
This paper describes the Life Experiences Sur-
vey, a questionnaire that assesses positive and
negative life changes and allows for individu-
alized ratings ofthe impacts of events. The pa-
per shows that only negative changes are re-
lated to stress-sensitive dependent measures.
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In 1972, on a flight from Norway to London,
Cecily de Monchaux, Tim Hunt, and I dis-
cussed the problems associated with the as-
sessment of life events. The discussion was so
stimulating that we then coauthored an arti-
cle

1
that reviewed these problems and sug-

gested some possible solutions, and I began to
construct an assessment tool to implement
some of these suggestions in my own work.

The major impetus for the Life Experiences
Survey (LES) was provided by my doubts con-
cerning the influential belief that life changes
are stressful regardless of the desirability of
the events experienced. I needed a way to sep-
arately assess desirable events (for example,
getting a raise) and undesirable events (for ex-
ample, the death of a loved one). The many
citations to the paper are due to the usefulness
to researchers of the positive- and negative-
events scales of the LES, which are based on

respondents’ subjective estimates of the im-
pacts of events.

Research with the LES has yielded many
interesting and provocative results. For
example, high negative-events scores are
associated with depression, anxiety, burnout,
accidents, poor signal-detection performance,
risk-taking, proneness to commit child abuse,
cardiovascular disease, and periodontal
disease. Positive-events scores tend to be
unrelated to these factors; rather, they seem
to be correlated with a positive outlook on life,
relatively low psychological distress, and re-
sistance to burnout.

I continue to be intrigued by life events. In
19832 I described a modification of the LES
that provides quantitative measures concern-
ing the impacts of and meanings attached to
events, how unexpected the events are, and
how much control respondents perceive them-
selves as having over the events.

At the present time, I am especially inter-
ested in psychological and social factors that
may moderate the effects of life events. So-
cial support is a moderator on which my col-
leagues and I have worked for over 10 years.
We have found that our Social Support Ques-
tionnaire seems to reflect an individual-differ-
ence variable important in its own right.
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An
example of how life events and social support
interact is provided by a study in which we
found that the relationship between negative
life events and illness was much stronger for
people low in support than for those with
many supportive others.
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Interest in research on life changes will con-
tinue because we all experience such changes
and think about their short- and long-term
effects. Interest is growing in intervention re-
search that identifies cognitive, behavioral,
and social (including community) strategies
and in resources that mitigate the negative ef-
fectsof events and stressful life transitions and
that facilitate effective coping.
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