being captures a variety of emotions, which might change
in very different ways (and at different times) around this highly stressful experience. For example,
especially anxiety might increase before the death—when people anticipate their loss (e.g. due to a
serious health condition) and become increasingly afraid of it. In contrast, sadness might rise in
the first year of bereavement—when people face their loss and react to it. Because acute grief often
also involves feelings of anger (Maciejewski et al., 2007), anger might also be higher shortly after
the event. Distinguishing between different facets of affect is important not only from a theoretical
but also methodological perspective. For example, when anxiety decreases but sadness increases
after losing a loved one, these effects counteract each other. Consequently, changes in affective
well-being might be underestimated when focusing on overall negative affect only.

Death of a child versus partner

Furthermore, previous studies mainly focused on the death of a partner but less so on the death
of a child (Infurna & Luthar, 2017b). Because children usually outlive their parents, losing a
child is considered as particularly painful (McNeil et al., 2021; Moor & de Graaf, 2016;
Sanders, 1979). Bereaved parents oftentimes not only lose their child but also their family plans,
future hopes, and sense of meaning in life (McNeil et al., 2021; Moor & de Graaf, 2016). Thus,
well-being impairments around the death of a child (vs. partner) might be larger and more
persistent. Panel studies based on huge samples are required to examine well-being changes
around this particularly rare event.

Aims

Several previous studies have focused on changes in cognitive but less so affective well-being
among bereaved individuals. Here, we considerably add to this existing literature by investigat-
ing whether not only changes in life satisfaction but also different facets of positive and negative
affect around the death of a loved one correspond to Set-Point Theory. We not only examine
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when and how life satisfaction as well as happiness, sadness, anxiety, and anger change in the
5 years before and 5 years after this experience. We also compare these changes for two differ-
ent losses: the death of a partner and death of a child. An improved knowledge hereon is of
great relevance not only for basic but also applied research. For example, it provides important
cues for targeted and timely bereavement interventions to focus on specific facets of affective
well-being at different junctions before and after a loved one has died.

Our data come from the Socio-Economic Panel Study (SOEP) (Goebel et al., 2019; Kroh
et al., 2018). In the SOEP, information on subjective well-being and both loss experiences was
assessed yearly since 2007 among thousands of people from Germany. The rich data set allowed
us studying well-being changes not only after but also before the respective loss. Modeling such
anticipation effects is important because subjective well-being might already decline a long time
before the event (Asselmann et al., 2021). Thus, several years before and after losing a loved one
need to be considered to determine when affected individuals leave and regain their set point.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study sample

The German SOEP is a nationally representative household panel study from Germany with
multistage probability sampling that started in 1984. Data are collected yearly and largely come
from face-to-face interviews among all adult members of the target households. The initial
SOEP sample was replenished in regular intervals with new participants to counteract attrition,
to enlarge the overall sample size, and to allow for nuanced subgroup analyses. In this paper,
we consider information from 2007 (the first year in which information on the death of a child
and affective well-being was assessed) until 2019 (the most recent wave so far).

More detailed information on the SOEP, the sample structure, subsamples, and panel attri-
tion has been previously presented (Goebel et al., 2019; Kroh et al., 2018) and can be found at
https://paneldata.org/soep-core. All procedures and measures of the SOEP are described at
https://data.soep.de/soep-core. A list of previous SOEP publications can be found at https://
www.diw.de/sixcms/detail.php?id=diw_02.c.298578.en. The SOEP data are available from the
DIW Berlin after signing a contract on data distribution (https://www.diw.de/en/diw_02.c.
222829.en/access.html).

Assessment of the death of a partner and death of a child

Since 2007, panel members were asked each year whether and when a partner or child had died
in the current or previous year. In participants who indicated the respective loss, we coded the
time point of this experience in years and months. In participants who lost a partner or child
more than once, the earliest loss was considered.

Assessment of subjective well-being

Since 1984, life satisfaction was assessed each year with a single item (“How satisfied are you
currently with your life as a whole?”), labeled from 0 (“completely dissatisfied”) to
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10 (“completely satisfied”). This single-item measure of life satisfaction is well established in
socioeconomic and psychological research and has satisfactory psychometric properties
(Schilling, 2006; Schimmack et al., 2008; Schimmack & Lucas, 2006; Schimmack & Oishi, 2005).

Since 2007, participants were additionally asked each year how often they had felt happy,
sad, anxious, and angry during the past 4 weeks on a scale from 1 (“very rarely”) to 5 (“very
often”), respectively. The reliability and validity of these scales have been supported (Anusic &
Schimmack, 2016; Hudson et al., 2020, 2017; Schimmack et al., 2008).

Statistical analysis

Stata 15 (StataCorp, 2017) was used for the analyses. The analyses were not preregistered. The
analytic codes are attached as Supporting Information. Only individuals were considered who
(a) experienced the death of a partner (N = 989) or child (N = 276) between 2007 and 2019 and
(b) provided information on their cognitive and/or affective well-being at least twice during this
period.

Among affected individuals, we coded the time point at which their partner or child had
died relative to the time points at which they provided information on their subjective well-
being (in years and months). We then transformed the data from wide to long format to obtain
fine-grained well-being information at different times before and after the respective loss
(i.e. by combining within- and between-person information).

Similar to previous publications (Asselmann & Specht, in press, 2020a, 2020b, 2021a, 2021b;
Denissen et al., 2019), we applied multilevel analyses with measurement occasions (Level 1)
nested within persons (Level 2) nested within households (Level 3). Because participants may
have moved during the study, their household number in the year of the event was considered.
We built separate models per trait and modeled the effects as fixed effects.

Specifically, we analyzed linear well-being changes in the 5 years before (anticipation
effects) and 5 years after (socialization effects) the respective loss. Over and above, we modeled
well-being differences in the first year (short-term effects) and more than 1 year (long-term
effects) after the respective loss versus before. To this end, we regressed the standardised score
of the respective well-being facet on four event-related predictors (anticipation, socialization,
short-term, and long-term).

Furthermore, we conducted supplemental analyses in the total sample of bereaved partners
and parents. In participants losing a partner and a child (N = 21), the earlier loss was
considered. In these analyses, interaction terms between an event dummy (coded with 0 in
bereaved partners and 1 in bereaved parents) and the event-related predictors were included to
test whether well-being changes significantly differed around the death of a partner and death
of a child.

Each model was adjusted for gender (to control for differences between women and men),
linear and quadratic age (to control for continuous and discontinuous age effects), and testing
effects (to control for effects due to repeated assessments of the respective well-being outcome).
The respective well-being facet was standardised in the total SOEP sample, so that the effect
sizes from different models can be compared with each other. We chose an alpha level of .05
and did not control for multiple testing because each analysis refers to another research
question (Savitz & Olshan, 1995).

Table S1 summarizes how each predictor was defined and coded. Table S2 displays the num-
ber of observations per cell and predictor for cognitive and affective well-being in people who
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lost their partner or child, respectively. Correlations of life satisfaction, happiness, sadness, anx-
iety, and anger in both samples are shown in Table S3.

RESULTS

Death of a partner

Between 2007 and 2019, 989 individuals experienced the death of a partner (women: N = 683,
69.06%, grand-mean age: M = 68.17 years, SD = 12.49 years, age range: 22–105 years). Of these
individuals, 6 (0.61%) lost two partners, so that their earlier loss was considered. Means and
standard deviations for the standardised scores of life satisfaction, happiness, sadness, anxiety,
and anger from 5 years before until 5 years after the death of a partner are shown in Table S4
and visualized in Figure S1a.

In terms of control variables (Table 1, upper part), we found that men experienced higher
levels of happiness but lower levels of sadness, anxiety, and anger compared with women who
lost a partner. Moreover, happiness and anger decreased with age, and life satisfaction
decreased with repeated testing.

TABLE 1 Changes in cognitive and affective well-being in the 5 years before and 5 years after the death of a

partner (N = 989)

LS Happiness Sadness Anxiety Anger

Coefficient
b
(SE)

b
(SE)

b
(SE)

b
(SE)

b
(SE)

Intercept �0.390**
(0.058)

�0.256**
(0.056)

0.329**
(0.052)

0.237**
(0.057)

0.152**
(0.051)

Gender (men vs. women) 0.076
(0.057)

0.188**
(0.052)

�0.356**
(0.047)

�0.530**
(0.053)

�0.126**
(0.047)

Linear age �0.006
(0.040)

�0.130**
(0.039)

�0.000
(0.036)

�0.065
(0.040)

�0.199**
(0.036)

Quadratic age 0.006
(0.010)

0.009
(0.010)

0.005
(0.010)

0.016
(0.010)

0.013
(0.009)

Testing �0.012**
(0.003)

0.010
(0.007)

0.011
(0.007)

0.006
(0.007)

0.002
(0.007)

Anticipation �0.061**
(0.011)

�0.075**
(0.013)

0.098**
(0.012)

0.060**
(0.013)

0.014
(0.012)

Socialization 0.092**
(0.015)

0.144**
(0.018)

�0.160**
(0.017)

�0.047**
(0.017)

0.002
(0.016)

Short-term �0.535**
(0.039)

�1.021**
(0.043)

1.272**
(0.042)

0.184**
(0.040)

�0.057
(0.038)

Long-term �0.117*
(0.052)

�0.530**
(0.058)

0.636**
(0.056)

�0.036
(0.054)

�0.181**
(0.051)

Abbreviation: LS, life satisfaction.

*p < .05. **p < .01.
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In terms of event-related well-being changes (Table 1, lower part, and Figure 1a), our findings
revealed that life satisfaction and happiness already decreased, whereas sadness and anxiety
already increased in the 5 years before losing a partner (anticipation effects). In the first year of
bereavement (short-term effects), life satisfaction and happiness were much lower, whereas sad-
ness and anxiety were much higher compared with all other years. After the first year of bereave-
ment (long-term effects), life satisfaction and happiness were still lower, whereas sadness was
still higher than before (long-term effects). However, life satisfaction, happiness, sadness, and
anxiety recovered substantially over time (socialization effects), so that bereaved partners had
reached similar well-being levels 5 years after their loss compared with 5 years before. Repeating
the analyses with additional random effects for the anticipation, socialization, short-term, and
long-term variable revealed highly similar results. In other words, all fixed event-related effects
remained significant, indicating that all mean-level changes in subjective well-being were still
seen when taking individual differences in these changes into account.

Overall, well-being changes around the death of a partner were very large and most pro-
nounced shortly after the event. The strongest effects were found for sadness and happiness,
followed by life satisfaction. For example, sadness increased and happiness decreased more
than 1 SD (life satisfaction more than half a standard deviation) in the first year of bereavement.
Anxiety changed much less. Anger was slightly lower more than 1 year after the death, but no
other changes in anger were found.

Death of a child

Between 2007 and 2019, 276 individuals experienced the death of a child (women: N = 167,
60.51%, grand-mean age: M = 63.30 years, SD = 17.53 years, age range: 20–96 years), and

FIGURE 1 Changes in cognitive and affective well-being in the years before and after the (a) death of a

partner and (b) death of a child. Note: The first line indicates well-being changes in the years before the event. It

is based on the intercept plus the anticipation effect multiplied by the time (in years) until the event. The second

line indicates well-being changes in the first year after the event. It is based on the intercept plus the short-term

effect plus the socialization effect multiplied by the time (in years) since the event. The third line indicates well-

being changes more than 1 year after the event. It is based on the intercept plus the long-term effect plus the

socialization effect multiplied by the time (in years) since the event. A black line indicates that any of the effects

during the respective time frame (first line: anticipation effect, second line: short-term effect and/or socialization

effect, third line: long-term effect and/or socialization effect) was statistically significant (p < .05).
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6 (2.17%) lost two children during the study period. Means and SDs for the standardised scores
of life satisfaction, happiness, sadness, anxiety, and anger in the 5 years before and 5 years after
the death of a child are presented in Table S5 and visualized in Figure S1b.

As shown in Table 2 (upper part), fathers were less sad and less anxious compared with
mothers who lost a child. Moreover, happiness and anger decreased, whereas sadness increased
with age, and life satisfaction decreased with repeated testing (control variables).

With respect to event-related well-being changes (Table 2, lower part, and Figure 1b), no
anticipation effects before the death of a child were found. Other well-being changes were
similar to those around the death of a partner: In the first year of bereavement, parents were
considerably less satisfied, less happy, sadder, and more anxious compared with all other
years (short-term effects). More than 1 year after their loss, they were still less satisfied, less
happy, and sadder than before (long-term effects). However, recovery was impressive: Life
satisfaction, happiness, and sadness improved substantially over time, so that bereaved par-
ents had reached similar well-being levels 5 years after losing a child compared with 5 years
before (socialization effects). All fixed event-related effects were still seen when considering
random effects for the anticipation, socialization, short-term, and long-term variable in the
analyses.

Similar to the death of a partner, well-being impairments around the death of a child were
most pronounced for sadness, followed by happiness and life satisfaction, in the first year of

TABLE 2 Changes in cognitive and affective well-being in the 5 years before and 5 years after the death of a

child (N = 276)

LS Happiness Sadness Anxiety Anger

Coefficient
b
(SE)

b
(SE)

b
(SE)

b
(SE)

b
(SE)

Intercept �0.041
(0.094)

0.012
(0.104)

0.050
(0.089)

0.084
(0.093)

�0.074
(0.086)

Gender (men vs. women) 0.066
(0.062)

0.099
(0.069)

�0.524**
(0.066)

�0.422**
(0.079)

�0.101
(0.071)

Linear age 0.006
(0.044)

�0.211**
(0.054)

0.091*
(0.044)

�0.060
(0.047)

�0.125**
(0.044)

Quadratic age �0.025
(0.015)

�0.001
(0.017)

0.000
(0.015)

0.022
(0.016)

0.006
(0.014)

Testing �0.013*
(0.006)

0.025
(0.016)

�0.022
(0.013)

0.009
(0.014)

0.003
(0.013)

Anticipation 0.009
(0.021)

�0.044
(0.025)

0.026
(0.024)

�0.010
(0.024)

�0.043
(0.023)

Socialization 0.101**
(0.031)

0.091**
(0.034)

�0.081*
(0.034)

0.005
(0.034)

0.016
(0.031)

Short-term �0.590**
(0.074)

�0.667**
(0.079)

1.215**
(0.082)

0.179*
(0.080)

0.087
(0.074)

Long-term �0.410**
(0.104)

�0.338**
(0.107)

0.683**
(0.112)

0.023
(0.109)

0.138
(0.101)

Abbreviation: LS, life satisfaction.

*p < .05. **p < .01.
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bereavement. For anxiety and anger, almost no changes were found except that anxiety was
slightly higher shortly after the event.

Death of a child versus partner

Comparing well-being changes around the death of a partner and child revealed that the antici-
pation effects before the death of a child were weaker (Table S5). Moreover, the short-term
effect on happiness was smaller, whereas the long-term effect on life satisfaction was larger
after the death of a child versus partner. That is, bereaved parents experienced a lower decrease
of happiness in the first year of bereavement, but life satisfaction decreased more permanently
in the years after losing a child versus partner.

DISCUSSION

In our study, the death of a loved one was associated with a huge decrease of subjective well-
being that was most pronounced for sadness (followed by happiness and life satisfaction) in the
first year of bereavement. Despite these large well-being impairments, bereaved individuals
managed to recover impressively well in the years after their loss. On average, levels of life satis-
faction, happiness, and sadness were similar 5 years after losing a partner or child versus
5 years before. Set-Point Theory was thus supported not only for cognitive but also affective
well-being. More broadly, our findings emphasize that people—on average—are capable to
even cope with highly stressful experiences over time.

Changes in life satisfaction

We found that life satisfaction already started to decrease in the years before the death of a part-
ner but not child. Possibly, affected partners often anticipate their loss and experience increas-
ing stressors when approaching the event (e.g. due to illness and nursing), which might explain
this effect (Asselmann et al., 2021). In line with previous evidence (Anusic & Lucas, 2014;
Denissen et al., 2019; Infurna et al., 2017; Infurna & Luthar, 2017a, 2017b; Luhmann
et al., 2012), life satisfaction dropped more than half a standard deviation in the first year of
bereavement but recovered in the long run. Importantly, these changes refer to an average tra-
jectory. Previous research has shown that changes in life satisfaction and mental health more
broadly vary substantially between bereaved individuals and, for example, depend on personal-
ity (e.g. perceived control), event-related (e.g. the cause and circumstances of death), and con-
textual factors (e.g. familial and social support) (Asselmann et al., 2021; Bonanno et al., 2015;
Infurna & Luthar, 2017b; Mancini et al., 2015; Specht et al., 2011).

Changes in affective well-being

In terms of affective well-being, we found that event-related changes in sadness and (less so)
happiness were similar to changes in life satisfaction but more severe. For example, the increase
of sadness in the first year of bereavement was more than two times stronger than the decrease
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of life satisfaction (>1.2 SD after both events). High levels of sadness and low levels of happi-
ness often come along with despair, helplessness, hopelessness, rumination, and social with-
drawal (Parkes & Prigerson, 2013), which are not only typical for acute bereavement but also
relate to an elevated risk of prolonged grief, depression, and other mental disorders (e.g. anxiety
and substance use) (Komischke-Konnerup et al., 2021; Lundorff et al., 2017; Stroebe
et al., 2007). Thus, our findings highlight the importance of mental health screenings in
bereaved partners and parents to identify high-risk individuals who might profit from timely
and targeted interventions (Johannsen et al., 2019; Wittouck et al., 2011).

Compared with sadness, changes in anxiety were much smaller, and anger even decreased
slightly around the respective loss. In this regard, one could speculate whether anxiety and
anger vary more strongly between bereaved individuals (Maciejewski et al., 2007). While most
bereaved people experience grief and sadness, their susceptibility to feel anxious or angry after
their loss might depend more strongly on their personality, the circumstances of death, and
their social environment.

In previous studies, bereavement has been linked to smaller and less persistent impairments
of affective versus cognitive well-being (Anusic et al., 2014; Luhmann et al., 2012). Our findings
suggest that this is only partially true. Compared with life satisfaction, the effects were much
larger for sadness and happiness but smaller for anxiety and anger. That is, there were substan-
tial differences between individual facets of affect. These results particularly underscore the
importance to distinguish between nuanced sub-facets of negative affect (e.g. sadness, anxiety,
and anger), which has rarely been the case in previous work. Otherwise, strong and weak
effects might average out, leading to small overall effects.

Death of a child versus partner

In our study, anticipatory declines in subjective well-being were only seen in the years before
the death of a partner but not child. This difference could be explained by the fact that losing a
child constitutes a less normative experience, which is typically less predictable (Infurna &
Luthar, 2017b): While partners oftentimes lose their spouse due to age-related health impair-
ments, a larger proportion of bereaved parents might lose their child due to a sudden illness, an
accident, or other unforeseen circumstances.

Moreover, we found that happiness decreased less in the first year after losing a child versus
losing a partner. This finding is inconsistent with our hypotheses and might be surprising at first
sight. However, because parents usually live apart from their (grown-up) children, their daily
routines might be disrupted less in the first year of bereavement, which could explain this result.

Finally, and in line with our hypotheses, we found that life satisfaction was impaired longer
after losing a child versus partner. Because children normally outlive their parents and give a
sense of meaning in life, bereaved parents might lose not only their child but also their own
future plans and purpose, which might lower their cognitive well-being for several years
(McNeil et al., 2021; Moor & de Graaf, 2016).

With respect to well-being theories, our findings suggest that losing a child might lead to
more permanent reductions of cognitive (i.e. life satisfaction) versus affective (i.e. happiness)
well-being, which is in line with some previous research (Infurna & Luthar, 2017a; Luhmann
et al., 2012). However, additional research is needed to substantiate this assumption and investi-
gate the potential underlying mechanisms (e.g. specific cognitive and emotion-focused coping
strategies in daily life).
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Strengths and limitations

Our data come from a large and nationally representative household panel study from
Germany. Information on the death of a partner and child as well as cognitive and affective
well-being was captured yearly since 2007. The huge data set allowed us modeling nuanced
well-being changes not only around the death of a partner but also around the death of a
child—a very rare experience. A particular strength of our article is that we not only considered
changes in life satisfaction but—as one of the first studies—also changes in multiple facets of
positive and negative affect from several years before until several years after bereavement.

Nonetheless, a few limitations need to be mentioned: First, each well-being facet was
assessed with a single item, which might be less reliable than other, more comprehensive mea-
sures. However, the single-item measures used in the SOEP are widely used in socioeconomic
and psychological research and have satisfactory psychometric properties (Schilling, 2006;
Schimmack et al., 2008; Schimmack & Lucas, 2006; Schimmack & Oishi, 2005). Second, three
facets of negative but only one facet of positive affect were considered. Thus, future studies
may particularly focus on changes in nuanced facets of positive affect (e.g. joy, alertness, inter-
est, or peacefulness) around the death of a loved one. Third, the fact that subjective well-being
was assessed yearly may be seen as a strength or potential weakness: Especially during acute
bereavement, monthly or weekly well-being assessments could be useful to analyze more
short-lived well-being changes. Fourth, the sample of bereaved parents was smaller, so that
the statistical power in these analyses was lower, which might explain partially weaker effects
around the death of a child versus partner. Fifth, not all participants provided complete infor-
mation on subjective well-being from 5 years before until 5 years after their loss. One could
speculate whether heavily burdened individuals were more likely to end their study participa-
tion, which might have led to an underestimation of event-related well-being impairments.
Finally, because our findings come from a nationally representative sample from Germany,
they might not be fully generalizable to other countries and regions.

CONCLUSIONS

This study suggests that not only changes in life satisfaction but also changes in different facets
of affective well-being in the years around the death of a loved one are in line with Set-Point
Theory. Especially for sadness, impairments during acute bereavement are more than two times
higher than for life satisfaction. Despite these very large effects, most bereaved people manage
to recover impressively well and regain their set point of happiness within 5 years after
their loss.

Future research may zoom into the processes that underlie successful adaptation and iden-
tify the core factors that relate to individual differences in changes of specific well-being facets
and at different stages of bereavement (Galatzer-Levy et al., 2018). Such moderator variables
may include sociodemographic factors (e.g. gender and age), personality traits, the cause and
circumstances of death, and social and relationship characteristics (Asselmann et al., 2021;
Specht et al., 2011). For example, subsequent studies may investigate whether well-being
changes differ between parents losing a minor versus grown-up child and parents living with
versus apart from their offspring. Besides, research would be useful that relies on even more
fine-grained (e.g. monthly) well-being assessments and thus allows to take additional more
complex developmental trajectories (e.g. quadratic changes) into account. Moreover, future
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studies may test the efficacy of targeted early interventions in individuals at increased risk for
prolonged well-being impairments and associated adversities (e.g. depression and anxiety disor-
ders) after losing their partner or child.
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