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Abstract

This paper presents the results of studies aimed at comparing the role of temporal and social comparisons
in assessing one’s own subjective emotional age (how old do I look) and the subjective emotional age of
other people from photographs. Temporal assessments are based on one’s mental ideas about their age
identity, while social comparisons suggest implicit ideas about the ages in a given population, including
stereotypes, attitudes, ideals. Subjective emotional age is an anchor representation since it is based on one’s
feedback about one’s health and appearance. The study participants were 145 mentally healthy people aged
20-70 years. The analysis was conducted by age groups: 20-30; 40-50 60-70 years old. We used the Barak
Subjective Age Questionnaire (2009) and 30 recent photographs of people of different ages (10 photos for
each age group of 20-30, 40-50, and 60-70 year-olds).The results showed that the assessment of the
subjective emotional age is much more accurate from photographs of people. The photographs of young
people were estimated to be slightly older than their real age, and photographs of older people were
estimated to be younger than their real age. Despite the differences in estimates of one’s own subjective
emotional age and the age of people in photographs, there is a general tendency to evaluate older people as
being younger than they are. Temporal comparisons are the actualization of one’s mental notions. However,
social comparisons and accounting for social age markers also play an important role.
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1.

Introduction

The nature of age differences is a fundamental question in the study of human behavior. Although

chronological age is a fundamental dimension, for understanding human development and its internal

subjective coordinates, subjective age seems to be a key construct that allows us to discover new ways of

analyzing self-determination, subjective choice of own life scenarios and their interpretation. Two levels

of mental representations may determine individual age-related identification (subjective age): stable

(anchor) and more labile, changing proximal age references. Stable representations are individual

development models that mark one's behavior with respect to age-related mental patterns. Proximal

representations or mental age markers change according to events that problematize age.
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1.1.

1.2

1.3.

1.4.

Recently, the number of studies of subjective age and their scope allows us to assess the
phenomenon of subjective age as a predictor of successful/dysfunctional aging, the ability to
cope with traumatic situations, a predictor of dementia, death in the older and other people
(Hofman et al., 2016; Hubly & Arim, 2012; Stephan & Satin, 2015; Stephan et al., 2018; Shrira
et al., 2014; Palgi, 2016). Wherein older than the chronological age of the respondents becomes

a predictor of a dysfunctional course of life.

These studies, conducted with large samples of respondents, are limited only to an analysis of
subjective biological age (how old a person feels), while other no less significant components of
subjective age (emotional — how old do I look; social —what age do I act; intellectual — what age
do my interests correspond to) remain outside the scope of the analysis. At the same time, as our
studies have shown, all the components of subjective age play an important role in the processes
of life activity and regulation of behavior, and their role changes in different periods of adulthood
and aging (Sergienko & Kireeva, 2015).

Reevaluation of one’s age is stronger in those areas where it is not easy to get information or
feedback unequivocally. Biological aspects of subjective age, such as health and attractiveness,
give more definite feedback, their standards are less ambiguous than the general perception of
age or age activity and interests. Thus, in our studies, the minimal difference in chronological
and subjective age was found precisely in the emotional assessment of one’s appearance. Indeed,

health and attractiveness were highly reliable predictors of age-related identification.

Another informational aspect relates to those prototypes against which people evaluate
themselves. So, if people are guided by outdated prototypes (for example, those of the previous
generation) to evaluate their subjective age, then they can underestimate the age of other people
as well. This aspect has not been studied experimentally, and it is related to the question of the
influence of age-related stereotypes, their implicit models, and dynamics in human development.
In our work with Yu. D. Kireeva (as cited in Sergienko & Kireeva, 2015) we compared the
chronological age of a person in photographs and their subjective assessment by respondents
(how do they look, which corresponds to emotional subjective age). The study involved 86
people. The age estimated from 10 photographs for each age group was much more realistic and

was close to the chronological age of the models. These data indicate that people are more
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oriented towards real ideas about themselves and temporal comparisons of their ideas (about
their physical condition and attractiveness) rather than towards stereotypes and ideals broadcast
by society (the value of youth at all costs, ever-young looking actresses, media personas, etc.).
In this case, the assumption of the higher reliability of feedback about the physical condition and
attractiveness of a person for implicit cognitive models of age and its identification is more

confirmed than socially determined comparisons as the basis of age identity (Sergienko, 2014).

2. Problem Statement

Subjective age was assessed by a questionnaire (Barak, 2009).
To assess the subjective emotional age of other people, respondents were offered 30 photographs of
10 photographs of people 20-30, 40-50 and 60-70 years old, contemporaries actually living in the same

region. They were asked: How old is the person in this photo?

3. Research Questions

» Compare one’s own subjective emotional age (how old do I look) with the age evaluation of people
of different ages in photographs.
« Assess the contribution of temporal and social comparisons to estimates of subjective emotional

age.

4. Purpose of the Study

The question of the psychological mechanisms of the phenomenon of subjective age remains poorly
studied. In the previous study, only 10 photos of examples of people of different ages were presented, which
limited the possibilities for interpretation. The purpose of this work is to compare the subjective emotional
age of people of 20 to 70 years of age and their assessment of the subjective emotional age of photos of
examples of 20-70 year-olds.

5. Research Methods

The study participants were 145 mentally healthy people living in Moscow and the Moscow Region
aged 20-70 years (38 men (27%) and 103 women (73%). The analysis was carried out by age groups: 20-
30 year-olds - 51 people (14 men and 37 women); 40-50 year-olds - 47 people (9 men and 38 women); 60-
70 year-olds - 47 people (16 men and 31 women). Subjective age was assessed by a questionnaire (Barak,
2009). To assess the subjective emotional age of other people, respondents were offered 30 photographs of
10 photographs of people 20-30, 40-50 and 60-70 years old, contemporaries actually living in the same

region. They were asked: How old is the person in this photo?
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6. Findings

Table 1 presents the results of evaluating the subjective emotional age of people of the same age

group (peers by age).

Table 01. Results of evaluating the subjective emotional age of people of the same age group

Respondents People in the photographs (evaluation of peers
by age)

Age CA SEA Difference Share | Group CA SEA Difference Share

(years) (Med) | (Med) | CA-SEA CA- (Med) | (Med) | CA-SEA CA-

SEA SEA

20-30 26 25 1 0,04 20-30 22,5 24,3 -1,8 -0,08
years

40-50 43 37,4 5,6 0,13 40-50 43,5 42,4 1,1 0,03
years

60-70 64 53 11 0,17 60-70 61,5 60,6 0,9 0,01
yeras

Note: CA - chronological age; SEA - subjective emotional age.

From Figure 1, we see that respondents of all age groups evaluate people of a young age (20-30
years) to be older (by 1.5 years) than their chronological age and people of other age groups (40-50 years
and 60-70 years) to be younger (by 0-2 years and 2-4 years, respectively).

70

58 60,6 ® Me CA on photo

1 Estimation of
respondents
aged 20-30

M Estimation of
respondents
aged 40-50

M Estimation of
respondents
aged 60-70

20-30 years on photo 40-50 years on photo 60-70 years on photo

Figure 01. Estimation of age from photographs by respondents of different age groups
Note: CA - chronological age

Respondents gave the most accurate estimates regarding their own age group. Even though the
difference in subjective estimates of how old a person looks and the estimates of the actual subjective
emotional age were significantly different, for all ages there was a tendency to evaluate people of 20-30

years old as older and people of 40-50 and, especially, of 60-70 years old as younger. Such dynamics reflect
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a general phenomenon, where the change in age estimates towards their subjective decrease in age begins
at 23-25 years of age (Galambos, 2009).

According to the data obtained, young people are the least accurate in assessing the emotional age
of other people of different age groups. Since young people, when evaluating their peers, adults and older
people, rather endow these assessments with implicit social ideas about age and its external markers, it
should be assumed that temporal comparisons of their emotional age, based on comparisons of themselves
in time (temporal) and social comparisons of generations of adults and seniors are very different and more
accurate. This indicates that people of all ages mainly rely on temporal comparisons when evaluating other
people. However, when evaluating people of older age than themselves, they have difficulties due to the
lack of their own mental coordinates. Therefore, social comparisons come to the fore in this case.

The data in Table 2 indicate that people's estimates of photographs differ between the group of young
respondents and the groups of middle-aged and older people. These data confirm that young people in their
assessments rely more on their implicit ideas about how people of older generations look. Consequently,
their estimates are determined to a greater extent by egocentric comparisons than in older people. The
perception of the age of people of their generation is much more accurate, although it also includes social

ideas about how people of the same age look.

Table 02. The level of significance of differences in estimates between age groups

Groups Average estimate of Average estimate of Average estimate of
photos of 20-30 year- photos of 40-50 year- photos of 60-70 year-
olds olds olds
U U U
P P p

20-30 years 1103 769 716

40-50 years 0.730 0.005 0.001

20-30 years 1011 666 631

60-70 years 0.622 0.002 0.001

40-50 years 875 929 856

60-70 years 0.349 0.622 0.275

7. Conclusion

Estimates of age from photographs are significantly closer to real age than subjective age-related
identification.

Photos of young people are estimated to be somewhat older than their real age, and middle-aged and
older people are estimated to be younger. Despite the differences in the estimates of one’s own subjective
emotional age and the age of people in the photographs, there is a general tendency to evaluate older people
to be younger than they are.

As shown by comparisons of the subjective emotional age of oneself and people in photographs,
temporal comparisons (when assessing oneself) are combined with social notions, including implicit
conceptions about age markers.

Temporal comparisons are the actualization of one's mental notions. However, social comparisons
and the accounting for social age markers also play an important role, as evidenced by data on the

relationship of subjective age with important life events, the social status of a worker or a pensioner, the
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presence of a family, children, grandchildren, and the educational level (Sergienko & Kireeva, 2015;
Sergienko & Melekhin, 2016).
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