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Abstract  

The trajectory of well-being (“happiness”) over the life course has been subject to 
much recent research. Some studies (especially by economists) argue that there is a 
U-shaped relationship between age and well-being. This is interpreted as a “midlife 
nadir in human well-being” (Cheng et al. 2014). Other studies conclude that “The 
evidence suggests that the U-shaped profile is a good approximation of decreasing 
and increasing well-being in the first and second stage. After people reached their 
late 60s, however, a decline in well-being is found in the third stage“ (Wunder et al. 
2013: 154). Obviously, there seems to be disagreement in the literature. 
 
Using data from the Socio-Economic Panel Study (SOEP) v29, 1984-2012 we show 
that both conclusions are not quite correct. We show that the misleading conclusions 
are a result of not properly controlling for cohort effects (older cohorts report to be 
happier), self-selection (happy people survive longer) and over-controlling (controlling 
for intervening mechanisms).  
 
Our basic point is that previous studies on the life course trajectory of well-being did 
not properly take account of the Age-Period-Cohort (APC) problem. We discuss the 
APC problem and potential solutions broadly. To solve the problem of perfect 
collinearity when age, period and cohort effects are estimated simultaneously we 
model the period effects by year-group dummies, explicitly measured macro 
variables (business cycles, unemployment rates) and Dummies for certain events 
that make people happy (German reunion, win of soccer world championship). We 
further discuss if it makes sense to control for life cycle events related to human 
capital, family issues and health when describing the profile of well-being over the life 
course. We argue that from a mechanism based point of view these variables are 
intervening mechanisms and should not be “controlled away” by including them in the 
analysis of well-being over the life course as covariates.  
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