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We write in response to an article recently published 
in Perspectives in Psychological Science titled “The U 
Shape of Happiness Across the Life Course: Expanding 
the Discussion,” authored by Nancy Galambos et  al. 
(2020). The authors suggest that the U shape is “pur-
ported” and that “the conclusion that happiness decline 
from late adolescence to midlife (the first half of the 
U shape) is premature, and possibly wrong” (p. 900). 
They also claim that “support for the purported U shape 
is not as robust and generalizable as is often argued” 
(p. 898). We respectfully disagree and argue that the 
finding of a U shape is, in our view, one of the most 
robust patterns in the data in social science.

The authors go on to suggest that

It is of limited scientific and applied value to 
attempt to identify a single curve describing how 
people move through the life course compared 
with examining individual differences in how and 

why people change across different segments of 
the life span in different contexts. Moreover, 
generalizing from small age differences (in 
primarily cross-sectional research) to reach 
conclusions about a universal crisis in midlife is 
misleading. (p. 908)

As Blanchflower and Graham (2020) showed, the fall 
in well-being in midlife is large and significant, com-
parable in size to major life events such as losing a 
spouse or becoming unemployed. It is around three 
quarters of the size of the unprecedented drop in life 
satisfaction that has been observed around the world 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Abstract
We write in response to an article published in this journal, “The U Shape of Happiness Across the Life Course: 
Expanding the Discussion,” by Galambos, Krahn, Johnson and Lachman. The authors claim that “support for the 
purported U shape is not as robust and generalizable as is often assumed” and “we believe the conclusion that 
happiness declines from late adolescence to midlife (the first half of the U shape) is premature, and possibly wrong.” 
We respectfully disagree. The authors’ main evidence is based on summaries of 33 articles; they find 12 to have U 
shapes, seven to have none, and 14 to be mixed. We found that most of these articles are misclassified: Four of them 
are ineligible for inclusion, 25 find a U, and four are mixed. We then identified a further 353 articles, including 329 
in peer-reviewed journals, that all found U shapes that were not identified in the literature review. This is a major 
omission. We also present our own evidence of midlife nadirs in well-being using around eight and a half million 
individual observations from nationally representative surveys for the United States and Europe. The midlife low occurs 
in the mid-40s and its drop is equivalent to roughly three quarters of the unprecedented drop observed in well-being 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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The U Shape

We have both published extensively on the topic of 
well-being and aging, our papers are cited in the 
 Galambos et al. (2020) article, and one of us is even 
quoted directly. We are concerned that the Galambos 
et  al. article—and the flawed methods therein— 
misrepresents the extensive literature showing that 
there is a significant dip in life-course well-being in the 
midlife years. We also believe that the literature sum-
mary that Galambos and coauthors provide is not an 
accurate reflection of the broader findings, given that 
we have found 353 additional studies that support a U 
shape. We provide evidence here of dips in well-being 
during midlife in the United States, the United  Kingdom, 
Europe, and around the world, as well as in numerous 
other earlier published articles. This evidence also shows 
zeniths in unhappiness measures (Blanchflower, 2020a, 
2020b, 2021; Blanchflower et al., 2013;  Blanchflower & 
 Graham, 2020; Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004a, 2004b, 
2008, 2009, 2011, 2016, 2019, 2020; Graham & Pozuelo, 
2017).

We used microdata on well-being and estimated 
regression equations to find the U shape by including 
(a) a quadratic in age in a well-being or unhappiness 
equation, (b) a group of banded age variables, or (c) 
a complete set of single-year age dummy variables (i.e., 
20-year-olds, 21-year-olds, etc.). We did this with and 
without personal controls. Data files were often from 
nationally representative cross-section samples and fre-
quently pooled across multiple years collected by gov-
ernment statistical agencies or by Gallup. Longitudinal 
analysis using these methods could also be conducted 
by tracking the same individual through time, but only 
a few countries have longitudinal surveys with long 
time runs of well-being data, principally the United 
Kingdom, Germany, the United States, China, Canada, 
and Australia. The results from cross-section and lon-
gitudinal data both confirmed the existence of U shapes. 
In some instances, and especially in third-world coun-
tries with lower life expectancy, there were turns in the 
data in old age as sample sizes fall, so we mostly 
restricted the samples to those of working age (i.e., 
from 16 to 70; Blanchflower, 2021).1

Points of Disagreement

First, we disagree with a key statement in the Galambos 
et al. article asserting that “a focus on a single trajectory 
of well-being is of limited scientific and applied value 
because it obscures the diversity in pathways through-
out life as well as its sources” (p. 898). Helliwell (2019) 
recently argued that “to use a single life satisfaction 
question in large population-based samples might 

represent the best use of survey resources” (p. 8). It 
entails a cognitive assessment about life-course well-
being, extending well beyond momentary moods and 
affect—hedonic well-being (for details on well-being 
dimensions and best practice, see Stone & Mackie, 
2013).

We should note, though, that estimates obtained 
using happiness and conglomerate measures such as 
the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ; Williams & 
Goldberg, 1988) or; Warwick-Edinburgh Mental 
 Wellbeing Scales (WEMWBS; Tennant et al., 2007) also 
found U shapes (Bell & Blanchflower, 2021;  Blanchflower 
et al., 2013; Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008). It also seems 
to make little difference whether the well-being variable 
is coded as a dichotomous yes/no variable or there are 
three, four, seven, 10, or even 11 options. We also show 
below in relation to four different life-satisfaction ques-
tions that it makes little or no difference how the ques-
tion is asked or what measure is used, be it life satisfaction 
or happiness or even unhappiness.

Second, Galambos et  al. do not distinguish clearly 
between analysis based simply on the raw data and 
analysis using socioeconomic and demographic controls 
(such as education, gender, employment status, and 
health). As was made clear in Blanchflower and Oswald 
(2009), in response to Glenn’s (2009) argument that con-
trols should not be included, these distinct approaches 
are asking two different scientific questions.

The raw data show the effects of age on well-being 
over the life cycle without controlling for confounding 
factors, such as illness, labor market outcomes, or the 
death of a spouse. Although these things tend to hap-
pen as people age, such analysis does not prove that 
age “causes” these things; they could also be caused by 
poor health behaviors, risk taking, and other unrelated 
factors. Analysis including controls captures the pure 
effects of aging on well-being, accounting for these 
factors. For ease of interpretation, we—and most 
 others—use a consistent set of controls, including time, 
state or country, gender, education, labor force, and 
marital status (Blanchflower, 2021).2 Mixing and match-
ing analyses based on the two different approaches 
simply confounds the discussion. Blanchflower and 
Graham (2020) provide further evidence.

Third, a section of the article titled “Reflections on 
the Past Highlight Midlife as Happy” (p. 906) uses recall 
data on elderly respondents who, on average, remem-
ber their midlife years favorably. Yet recall data, 
although informative, are hardly an accurate or robust 
measure. The sample has only 404 observations, and 
the authors do not present any statistical tests. Thus, 
the results are a set of anecdotes that, although interest-
ing, are of limited generalizable value. One respon-
dent—who may be old and sick and in poverty—will 
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have a very different recall of the past relative to the 
present than will another respondent who is the same 
age but is healthy (age-adjusted) and in a decent finan-
cial situation. The results of the recall study are likely 
the consequence of present bias.3 If people are happy 
in their 70s, then their present feeling will affect how 
they remember the past, which would explain why they 
might have misremembered how happy or unhappy 
they were during the midlife. If people are miserable 
in their 40s, they are likely to remember their childhood 
as miserable and project their future in the same 
manner.

Economic circumstances, along with health, can dif-
fer between individuals in midlife. Indeed, the point of 
including controls is so that you can disentangle the 
effects of age alone from those of disease, poverty, and 
unemployment, among others. In the regression frame-
work, where data are pooled across countries and time, 
we also include fixed effects of country and year. Well-
being data from 2008, when the unemployment rate 
was high and rising, for example, may well be different 
from data taken in later years as the labor market 
recovered.

Fourth, Galambos et al. acknowledge that there is a 
clear pattern of midlife despair and premature mortality 
in America, but they do not make the connection with 
the general pattern of midlife despair. Both of us have 
worked on these trends in premature mortality (deaths 
from drug and alcohol poisonings and suicide), and 
there are many reasons that they occur in the midlife 
years rather than earlier or later in life, reasons that 
coincide with the explanations for the midlife dip in 
well-being (Graham et al., 2018; Graham & Pinto, 2019). 
While they are compounded for those vulnerable to 
these deaths by low levels of education and labor mar-
ket skills and by lack of social capital, they are clearly 
a part of the explanation. In America today, the elderly 
and the young both report that they have less pain than 
those in midlife (Case et al., 2020).

Blanchflower and Oswald (2020) reported on 
extreme mental distress in middle age on the basis of 
the proportion of Americans who say that all of the past 
30 days were bad mental-health days.4 They found that 
despair peaks in midlife. Blanchflower (2021) found 
that midlife zeniths in unhappiness in 20 different mea-
sures such as anxiety, worry, loneliness, sadness, stress, 
pain, strain, depression and bad nerves, phobias, and 
panic. Kessler et al. (2010) found midlife peaks in many 
depressive symptoms including Major Depressive Epi-
sodes (Table 1 in Kessler et al.), mood and panic dis-
orders, alcohol and drug abuse, intermittent explosive 
disorder (Table 3 in Kessler et al.), headaches and pain 
(Table 4 in Kessler et  al.), as well as treatment for 

emotional problems (Table 5 in Kessler et al.). In all 
cases, these trends in ill-being display as hump shapes 
rather than U shapes, for obvious reasons.

Fifth, Galambos et al. conclude that several articles 
did not find U shapes although the articles’ authors 
suggested that they did, according to direct quotes. We 
examine the evidence they present in their Tables 1 
and 2, which we find is fully supportive of the existence 
of U shapes along with an additional 71 papers that 
found the same.

Finally, another key component of Galambos et al.’s 
analysis is based on a survey of a few hundred Ameri-
cans. Sample sizes below 2,000 and even more so those 
below 1,000 just do not have enough explanatory 
power to generate statistically significant econometric 
results.5 Thus, we are not convinced by Galambos 
et al.’s analysis, but we also are deeply concerned that 
their conclusions are dismissive of phenomena that 
truly affect the lives of millions of people around the 
world. It merits better understanding by both scholars 
and policymakers.

Galambos et al.’s Analysis of  
Cross-Section Happiness Studies

A central part of the article is a discussion of the find-
ings in Table 1: studies that the authors found in a web 
search.6 Galambos et al. classified the results as “yes,” 
“no,” or “mixed” on the basis of whether the study (a) 
appeared in a peer-reviewed journal, in English between 
2013 and 2019; (b) tested for age differences; and (c) 
spanned the ages of teens or twenties into the sixties. 
We examined 33 papers discussed by Galambos et al. 
and found that four of them did not fit these eligibility 
conditions, 25 found U shapes, and four had mixed 
evidence. None found zero evidence of a U shape.

Remarkably, we then added an additional 169 articles 
that fit Galambos et  al.’s criteria—articles that they 
missed—plus another 77 that fit the criteria but were 
published in peer-reviewed journals in 2020 and 2021 
after the article’s publication date; 25 chapters, books, 
or working papers published since 2019; and a further 
82 articles published in peer-reviewed journals in Eng-
lish before 2013. All 353 articles found U shapes in age, 
with lows in midlife, making 374 in all.7 In our view, 
the conclusion that there is a U shape in well-being in 
age is neither “premature” nor “wrong.”

The first part of Galambos et al.’s Table 1 describes 20 
cross-sectional studies from around the world that were 
found from a web search for papers published between 
January 2013 and June 2019, plus two others.8

Above we noted the critical issue of whether studies 
included controls in their well-being equations. In 
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several instances, they did not (Steptoe et al., 2015). For 
example, Ferrante (2017) found U shapes in models with 
controls but not in unadjusted models. The same was 
the case for Hellevik (2017). Overall, seven of the 20 
are classified by Galambos et al. as “yes,” three are clas-
sified as “no,” and 10 as “mixed.” One of the “mixed” 
studies did not “test for age differences” (Olaroiu et al., 
2017), which is one of Galambos et  al.’s criteria for 
inclusion, so it is odd that it remains on the list.

Of the three that are classified as “no,” one (Dolan 
et al., 2017) should be a “yes,” given that the authors 
concluded that “the quadratic ‘U shape’ observed in other 
research was also evidenced here across measures. . . . . 
It was observed without and with controls” (p. 69). And 
later, “the age results for happiness are somewhat similar 
to prior research using single-item measures of yester-
day’s affect from the US Gallup survey. A quadratic 
U-shaped relationship emerged in both our and Gallup 
results” (p. 69).

Another study that Galambos et al. say is a “no” (Xing 
& Huang, 2014) used three different measures of well-
being, and with one of them, they argued they “found 
an approximate U-shape” in age with a low point at age 
45 to 49. Thus, this should be coded as “mixed.” So 
should Bardo (2017) be: He used the General Social 
Surveys (GSS) from 1972 to 1994 without controls and 
claimed he did not find a U shape in the data but made 
no mention of several other peer-reviewed articles that 
found a U shape in the same GSS data with controls 
(including Blanchflower & Oswald, 2004a, 2019a). That 
leaves eight of these studies classified as “mixed.”

The remaining eight “mixed” studies should, in our 
view, all be classified as “yes.” That is not to say that 
they found U shapes for every subsample, but direct 
quotes from the articles seem relevant on their overall 
finding:

1. Li (2016) found a U shape in age in the late 30s.
2. Blanchflower and Oswald (2019b) found a U 

shape for 427,000 people in Behavioral Risk Fac-
tor Surveillance System (BRFSS) 2010 life- 
satisfaction data and concluded as follows: “This 
U-shaped pattern in psychological well-being is 
seen in other modern nations” (p. 39).

3. Bauer et  al. (2017) reported that “our results 
generally confirm previous studies’ findings of a 
U shaped relation between subjective well-being 
and age for most of the lifecycle” (p. 125).

4. Ferrante (2017) wrote that “I detect a U-shaped 
age-happiness relationship, confirming previous 
empirical evidence” (p. 756).

5. Kolosnitsyna et al. (2017) wrote that “though the 
age/life satisfaction profiles vary slightly from 
year to year, the U-shape is quite steady” (p. 365).

6. Laaksonen (2018): “we find some support for the 
U-shape curve over 30 countries” (p. 478).

7. Hellevik (2017): “Is there a U-shaped relationship 
between age and subjective well-being? Based 
on the analysis of a Norwegian survey the answer 
is yes if we look at how satisfied people are with 
their lives” (p. 192).

8. Morgan et al. (2015) used the European Social 
Surveys and did find some differences between 
wealthier and less wealthy countries but overall 
concluded “our hypothesis that happiness-age 
trajectories would be U-shaped was supported” 
(p. 548).

So, of the 20 papers in the “cross-section analysis” part 
of Galambos et al’s Table 1, we excluded one, classified 
16 as “yes,” and classified three as “mixed.”

Galambos et al. Analysis of 
Longitudinal Happiness Studies

We also examined the “longitudinal or accelerated lon-
gitudinal analyses” part of Galambos et al’s Table 1, which 
reports the results from 13 longitudinal studies (including 
four that were also in the cross-section part of the table). 
We should note at the outset that attrition bias is a major 
issue and that declining sample sizes cause the longitu-
dinal files to become less representative over time. Kroh 
(2011) noted that in the case of the  German Socio- 
Economic Panel (SOEP), less than half of the original 
1984 sample remained after 2007. This matters because 
the most unhappy tend to drop out of the survey over 
time. This is why Galambos et al. (2015) found that non-
participants in subsequent sweeps at baseline were less 
happy than those that continued to participate.

Five of the longitudinal studios in the table are 
reported by Galambos et al. as “yes,” four are “no,” and 
four are “mixed.” Two of the four “mixed”— 
Otterbach et al. (2018), Kolosnitsyna et al. (2017)—and 
one “no”—Galambos et al. (2015)—examined only sub-
sets in age, which did not meet the authors’ own criteria 
for inclusion (i.e., that they “spanned the teens or twen-
ties into the sixties”).

Two of the three remaining studies that are classified 
as “mixed” actually should be classified as “yes” on the 
basis of direct quotes from the articles:

1. Baetschmann (2013): “On average, life satisfaction 
is mildly decreasing up to age 55 followed by a 
hump shape with a maximum at 70. For men and 
women there is a minimum around fifty” (p. 404).

2. Bauer et al., (2017): “Our findings mostly support 
the existence of a U-shape in individual well-
being” (p. 145).
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Two of the remaining three studies that are classified 
as “no” should also be “yes”:

1. Grover and Helliwell (2019): “We find that the 
U-shape in the relationship between life satisfac-
tion and age (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008; . . . 
Graham & Pozuelo, 2017) exists for both the 
married and unmarried but is deeper for the 
unmarried” (p. 380).

2. Cheng et al. (2017)9 used the same Household, 
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) 
data that Li (2016) did and found a U shape.

The remaining “no” should instead be “mixed”: 
 Lachman et al. (2015) wrote that “The MIDUS study data 
are consistent with . . . the U-bend trend for life satis-
faction,” but the overall conclusions do show mixed 
evidence for the U shape.

Galambos et  al. state that Cheng et  al. (2017) 
“observed that ‘all attempts to replicate the [U shape] 
pattern in genuinely longitudinal data have been a 
failure,’ (p. 127), highlighting the importance of further 
longitudinal research to draw conclusions about 
change trajectories in happiness” (p. 904). This takes 
Cheng et al.’s findings entirely out of context and mis-
represents what they said. They did not highlight the 
need for further research but made clear they had fixed 
the problem they identified, noting in the first two lines 
that “this article provides what appears to be the first 
longitudinal (fixed effects) multi-country evidence for 
a human nadir or midlife ‘crisis’” (p. 126).

In private communication with us, Nick Powdthavee 
confirmed this (personal communication, August 31, 
2020). We present what he said to us below, with his 
permission.

I still find it quite astounding how many 
psychologists still reject the U-shape, given all the 
available evidence. . . And yes, they misquoted us 
here as well. When we said it was a failure, we 
had meant that there is a failure in the methodology 
(the infamous age + cohort + time problem . . .). 
We used the exact same data as previous studies 
that did not find the U-shape, applied our simple 
method to solve the age + cohort + year problem, 
and found evidence of U-shapes in all three data 
sets. So, I dare say that we have solved that 
problem, and showed that there’s longitudinal 
evidence of a midlife nadir in wellbeing.

Of the 13 longitudinal studies, three were ineligible, 
nine were “yes.” and one was “mixed.”

In Galambos et al.’s Table 1, with 33 studies, four are 
excluded as ineligible, 25 are “yes,” and four are 

“mixed.” A further 353 papers that find significant U 
shapes, making 374 in all and none against, under their 
own rules. In our view, Galambos et al. (2020) are thus 
entirely incorrect in their abstract when they claim that 
the evidence is “mixed”; it is not:

cross-sectional evidence with respect to the 
ubiquity and robustness of the U shape in general 
levels of happiness and life satisfaction is mixed. 
.  . . Longitudinal support for the U shape in 
happiness and life satisfaction is also mixed. 
(p. 898)

In what follows, we present new evidence from 
nationally representative surveys from around the world 
on the existence of U shapes in age using several mea-
sures of well-being. There are obvious patterns in the 
data from 8.5 million respondents.

Evidence of a U Shape in Age in Well-
Being Data From Around the World

In the United Kingdom, the Office of National Statistics 
conducts a national Annual Population Survey each 
month. Since 2011, the ONS has been including four 
questions in a well-being supplement to its monthly 
national Annual Population Survey (Blanchflower, 
2020b, 2021). One of these is a question on life 
 satisfaction—“Overall, how satisfied are you with your 
life nowadays, where zero is ‘not at all satisfied’ and 10 
is ‘completely satisfied’?” (ONS, 2020a). Table 1 reports 
the mean levels for different age bands for 2012 through 
2017, and there is a minimum in the 50 to 54 age group. 
It is notable that in the raw data, there is a slight uptick 
in the late 20s.

Table 1. ONS Estimates of Life-Satisfaction Averages, 2011 
to 2017

Age group Life satisfaction

16–19 7.90
20–24 7.62
25–29 7.66
30–34 7.64
35–39 7.52
40–44 7.41
45–49 7.32
50–54 7.29
55–59 7.37
60–64 7.63
65–69 7.87
70–74 7.89
75–79 7.84

Note: Life-satisfaction scores use a scale from 0 to 10. ONS = United 
Kingdom Office of National Statistics (2020c).
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The microdata for the most recent years available 
from these surveys (2016 to 2018; n = 269,569) were 
subjected to two ordinary least-squares regressions 
(both of which included a set of single-year age con-
trols10). These results are plotted in Figure 1. The “lim-
ited controls” plot includes 2-year dummy variables and 
11 region dummy variables.11 The “with controls” speci-
fication adds a gender dummy variable and controls for 

education, marital status, and labor-force status. In each 
case, the coefficient on each year of age variable is 
added to the constant and plotted. There are U shapes 
in age that minimize at around age 50. The “with con-
trols” specification removes the early peak.

Figure 2 is similar to Figure 1 but uses a sample from 
the Eurobarometers data (Leibniz Institute for the Social 
Sciences, 2021), collected by the European Commission 
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Fig. 1. Life satisfaction in the United Kingdom (UK), 2016 to 2018. Data are from the Annual Population Surveys 
available from the UK Data Service (2021).
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Fig. 2. Life satisfaction in Europe, 2009 to 2019. Data are from Eurobarometers (Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences, 2021).
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from 2009 through 2019 for 1.25 million people as used 
in Blanchflower and Clark (2021). This time, question 
asked was “On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly 
satisfied, not very satisfied or not at all satisfied with 
the life you lead? Answers range from ‘not at all’ (1) to 
‘very satisfied’ (4).” A life-satisfaction “limited controls” 
equation is estimated with a set of single-year age 
dummy variables plus year and country controls, and 
then one with controls for gender, education, labor-
force status, and marital status. Both series show U 
shapes albeit more obviously so when controls are 
included.12

Figure 3 is similar, but the data were obtained from 
Gallup’s U.S. Daily Tracker from 2009 through 2019 (2.5 
million observations) with and without controls for gen-
der, education, labor-force status, and marital status 
plus year and country controls. The dependent variable 
here is Cantril’s life-satisfaction ladder:

Please imagine a ladder, with steps numbered 
from 0 at the bottom to 10 at the top. The top 
represents the best possible life for you and the 
bottom of the ladder represents the worst possible 
life for you. On which step of the ladder would 
you say you personally feel you stand at this time?

Until recently, there was a lack of consensus on how 
much evidence the Gallup World Poll (168 countries) 
provided across regions for U shapes, especially 

without controls. Table 2 gives data from 2005 to 2019 
across 10 regions using the same Cantril’s life- satisfaction 
ladder question as above. There are limited controls 
(year and country), and there are controls adding edu-
cation, marital status, and labor-force status. The sample 
was restricted to those under the age of seventy (n = 
2,131,846). In every case, with and without controls, 
there was a minimum, meaning the age coefficient was 

Table 2. Minima Estimated From Quadratics in Age Using 
Cantril’s Ladder, Gallup World Poll, 2005 to 2019 (n = 
2,131,846)

Location
Without 
controls

With 
controls

All 65 51
European Union 68 50
Europe, other 61 52
Commonwealth of Independent States 152 62
Australia–New Zealand 40 44
Southeast Asia 53 44
South Asia 50 40
East Asia 56 49
Latin America and the Caribbean 61 55
Northern America 37 44
Middle East and North Africa 55 48

Note: “Without controls” includes dummy variables for year and 
country. “With controls” adds education, marital status, and labor-
force status. Sample restricted to age < 70 years.
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significant and negative and the squared term was sig-
nificant and positive. In two cases, the age minimum 
without controls was above 70. Overall, the minimum 

was at age 65 without controls and at age 51 with con-
trols. Steptoe et  al. (2015) found a U shape only for 
English-speaking countries in the Gallup World Poll 
data, but this finding is probably due to the fact that 
they used earlier years, fewer observations, and no 
controls.

Others worry that the U shape may not be present 
or stable across subgroups. In Table 3 (and in Fig. 4), 
we used data from the Behavioral Risk Factor Surveil-
lance System (BRFSS; U.S. Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention [CDC], 2021) survey series on life sat-
isfaction, conducted from 2005 to 2019 (2.4 million 
observations). The question asked was, “In general, 
how satisfied are you with your life?” The answers 
ranged from very satisfied (4) to very dissatisfied (1). 
In each case, we estimated a life-satisfaction equation 
with controls for age and its square, month and year of 
interview, and state, and the same set of controls for 
education, gender, marital status, and labor-force status. 
The sample contained individuals ages 18 to 80 (anyone 
over 80 was classified as 80). We differentiated and 
solved the equation with respect to age, and, in every 
case, there was a minimum. We found a U shape for 
every racial group, for men and women, for the 
employed and the unemployed, and for the least and 
the most educated. The age minimum in the full sample 
was calculated to be age 44.

Galambos et al. argued that “generalizing from small 
age differences (in primarily cross-sectional research) 
to reach conclusions about a universal crisis in midlife 
is misleading” (p. 908). Another recent article by Jebb 
et al. (2020) similarly claimed, without foundation, that 
“much about the U shape has been overblown” (p. 302) 
and that even if there is a decline in well-being from 

Table 3. Life-Satisfaction Age Minima From the 2005–2017 
BRFSS (n = 2,405,502)

Characteristic Minima

All 44
Gender  
 Male 48
 Female 41
Race/ethnicity  
 White non-Hispanic 46
 Black 29
 Asian 46
 Native American 43
 Other races 42
 Hispanic 45
Education  
 High school dropout 42
 High school graduate/GED 41
 1–3 years college 43
 ≥ 4 years college 46
Employment  
 Employed 43
 Self-employed 45
 Unemployed ≥ 1 year 45
 Unemployed < 1 year 44
 Homemaker 48
 Student 46
 Unable to work 41

Notes: Estimated from a life-satisfaction equation including controls 
for age and its square, gender, race, year and month of interview, 
state, education, marital status, and labor-market status.
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youth to midlife, it was “trivial” and “quite small.” Fig-
ure 1 shows that life satisfaction in the United Kingdom 
declines from 8.1 at age 16 to 7.3 at age 50, or 0.8 life-
satisfaction points. This drop is less than the difference 
in life satisfaction between being employed (7.8) to 
being unemployed (6.8) but more than the decline from 
being married (8.0) to being widowed (7.4). This does 
not look small or trivial.

As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the ONS 
started a new weekly Opinions and Lifestyle Survey in 
March 2020, one component of which was the same 
life-satisfaction question used for the data in Table 1 
and Figure 1. There were 13 waves of the survey by 
mid-2020 (ONS, 2020b). The mean life-satisfaction score 
for the years 2017 to 2019 was 7.69.13 Life satisfaction 
dropped to 6.6 in mid-April 2020. It rose to 7.2 at the 
end of May 2020 before falling back to 7.0 in the most 
recent data from mid-August 2020. The 0.8-point fall in 
life satisfaction that we observed from youth to the 
midlife in the United Kingdom is about three quarters 
of the 1.1-point drop in national life satisfaction during 
the pandemic (from 7.7 to 6.6 points)—not trivial.

Conclusions

There are U shapes in age in 146 countries, including 
developed and developing countries from every conti-
nent, every member country of the European Union, 
the G20, the member countries of the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development, and three 
quarters of the member countries of the United Nations. 
It seems hard to reconcile these findings of a broad-
based pattern of a sense of lower well-being in midlife 
on a whole dimension of measures with Galambos 
et al.’s claim that the evidence “casts doubt on the per-
vasiveness of the U shape.”

The evidence we have presented is completely incon-
sistent with Galambos et al.’s claims that, all together, 
the diversity in these studies is not a function of which 
item or measure was used to assess well-being. They 
claim that such variability across studies illustrates not 
only that the U shape in cross-sectional data is not 
robust across geographic, sociocultural, historical, and 
demographic contexts but also that the low point in 
happiness is a moving target ranging between young 
adulthood and late life as well as within the 20-year 
period typically known as midlife. We disagree.

The robust and consistent evidence presented in the 
tables and the figures and many published studies runs 
contrary to Galambos et  al. (2020)’s claim that the U 
shape is “not as robust and generalizable as often 
assumed” (p. 898). In our view, the evidence for a U 
shape in well-being is overwhelming. Happiness and life 
satisfaction both reach a minimum, whereas unhappiness 

maximizes in the mid-40s. This nadir in well-being is one 
of the most remarkable empirical patterns in social sci-
ence.14 There are U shapes in age in well-being.
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Notes

1. According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s International Data-
base on population (https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/ 
international-programs/about/idb.html), in the United States in 
2020, there were an average of around 4 million people of each 
age between 0 and 65 years old (i.e., 0-year-olds, 1-year-olds, 
etc.), 3.2 million people 70 years old, and 1.5 million people 80 
years old. Although we restrict the sample in most of our BRFSS 
analysis, we get remarkably similar findings on the turning point 
in age (43.8 vs. 43.9) when we include those over 70 in our 
analysis as in Table 3 and Figure 4. We restrict our sample to less 
people younger than 70 in Table 2 for international data.
2. When pooling data by country and year or by state and 
year it is usual to report a “limited controls” specification that 
controls for month, year, and country/state and a full set of 
personal controls, including education, gender, labor-market 
status, and marital status. This is preferred to the alternative 
of reporting the weighted means by age because the regres-
sion framework filters out time- and area-specific fixed effects. 
Varying the list of controls has little impact. There is very little 
difference in the results for unhappiness whether controls are 
included or not.
3. We are grateful to Nick Powdthavee for suggesting this to us.
4. The data on 8.1 million Americans were taken from the 
BRFSS, 1993 to 2019 (CDC, 2021), and the question asked was 
“Now thinking about your mental health, which includes stress, 
depression, and problems with emotions, for how many days 
during the past 30 days was your mental health not good?”
5. Our colleague Doug Staiger kindly pointed out the following 
to us. Our original t statistic on the squared term was 58.34 in 
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a sample of 2,405,479. Then, in a sample of 1,000 you would 
expect a t statistic of 58.34 × 1 000 2 405 479, / , ,  = 1.19. In other 
words, we would be very underpowered to detect the U shape 
in a sample this size (even imposing the quadratic). On the age 
term, the t statistic 49.86, so we would expect a t statistic of 
49.86 × 1 000 2 405 479, / , ,  = 1.02.
6. They searched the Web of Science Core Collection and 
MEDLINE with these terms: “(well-being OR life satisfaction OR 
happiness) AND age AND u-shape” (p. 900). This search gener-
ated 64 articles. We searched Google Scholar and our search 
found all of these papers plus 353 others.
7. Details of the 353 papers are available in the Supplemental 
Material available online These should be added to the 21 arti-
cles we identified that Galambos et  al. incorrectly cite, mak-
ing 374 in all that find U-shapes. Some articles discussed had 
both longitudinal and cross-section results and were thus were 
counted twice.
8. A referee suggested to us that we had missed other papers 
that did not show U shapes, such as Maher et al. (2015) and 
Nakagawa et al. (2021). The former had only 150 observations 
and did not test for age differences, and the latter was pub-
lished in 2020 but also failed the fourth of the criteria in that it 
examined only people age 40 and above.
9. Note that Galambos et al. cite Cheng et al. (2017) as Cheng 
et al. (2015).
10. The results are unchanged if ordered logits or probits are 
used.
11. Equation 2 in the Supplemental Material shows clearly that the 
age dummy variables are different from each other. For people 
age 44, the coefficient is −0.268 compared with the excluded cat-
egory age 18. It has a t statistic of 44.6, and a well defined 95% 
confidence interval of [−0.2802693, −0.2566696].
12. Blanchflower (2020a) showed that there is a U shape in the 
Eurobarometer data rather than an M-shape.
13. Life-satisfaction averages by year were as follows: 2012 = 
7.45, 2013 = 7.49, 2014 = 7.56, 2015 = 7.65, 2016 = 7.66, 2017 = 
7.69, 2018 = 7.69, and 2018 = 7.69. It was 7.65 for January–
March 2020 (ONS, 2020a, 2020b, 2020d).
14. We agree with our colleague and coauthor Andrew Oswald’s 
comment quoted in Galambos et al. in relation to the U shape. 
He said, “I view this as a first order discovery about human 
beings that will outlive us by hundreds of years.”
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