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Trie Objeciivity enc Scbiectivity of Life Zvents

_In his ciessic text on siressful lile events, B.P. Dohrenwend (1S7L) stated that
1he cistinction beiween "objective'" anc "subjective" life event measurement had both
"...thecreticel and methodological impqrtance" for exploring the stress-illness link. In
this peper ] will extend previous ciscussien of 1this cistinction, exazmining its
complexity and implications. In commenting con .Holmes and Rehe's Socieal
Rezcjustment Rating Scale (1967), Donrenwend (1S7&) stated that “...each of the items
on the checklist is an objeciive event in the sense that its exisience theoretically and

ften .practicall'y can be veriﬁed independently of the respondent's report of its
occurrence é_nd incependently of changes in the usual activities that it is likely 1o
bring about" (p. 282, 197k).  Subjective events were descridec.zs "...both theoreticelly
and practically...difficult or impossible 10 verify incepencentily of the respcndensis'
regorts of their occurrence" (p. 282, 1974). On closer examinaiion it zppears ihat
some evenis that Dohrenwend would consiger as objective are perily or primarily
subjeciive; moveover, there are a1 least three cifierent weys in which an index may

be subjective, eech of which has implications for study design and interpretation. Tc

4
r's

provice a fremework for ciscussing the objectivity and subjectivity cf life evenis, four

mejor life event investigaiions will first be reviewed.

Out cf 1heir extensive experience with Acecll Mever's LiZe Chert (125]), Helmes
end Rehe (1667) developec the first life event inventory, ihe Socizl Readjustment
Ratimg Sczie (SRRS). Tney chese evenis which clusterec zreunc cisezse onset on the

Tne SRRS has &3
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Ociective-sutjeciive Lile Evenis Pege &

<he euthers felt thetr most of the evenis recuirec en eacerpiation Ircm an individueal's

steecy sigte end Deceuse 1hey Cesired an zccurate charecierizetion c¢f the cdegree cf
cherge requirec oy each even:, event weighiing ceefficienis were censiructed., Tre

procecure Ieor crezting these weights wat 1c have & group cof subjects megnizude

estimaie &ll of the evenis zccorcding 1o the amount of ecCjustment required if the
! event were 10 ocCcur; these weights which were used in subsecuent siudies. The
Schecule of Recent Events (SRE) is a list cf events without the rztings. Subjecis

inciczie which evenis happenec curing a specified period, &nd by summing the weigh:s

CUNREER R ST e T T AT s R T

cf checxed items & single number indicetive of the cegree of sccizl reacdjusiment

required curing the period is compuied (the LCU score).

8 Another checklist, the Life Experiences Survey (LES), was developed by Safason,

-Johnson and Siegel (1978). Aost of the L7 evenis found on it were selecied irom

N ORI T TR TR, | R 7

exisiing insiruments (72% {rem the SRRE). Acdditionzl evenis were generztecd -=o
& g

.

-

cover nappenings that occur Irequently &nc het might "...exert a significant impec

on the lives of the persons experiencing ihem " (p. 93k). In adcition 1o checking
evenis wnich occurre€ guring & speciiiec time period, responcenis rate z com>zined

cesirebility-impect scele for each ci the checxec events. These ratings were ¢>izined

1 every time the checklist wes used. The scaie enchors renge ircm exiremely negative

E 10 no impact 10 exiremely pesitive zlong & single 7-point cimencion,

Tre Psychietric Epicemiclegy Resezrch Interview (FIRI) wes deveicn

o

~
C

t
.

Dehrerwend, Kresnelff, Askenzsy, anc Ccrrenwenc (1S78). Threy createcC iheir
mejor event in

Leiier of for woree, (mierrupie€ or chengec your usual ectivities?"  One huncred a-c
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gein, icss, or ambigueus; its incependence of psychiziric end physicel conditions; and,

o4
n
0
m
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-
4
m

! figure (self or somecne else). A much larger semple of judges mazgniiude
estimeziec the social rezdjusiment inherent in ezch event. These rztings were
enzlvzeC 0 cetermine the proportion of event rzting veriance which fell inio esch of
three components: universal agreement (&ll people reied the event in the sarﬁe wayl;
ciffercnces cdue 10 sociel cless or other cemographic characteristics; and, differences
thal were unreleie¢ 1o the previcus two classes (considered as error). These
proportions were used 10 classify event ratings e&s either universelly sizble, sizble
within specific sub-groups, or unsteble with regerd to the zforementionecd

characieristics.

The last event inventory which we will consider, the Interview Schecule for
Events and Difficuliies (ISED), veries from the previcus instrumenis in thet it is z

semi-siruciured, siencercized interview rather then a seli-report gquestionnzire. Brown
-

his colleagues (see Brown and Harris, 1978) developed ihe interview to recerg

o

n

[

events which were encountered by their subjects curing the Jest severz] months. The
interview <ouches on severzl content earees including health, role changes, leisure,
emplcyment, housing, and monev. Open-ended cuesiions are usec Iirst 1o sol.cit
informetion in each content aree; specific probes Iollow-up arees in which there were

positive responses. With the help of tepe recordings, inierviewers rezie each event

(XN

reccrcec on 28 sceles. A peartiel lisiing of the reting sceles ezre: 1ihe focus cf ihe

o
o

reseorieC sositive soroert daring the event.  Ratings, tnen, were & coemiinztion of the

s.oieci't rezClion 1¢ 1he eventis enc the interviewers' impressicn ol the subject's

rezCricme: ...reT.ngs were, iherelcre, zlweyvs DzseC on wWhil we were 1icic
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‘"contextuzl threat" were also derived for ezch event by having ihe interviewer read

en eaccount of the event and the circumstances surrounding iis occurrence io Brown's '

Objective-suSjective Life Events Pape 6
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experienced in similar encounters” (p. 87, Brown & Herris, 1578). Incices of

research iezm. Team members were ">ling" regarding the subjeciive reaction to the
event anc the menial, physical, and social status of the person experiencing it. The
members of the team independently rated the degree of short-term (immediate) and
long-ierm (cne week) threat that théy believed was inherent in the situation given its

coniext.

Wavs in Which Life Events Can Be Objective and Subjeciive. There are several

ways . in which checklist and interview methods for obtaining life evént expefience can
be objective or. subjective. Dohrenwend's definition focussed on whether or not events
can be veriiied (Verifiability). But there zre additional criteria which can be used.
One cezls with the method by which event indices are crezied, with subjective
weighting coeflicients or objeciive cztegories (Event Quantification). There is ziso
the matier of how events are chosen, with either subjective or objeclive criteria

(ltem Seieciion). The rest of this paper will discuss these distinctions.

bjectivity-subjectivity celined by aciual confirmeation of event occu‘rrence
versus sudjeciive responses cefines the first kind of cbjeciivity and will be called
Verifizbilizy. According to Dohrenwenc's delinitions of objectivity and subjectivity, the )
SRRS =vense znd many of the LES and PERI events are, in principle, verifiable.
However, some of the non-SRRS events included on the LES ({cr example, the items
"reconciiietion with boyiriend/girlirienc,” and "sexuazl cifficulties”) would be hard to
ve."i:'}'. Seczuse 1there is nc stancarcizec event schecule for the ISED, it is more

cifficoit 1c evaluete how inhe evenis fzre eccercing o Dchrenwend's verifiability

crizeric~. Since the ccnient of en irnterview varjes Ircem person 1o person, an
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evazluztion of the verifiebility of a particuler set of events irom z few interviews

‘might not apply 1o other interviews because other subjecis could generate a very
cifferent set cf events. Nonetheless, many of the evenis thet Brown reports zppear
1c be verifizble.” Responses 10 some of the interviewers' queries, however, such as
n..have you any relatives who asre a worry to you for other reezsons?' "Have you
ever considered marriege?" "Do you enjoy your job?" "Do you like living in your
| present house/flat?" and "Do vou feel it private enough?' would not be considered

1 verifiable éince they rely solely on individuals' opinions.
A
|

By Dohrenwend's deiinition of objectivity, then, the life evenis collected in t};ne
four studies, with perhaps the excepiion of the ISED, are generélly objéctive: in
theory the evenis are verifiable. But what about in practice? Of these studcies, only
Brown's gfoup reports that they attemptec verification of the reported events; the )

i
interview format lent itself to getting the information necessary for this, that ijs,
nzmes of those who could corroboraie subjects' reports. We do not know, though,
what proportion of the total number of events were verified. Thus, in practicé
events often go unverified and may better be considerec subj'ective because it is
unclear whether or not they actually happened. This paper's celinition of objectivity-

susjectivity based on event verification goes beyond Dohrenwend's definition in that it

recuires the event noi only 1o be theoretically verifiable, but 1o aciuelly be verified.

t

' ‘ . . .

| Thesseccnd kinc cf objectivity-subjectivity cencerns hew event checklist
ressorses are iransicrmed into numerical measures and ihis is called Even:t

Quentification. The socizl reacjusiment reiings of 1he SRRS, ihe cesirability-impecs

reiings of the LES, &nd the rescjustment reings of the PERI 2!l vield subjeciive

i‘ incices of li‘e evenis since iney rely ©on sutjeCiive responses c¢i the Inciviceel or

sreop thet reted the evenis. The procecure for crezting evert incices with the ISED
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combines the reaction of the respondent and the rezction of the interviewer 0 the
responcents' descriptions ¢f the evenis and both reaciions ere subjeCtive. ISED
cortextual threal ratings zare conceptuelly similar to the SRRS retings scheme

irom z reference group (Brown's smzll group of "experts")

inzsmuch as even: rating's
are appliec 10 the evenis 1hal were experiencec by other incividuzls. Although not
steted explicitly, the spirit of the ISED scheme wouid reguire that 1wo subjec:s. with
identical evenis anc contexis receive the same coniextual threat score. Procedurzlly,

contextual threat anc social reacjustment weighting coefficients differ in that the

former azre speciiiec in grealer cetzil, namely, by context, azge of subject, eic. than

ral

ne laiter which are applied solely on the basis of which evenis zre checked on the

SRE. Thus, all of the weighting methods reviewed were subjective. ;

Note that how event weightings were o tained,' from 2 reference group (zs with
the SRRS) or from the person who experienced the event (as with the LES), does not
change 1he obdjective-subjeciive status of the index beczuse both sets of ratings rely
on subjeciive responses. Furihermore, objeciive event reztings with relatively little
cbserved variability, for example, death of a spouse, are no more objective than
minor events with much intersubject varieiion with regard to Event Quantification.
Because most people have a similar reaciion 10 2 mezjor event coes nol mean thet
certein people in particuler circumsiances will have ihe same rezction. The scores

mayv be less verizble, but zre sull subjective.
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This is not 1o sav thet &ll means of clessilying even
ciwerteie mezte oot elzecificziion 15 10 place events mo cleerly celined conmtent zrees

~rick are mes beseld ©n susieciive reeClicns. iessificetion eccercing 1o familv, work,

leicure, cor ciner life erees (e.g., Chirizege anc Deen, JS73: Ruch, i377) cenencs
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which evenis

life even . imegine ar eveni incdex

- which is Desecd simply on the sum cf checked everis. Beczuse there zre no event
] ! weightings, It may eppear thal ihis kind of index is iree of any sudjectivity. But
4

: sutjectivity eniers Inic checx!ist scores whernsver the critericn usec 10 select 1he

i

everis was itseli subjective.  Suppose an investigeicr cesires 10 have an event

checxlist of lesses 10 celermine if people who experience 1hem’are more prene 10
cepression. To ceonstruct whe list, 2 sempie of subjecis are asked 1o list "losses" they
have encounierec in ihe lest five years and & checklist is compiled from these
{ responses. The .invesligeicr cecices 0 index 1he cencept of Jess by using

ireguercy of loss evenis recorced curing scme pericc of time. If the siucy!'

perticipents view the evenis as losses, zil is well: the score on the checklis

-+
i

‘, represents ine intencec concept.  On the cother henc, if the subjects co net view

aagss

mest ci the evenis e&s [csses, & sirong essociaiion Detveen checxlist scores anc

l cepressicn meyY not be cde C ihe experience of loss but cue 1o some cother,

unmeesured atiribute ci e evenis. This preotlem zrises beceause the consiruct loss is

| not et ointerent cuelity of an evert,  Tros, scores Iormec Sy osumiming oCcurrerces on
checHlisis wrhose ltems were chcten with subleciive Criteria, such es less, are
4 . ~ .
: tmercelves tn e sense sulieciive incices,




criterion, 1het of evenis clustering arounc ine iime of illness onset, enc the concep:

oi soc.zl reacjus

el

ment was an emergent property of the evenis efter they were
colieciec. The other stuo’@es chose events beczuse they were significant in scme wav,
They hezc subjects raie the cegree of reaciustment, change, eic.: the evensis
themselves were not chesen because they were "chenging." Clearly, the simplest way
10 avold liem Selection subjectivity is by nct using a subjective criterion for event
eiection. A relatively cobjective meihod lor recording events is 10 record evervihing
that neppens 10 an indivicual, as Barker and Wright (1951) did with one child for a

single day.

Some Life Event Study Design Issues Which Relate To Event Objectivitv-

Subiectivitv.‘ Before we can discuss the impact oi these distinciions on life events
research, tnree life event study design issues must be discussed: | the reasons for
uncerizxing & study in the Iirst place; the degree 1o which event conrient overlaps
u’i%h ine ouicome variable; and, whether the methocdology used in the siudy is

reirospectiive or prospective.

A primary distinction between stucies in the life events zrea is wheiher the

intert is ‘orecasting an ouicome (Preciction Study) or revealing the underlving czusal

V-
tn

retwork !ezcing 10 charges in the otcicome (Causel Stucy). This clessification is

usefu! beceuse it suggests Clifferences in the approprizienes

-t
1]

¢l methocociogies,
mettcos of enelveis, end interpretetion for ezch Xind of stufyv. Frecdiciive stucies
—21 10 colimize 1he precictien cof the odiceme Irom & number ol veriztles. It s
these precicicre themselves mey De Causec LY seme more
“mze.C' o mezsurel veriaties; what matiers s conly vwhether the ZSreciciors ere relisdly

z-ec ¢ -~e cuiccme {see Coowx & Cevpooell, 1679).  Sie

sie=-w. se T _llizije regrescicn eére clien erplcved i precicticn siuc.es. On o the other

i R A e




‘ne cegree 1o which the ccnient of life evenis overleps with &n ouicome
mezcore ¢ zrether cuelity of life evenis siucies. Dohrenwenc (1$7&) end Feairbank
enc Houegh (iS7%) have cevelcped the concept end Jebeled i1 Event Indepencence.
Brieilv, Dohrenwend (IS74) cescribes three populetions of evenis.  The first 1wo
pepuieticns include events which couljc be procuced by or be concomitents of the
Luicere uncer stugy, usuelly & physice! or psychisiric iliness. For exemple, 1he
evernt "irculle with sleep” is & possitie sympiom of depression end Izlls imto

Tomrervenc's ciessification cf everis cernfcunced with psychietric

cre cel.ed cepencent {en the ouicome) here. The thirc event calegery is composec cof

events whach ere likely 10 be incdepencent of iliness. Naztura! cetazs<irephes such as

P

Ilgeds e eerthgueaxes Izli into this cetegory &s c¢o some cof the maicr evenis found

P

1

£, LES, and PERIL Zor exemple, ceaih of spouse, Using events cenfcuncec
wits e fiucv's ouilceme meessure hreetens ire velidity of &ny czuse and eifect

-zicTe"s because ihe presumed czuse (events) meay simply be ancther way cf

Teecuring tne effect (outcome).
N
Tre third stucdy cesign issue CCnCeErns whneiher caéie were cclliected
retrcizeItively or prospeciivelv.  Retrcspective bfe event siulies rely on pecples’
resorie Ifopest evenis: n come Siucies, sSTiECiE Ere esteC o IEpOrt events ther
cICLrec TLTothe Srev.oor o hger Sagcies wnith retrceneciiven eotsss Nife evente
e-C won.osime perinf Ioftte ceusesgirp e towcome {enc tnerelcre tive & oprospeciive

t
|
;
|
§
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ccmponent) are viewed here s reircspeciive because they reiegin mery ¢f the bieses

Dt e ke

: inherent in the reircspeciive method. For example, simpie forgetiing cr more cemziex
| cistertions ci memory mey afiect reczil of evenis which occurred scme time ago. !

Furthermere, the distertiens meay procuce &h event-ouiccme releticnshis, as in wha:

Trown {IS74) has czilec “eiiort aiter meaning." On ihe other hand, prespeciive life
: event siucies collect event cata prior 10 the time the illness is evident and only use

'Y

reporis CL very recent evenss.

The Relaticnship Between the Obijectivity-Subjectivity Distincticns and Stucy

Design Issues. The reason Jor distinguishing between forecasting anc causzl stucies,

event inGependence, &nC retrospective versus prospective cesigns is because the way
in which event objectivity-subjectivity aifecis & study is depencent upon how the
' stucy fazres on these characteristics. Actuelly, only two of the three 1ivpes cf

cojectivity. Verifiebility and Event Quentificatien, interact wiih :he siucdy design

m

issues procucing various preblems for cerizin cesigns. Before moving on ihe the

implicatiens of combinations ol these chearacteristics, & generzl pcint needs 10 be

mece zbout ltem Selection. ltem Selection &ifects what Coox & Cempbell (1979)
| neve cezlled construct velicity, the cCegree to which & consiruct generalizes ic cther
| siuGies in other setiings on oiher occasions. Evenis seleciec on subjective criterig, |

: soch ezt Joss in ihe previeus exemple, ere not velic i another subject sample coes nes
view. the events es Josses. A large number of checks on such & cuesticnneire may

On the other henc, clilective evens
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| celecticn, which is not necesserily intencec o represent & perticuiar subieciive
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1

EVETT InCepencence; reilrospeCiive versus nrespeciive cesigr).  Since ezch of the

AR e e a M e

cesign issues &re cichcteomies, e.g., & siuCy is either retrospeciive or prospeciive,
1 cistinct cembinatiens (27) are possitle (See Table 1). The four Jife

€vent siucies revieweC earlier were reircspeciive, were expicring czusal releticnships

S TR TR RN A AR
on
o

1

{ emong life evenis &nd verious outcomes, end used indepencent events (this was not
i B

|

- irue Ior the early SRRE stucies, but ihe leter studies selected only incepencent
3 evenis Ircm the checkiist); thus, they were &ll of design tvpe IV, 1 will consicer
severe! cf the eight designs during the ciscussion of Verifizbility and Event
Quentificetion. Two designs (Il and VII) will net be considered at all beczuse they
hzve such serjous threats to their validity. Designs III and VII both atiempt to explore

cause!l relationships with dependent events which, as mentioned in the discussion of

event jndepencence, is impossible 10 do since dependent events confound the predicior

with outcome.  ~
Turning 1o the objective-subjective distinction of Verifizbility, verifiec events

(ozjective on Verifiebility) present no threais 1o the velicity of ithe six remaining

cesizrs.  On the other hanc, nonverified events (subjective on Verifiadility) threaien

the velicity of the retrospective cesigns (LILIV). There 1wo reasons for this: ihe first
Is imeccureie recall of evenis caused by simple fergetting over the long time pericds

which subjecis report on. Recent stucies by Jenxins et al. (I$7¢) zng

Unlenhutn et al. (i677) e

-1
w

iest 1o the cechining number ¢l events rememberec curing
1ne pzet several monihs,  The seconc rezson Ccncerns @nother ivpe ©i inaccu
receil which mey elso feve en elfect on the stuly's velicity., "Eilert alter me
(Zrown, 197L) pesiis thet new informetion cen zffect the remembrence of clcer

critrmeticn. Fer exemiie, wnowledge thet one hes jost cenmireciec en illness {new

fermetien) mey cevse en inciviceel 1o Jook beck tc eventt which cccurred juss

zefcre tne lilness {cid infcrmetion) end repeort them, when orcinerily the evernss
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Clearly, ceusal, retrospective studies (IV) zre sericusly compromisted bty
inaccurezie reczll of either type, but preciciive, reircespeciive studies (L1) zre

]
| omoromised &s well, This is beczuse & researcher ceing & precictive stucy woulcd like
[
]
1

-ty

¢ crew conclusions such as "l a person reports N number c¢f events prior 1o iliness

report, ihen there is such and such a chance of the person reporting iliness Jater on."

If the study cic¢ net vield &n zccurztie estimete cf hew many evenis would be

reperiec prior 1o illness (anc this bieas would probzbly be o report iewer evenis), a

R Y

stetement such &s the one mentionec¢ &bove could well be inaccurzie. Prospeciive
siudies greztly reduce the problems associated with nonverified events. Effects due !
1o pocr recell of evenis zre diminished because the life event measurement period is
( nci be several months long. Effcr: ziter meening is eliminated because the events
! are recerded prior 10 the ouicome's emergence. Thus’, cgesigns V, VI, anc VIl zre not

seriously threaiened by nonveriiiec evenis.

Cn 1he remaining objeciive-subjective cistinciion, Event Quantificetion, .

| sutjeciive weightings are genereily more probdiemeaticel for lile event studies' velicity
then en cbjective menner cf cuentifving evenis (e.g., classificetion by event centent).

As wes meniioned eerlier, there ere 1wo ways in which invesiigeiors have epplied

subiective velghtlings. ne group methoc invelves epplving event weights c>izined

[¥s]
)
tn
o

>

n
-
2l
%5)

‘rem & s.ngie grolp 1o event reports cf cther suljecis: the SRRES/SE

N - g o . 1} - ;- \ . R
meshccoiczies exermpliiy 1nis melhod. i~e perscne! methoc invovies incividuals

sseigning weighis 1o the everis they reperi: the LES exermpiifies 1this method,

Terscrer welights used jn reircspeciihve stucies (I.LM,IV), 1het is, weights which

~¢¢ efier ihe ociceme has occurred, ere prene e ihe same "eficrt efter

¥
L‘ mece-img" enc simple recel bizses 1hat were menticreC eariier, resulling in siucies




ns. ,reTE zre Trhelheiess meny
TTcI.e™ms perizining 10 ine eccurecy ¢l group we; €S, FCT exLTR.€, DeCause there

, 't —uCh verietiiily around ine meen cf event wejghtings, ine welghis do not Iraly

. reilect the opinions c¢f the pecrie expertencirg ihem (Dehrenvwenc et &l., 1978;
Q Verencw & Reirnhaert, i67e¢), Bt tnis is not T e issue &t tenC here; our Concern is
3 whelher or nct the subjeciive welgTling technigues, &rc rct the welgnilings

nemselves, are cotjectionebie.

T

Stucdies wnich use classificesion by contert (objeciive cn Twvent Quantiiicetion)
ere ot atfeciec by recail Tiesey since 1mey &re not suljeci.ve.  Vnether the design

of :he stucdv IS retreospective or preospeciive g €I no ccmsecuence e the velicnty of

N
P,
wm
(Fal
v

ications, Lixew:se, wnether & stuCy s Jreciclive €T Ceusel cces not eflect

VE.iCiiv. Thus, this weignhiing techniCue coes NSl ttrealen tne velic.ly ci eny cf toe
! c1.c.es. It oshecui€ be evident, thougn, 1net very c:iferent oris €I nNvpoiheses zre

coressed wWith CIDTeCTIVE]Y VErsus SuTiEeCT.vely VWEIERIes everlfi En ITVESTIEEIIT rMasses

re wea!th ©f inicrmetlion conteined n SCDECIIVE WEENUINES \EXDIETS€C &S T CIVICUa!

( c.iferemces) when ooiective ClassiliCet:CT 1t USEC exCiusivelv,

~€ llle evemT STUC.ES WTLZT werle reh.eweC €eriier were &l €I Cesipn tvpe A




Cbiective-sutjeciive Life Events Pege 16

of reviewing siuCles witn regard 1e ine

Tea CIECTIVITY 2Nl §JD;eCTNNITY CUsUnliinE. :
b o
]

’ moComCiocor., this Clscussion segporie Detrenwerc's sent,—ent which begen the
]

Simer:  che chieciive-futieCiive CiSTINCTLCOR ¢ imporient in the eveicetion of lile event

o

‘ ct_c.es, Tmree 1voes cf cnjectiviiv-subiectivity were exzliceted.,  Two of ke

] . . .
Ces mcs,om¢ were £50wn 0 nleteCl w.th ttree 1ife evens sTUCy Ccesign ojssues resuhmg

' velic.iv.  Nejther chjeciive nor sufjeciive events

orormly viell STuCies w.1houl serious inreais 10 their veic:ly.  wWe suggest thet in
e futire, nvesiigeicrs pien tneir hife event stucies with he inree objec:iviz}'.-

senectivity cistncuions in mind.
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