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The Aging Personality and Self: 
Diversity and Health Issues

CHAPTER 29

  Julie B.     Boron   
   K. Warner     Schaie   
   Sherry L.     Willis  

             Personality may be defi ned as the pattern of thoughts, feel-
ings, and behaviors that shape an individual’s interface with 
the world, distinguish one person from another, and manifest 
across time and situation.  1-3   Personality is impacted by bio-
logic, cognitive, and environmental determinants, including 
the impact of culture and cohort. Theoretical approaches to 
personality are as varied as the breadth of the construct they 
attempt to describe and explain. Yet each approach, to vary-
ing degrees, emphasizes stability and change within individ-
uals across time and situations. 

 The impact of personality across the adult life span 
touches every domain: personal, professional, spiritual, and 
physical. Certainly, personality characteristics have direct 
and indirect infl uences on health status, health behaviors, 
and behavioral interactions with health care professionals. 
Although no single chapter can adequately condense such 
rich empirical and theoretical research, we will attempt to 
provide a concise overview of stage models, trait theory, and 
social-cognitive approaches to personality. As such, we will 
focus on aspects of personality development among cogni-
tively intact older adults, not personality changes that may 
ensue as the result of dementia. 

 Each section of this chapter contains four subsections. 
For each of the three major approaches (stage, trait, social-
cognitive), we fi rst provide an overview of classical along 
with the most current research on stability and maturational 
and environmental change within adult personality. Our 
focus will be on fi ndings from longitudinal data. Second, 
we include cross-cultural comparisons of adult personality 
where available. This focus provides a unique contribution 
to recent reviews of adult personality and aging.  4,5   Third, 
we examine the health correlates of adult personality, focus-
ing on morbidity and mortality, well-being, life satisfaction, 
positive and negative affect, anxiety, and depression. Finally, 
we discuss measurement issues and provide examples of cur-
rent assessment instruments. 

   PERSONALITY STAGES AND EGO 
DEVELOPMENT 

   Freudian theory 

 The psychoanalytic approach to adult personality devel-
opment has its roots in the theories of Sigmund Freud. His 
theories encompassed four domains: level of consciousness, 
personality structure, defense mechanisms, and stages of 
psychosexual development.  6,7   Freudian theory postulates 
that adult personality is made up of three aspects: (1) the 
id, operating on the pleasure principle generally within the 
unconscious; (2) the ego, operating on the reality principle 
within the conscious realm; and (3) the superego, operating 
on the morality principle at all levels of consciousness. The 
interplay of these personality structures generates anxiety 
that must be reduced through various defense mechanisms. 
These mechanisms act to obscure the true, anxiety-laden 
reasons for one’s behavior. 

 Although seminal in the expansion of our understanding 
of the human psyche, Freud’s specifi c theories receive little 
attention in the scientifi c study of personality today.  6   His 
theories are not easily amenable to scientifi c inquiry in that 
they frequently lead to nonspecifi c hypotheses, wherein 
failure to fi nd expected effects may simply be a result of 
unknown defense mechanisms. Additionally, having postu-
lated that personality development associated with his stages 
of psychosexual development essentially ends in adoles-
cence, Freud’s theories have limited applicability to the fi elds 
of gerontology and geriatric medicine.  

   Post-Freudian theorists 

 In contrast, some post-Freudian theorists have conceptual-
ized personality development as a continuing process focused 
on current interpersonal and/or family-of-origin issues as the 
source of individual distress and coping patterns. Carl Jung 
proposed that as individuals age, they achieve a balance 
between the expression of their masculine characteristics 
(animus) and feminine characteristics (anima).  8,9   Findings 
regarding increased balance of gender roles with age have 
emerged in different cultures, lending some support to Jung’s 
hypothesis.  2   

 Erik Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development are per-
haps the best known of the stage theories of adult personal-
ity. The sequence of Erikson’s eight stages of development 
is based on the epigenetic principle, which means that per-
sonality moves through these stages in an ordered fashion 
at an appropriate rate.  3,10   Two of the eight stages describe 
personality change during the adult years. Although the 
identity crisis is placed in adolescence, deciding “who you 
are” is a continual process that is refl ected throughout adult-
hood, even in old age.  11   In the midlife stage of  generativity 
versus stagnation , individuals seek ways to give their talents 
and experiences to the next generation, moving beyond the 
self-concerns of identity and the interpersonal concerns of 
intimacy.  5   Successful resolution of this stage results in the 
development of a sense of trust and care for the next genera-
tion and the assurance that society will continue. Unsuccess-
ful resolution of this stage results in self-absorption. 

  Ego integrity versus despair  is Erikson’s fi nal stage of ego devel-
opment, beginning around age 65 and continuing until 
death. In this stage, individuals become increasingly inter-
nally focused and more aware of the nearness of death. Suc-
cessful resolution of this stage results in being able to look 
back on one’s life and fi nd meaning, developing a sense of 
wisdom before death. Alternatively, meaninglessness and 
despair can ensue if the process of life review results in focus 
on primarily negative outcomes. 

 Diffi culties arising from attempts to empirically inves-
tigate Erikson’s theory include the assertion that stages 
must be encountered in order and the lack of specifi cation 
regarding how developmental crises are resolved so that an 
individual may move from one stage to the next. However, 
the environmental infl uences of culture and cohort on adult 
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personality have been minimized. One 22-year investiga-
tion found signifi cant age changes supportive of Erikson’s 
theory.  12   Middle-aged adults expressed emotions and cogni-
tions consistent with successful completion of more psycho-
social developmental crises than younger adults. In addition, 
Ackerman et al found a stronger association between gen-
erativity in midlife compared with young adulthood.  13   Some 
theorists postulate that the ego integrity versus despair 
period initiates a process of life review.  14    

   Life review 

 The concept of life review is the exception to this lack of 
empirical investigation regarding stage theories of adult 
personality.  14,15    Life review  can be thought of as a systematic 
 cognitive-emotional process occurring late in life in which 
an individual thinks back across his or her life experiences 
and integrates disparate events into general themes. The 
portion of life review focusing on recall of primarily posi-
tive life experiences is reminiscence. Reminiscence has been 
linked to successful aging  16   by contributing to sustained 
identity formation and self-continuity, a sense of mastery, 
meaning, and coherence in life, and acceptance and recon-
ciliation of one’s life.  17   Although this approach to adult per-
sonality development can be conceptualized as a cognitive 
process in which identity emerges from the story of one’s 
life, we have chosen to include it with stage models because 
it is most frequently described as occurring near the comple-
tion of one’s life. Nevertheless, it should be acknowledged 
that individuals likely undergo a process of life review peri-
odically throughout the adult years including young adult-
hood  18   and midlife.  19,20    

   Stage theories and diversity 

 Few studies investigating stage theories of personality have 
focused on diverse cultural or racial/ethnic groups. Most 
of the stage models, such as Freud’s original theories, were 
based on highly select samples. Only a few investigations 
of life review have succeeded in recruiting participants 
refl ecting the general population of interest.  21-23   In one 
study, cross-cultural evidence indicated life review programs 
have improved self-esteem and life satisfaction in Taiwanese 
elderly.  24   Data refl ecting the broader diversity of the popula-
tion is needed for examining the universality of life review 
and the generalizability of the basic assumptions.  

   Stage theories and health 

 There has been limited investigation of the relation between 
stage approaches to adult personality and health. Once 
again, the exception to this rule is the investigation of life 
review processes. Several intervention studies support the 
contention that life review, in comparison with nonspecifi c 
but supportive interventions, has a positive impact on health, 
life satisfaction, well-being, and depression. 

 A recent meta-analysis on reminiscence and well-being in 
older adulthood demonstrated that although reminiscence 
was moderately (effect size 0.54) associated with life-satis-
faction and well-being in older adulthood, engaging in life 
review had a stronger effect.  17   This suggests that consider-
ation of all major life events, both positive and negative, as 
is typical for life review, has a greater impact on well-being 
in older adulthood. Furthermore, another meta-analysis by 
Bohlmeijer et al investigated the effects of life review on 

late-life depression.  25   Results suggested that life review and 
reminiscence may be an effective treatment for depressive 
symptoms in older adults. Additional research has supported 
the utility of life review interventions to decrease depressive 
symptoms and improve life satisfaction in the elderly.  26-28   
Finally, participants in life review programs have demon-
strated wider psychological benefi ts, including increased 
autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, positive 
relations with others, purpose in life, and self-acceptance in 
comparison to control groups.  29    

   Measurement issues 

 The primary methodological problem plaguing empirical 
research involving stage theory approaches to adult per-
sonality development is the lack of specifi cation of change 
mechanisms and limitations in psychometrically reliable and 
valid measures. The most current stage approach to adult 
personality in our organizational scheme involves the con-
cept of life review near the end of life. Bohlmeijer et al note 
the lack of standardized protocols to life review as a thera-
peutic technique in the delivery of interventions.  17   

 A common methodological limitation in much of this 
research is the problem of making causal inferences of age-
related personality change from cross-sectional studies. In 
these studies, age-related differences could be observed 
because of the impact of aging or due to cohort differences. 
Without cohort-sequential data, it is impossible to tease 
apart these infl uences. Thus, although stage theories of adult 
personality have intuitive appeal, their contribution is lim-
ited by fuzzy delineation of constructs and methodology.  

   Personality traits 

 In contrast to stage approaches to adult personality devel-
opment, empirical research regarding trait approaches has 
experienced a signifi cant boom in recent years. The Big 5 
Model of personality provides a broad framework for orga-
nizing the hundreds of traits, or individual differences, that 
characterize people.  30   These fi ve core dimensions have been 
demonstrated at most life stages through extensive factor 
analyses of personality descriptors (e.g.,  31,32  ). A description 
of the most commonly identifi ed fi ve factors can be found in 
 Table 29-1     . 

 Early studies suggested that maturational changes in 
personality occur in young adulthood until approximately 
age 30 with relative intraindividual stability in traits there-
after.  33-37   However, stability of personality across adult-
hood lacks consensus. The debate as to whether personality 

   Table 29-1   .    The Big 5 Personality Traits  30      

    Emotional Stability vs. Neuroticism . Anxiety, depression, emotional 
instability, self-consciousness, hostility, and impulsiveness vs. relax-
ation, poise, and steadiness. 

  Extraversion or Surgency . Gregariousness, assertiveness, activity 
level, and positive emotions vs. silence, passivity, and reserve. 

  Culture/Intellect or Openness to Experience . Imagination, curios-
ity, and creativity vs. shallowness, imperceptiveness, and stupidity. 

  Agreeableness or Pleasantness . Attributes such as kindness, trust 
and warmth that are considered pleasant and attractive to others vs. 
hostility, selfi shness, and distrust. 

  Conscientiousness or Dependability.  Encompasses organization, 
responsibility, ambition, perseverance, and hard work vs. careless-
ness, negligence, and unreliability.  
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remains stable or changes in adulthood may be based upon 
different criteria for determining change. Roberts and Mroc-
zek described various forms of change including mean-level 
change, rank-order consistency, structural consistency, and 
individual differences in change.  38   Most often, research sup-
porting stability refers to rank-order consistency, whereas 
research emphasizing change focuses on individual differ-
ences in change. Consistent with cross-sectional results,  31   
longitudinal assessments have shown small age-related 
declines in neuroticism, extraversion, and openness to expe-
rience, with age-related increases in agreeableness and con-
scientiousness in adults up to age 70 (declines in neuroticism 
persisted until age 80); however, this research is often cited 
as supporting stability of personality in adulthood. Although 
mean-level changes are shown, individuals maintain their 
rank-order on the personality domains.  39   Findings from 
other research teams contribute support for stability  40-43  ; see 
also.  44   

 Study of variability in individual rates of change has pro-
vided support for the notion that personality may change, 
even in adulthood.  45-48   Together these studies suggest that 
some individuals change more or less than other individu-
als in terms of personality traits. Thus recent research has 
attempted to investigate factors that may contribute to these 
varying rates of individual change. In a 12-year longitudi-
nal study of middle-aged to older men, Mroczek and Spiro 
found cohort, incidence of marriage or remarriage, spousal 
death, and memory complaints to be associated with differ-
ential rates of change in personality.  47   Individual differences 
in life circumstances were also found to be associated with 
differential rates of change in personality in a sample of older 
women.  49   Social support, unmet needs, health, and psycho-
social needs are examples of various life circumstances found 
to be signifi cant predictors of differential rates of change in 
older women.  49   Thus specifi c life experiences may have an 
impact on personality. Consideration of the various defi ni-
tions of change and the factors accounting for change is 
important when reviewing research on personality stability 
or change.  

   Trait theories and diversity 

 Cross-cultural studies have most frequently compared non-
Hispanic whites in the United States with individuals living 
in other countries.  50-52   These studies seek to estimate the 
effects of environment on different age cohorts by compar-
ing adults in cultures with different recent histories. Using 
the NEO PI-   R, McCrae et al studied parallels in adult per-
sonality traits across cultures in fi ve countries: Germany, 
Italy, Portugal, Croatia, and South Korea.  51   Once again, dif-
ferent patterns of age changes would result if environmental 
factors play a major role in adult personality development. In 
contrast, intrinsic maturational perspectives would suggest 
that even widely different cultures should show similar age 
trends. Results showed that, across cultures, midlife adults 
scored higher on measures of agreeableness and conscien-
tiousness and lower on neuroticism, extraversion, and open-
ness than 18- to 21-year-olds. Congruence was strongest 
for openness and weakest for neuroticism, for which only 
two cultures (in Germany and South Korea) replicated the 
American pattern. 

 Using the California Psychological Inventory (CPI), fac-
tor structures similar to the Big 5 were compared among 

adults in the United States and the People’s Republic of 
China; comparisons revealed very similar patterns of age 
 correlations.  50,52   In the Yang study, the Chinese sample 
was an average of 25 years younger than the U.S. sample, 
and age effects were smaller in the U.S. sample. Likewise, 
 Labouvie-Vief et al found high congruence on all four 
 personality factors derived from the CPI: extraversion, 
control/norm orientation, fl exibility, and femininity/mascu-
linity.  50   Older cohorts across cultures had lower scores on 
extraversion and fl exibility and higher scores on control/
norm orientation. Once again, age differences were more 
pronounced among Chinese than U.S. adults. Smaller cul-
tural differences were found among the youngest age groups 
than among the oldest groups. 

 In general, the results of these cross-cultural studies are 
consistent with the hypothesis that there are universal 
intrinsic maturational changes in personality.  50-52   Yang et al 
reported, however, that across the span from 18 to 65 years, 
age never accounted for more than 20% of the variance in 
CPI scale scores.  52   Gender did not infl uence the pattern of 
results in these cross-cultural studies. The authors differed in 
their interpretation of the infl uence of environmental factors. 
In the Yang and McCrae studies, the authors maintained that 
the results offered little support for historic cohort effects 
being major determinants of cross-sectional age differences 
in adult personality traits. Although noting the high degree 
of similarity in personality traits across cultures, Labouvie-
Vief et al also noted that cultural climate and cultural change 
do impact the relation between age and personality.  

   Trait theories and health 

 There is extensive literature on the relation of adult person-
ality and health. Neuroticism is one of the traits most fre-
quently studied in relation to health. Neuroticism has been 
associated with greater reactivity to stress,  53   whereas high 
levels of personal control or mastery serve as a protective 
factor in regards to the impact of stress on health.  54,55   Sieg-
man et al found the dominance factor derived from the Min-
nesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI-   2) to be an 
independent risk factor for incidence of fatal coronary heart 
disease and nonfatal myocardial infarction among older 
men with an average age of 61.  56   Niaura et al found that 
among older men, greater hostility may be associated with 
a pattern of obesity, central adiposity, and insulin resistance, 
which can exert effects on blood pressure and serum lipids.  57   
Finally, several studies have documented an association 
between personality and mortality, indicating that higher 
levels of neuroticism and lower levels of conscientiousness 
serve as risk factors of mortality.  58-61    

   Measurement issues 

 There are multiple instruments of personality traits that 
measure the Big 5.  62-64   Regardless of the specifi c measure-
ment instrument used, however, these measures demonstrate 
remarkable consistency in the derivation of fi ve dimensions 
of personality via factor analysis.  30   However, multiple meth-
odological issues remain. One major complication of sta-
bility estimates in adult personality research involves what 
kind of stability is under consideration. The impact of cohort 
and time of measurement on trait consistency within the 
 longitudinal studies conducted to date has not been fully con-
sidered.  44   Studies of gender role differences have shown that 
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age is not as good a predictor as the life experiences of dif-
ferent cohorts on personality traits of men and women across 
time.  65-67   Thus it may be that earlier-born cohorts developed 
more consistent personality traits earlier in life as the result 
of numerous social/historic and life span-related infl uences. 

 More extensive consideration of the relative impact of bio-
logic and environmental variables on stability and change in 
adult personality is essential. Although the infl uence of genetic 
factors has been investigated in the development of personal-
ity among monozygotic and dizygotic twins over a 10-year 
period, no such investigations have addressed the contribu-
tion of genetics to the maintenance of personality across the 
adult age range. Regarding the impact of environmental infl u-
ences, with time and age individuals may encounter fewer 
novel experiences.  44   Thus the stability of personality factors 
may be causally related to the decreasing novelty of the envi-
ronment in which individuals live rather than genetic factors. 
Finally, prior research on traits has been primarily descriptive 
and would profi t from a theory-driven approach.   

   SOCIAL-COGNITIVE APPROACHES 
TO PERSONALITY 

 The social-cognitive approach to the study of adult per-
sonality and the self focuses on the processes underlying 
stability and change in one’s perception of the self, and 
emphasizes the impact of necessary, adaptive adjustments 
in one’s personality. An individual’s sense of self is proposed 
to develop through the interaction of internal and environ-
mental factors, infl uencing maturational changes and cohort 
differences. Although the content of the developing self may 
change, this model proposes that the mechanisms by which 
changes are integrated into the concept of self are stable. 
Thus the development of the self as a dynamic construct 
refl ects one’s identity, perception of possible selves, need for 
affi liation, and perception of the remaining life span. 

   Identity and the self 

 Whitbourne describes a life span approach to one’s core 
identity development.  Identity  is defi ned as an individual’s 
developing sense of self, an organizing schema through 
which internal and external life experiences are interpreted.  68   
Identity includes physical functioning, cognition, social 
relationships, and environmental experiences.  69   The iden-
tity process theory posits that changes in identity with age 
occur through assimilation, accommodation, and  balance.  70   
Successful aging consists of integrating information about 
the self and achieving equilibrium between assimilation and 
accommodation. 

 Whitbourne and Collins examined the self-reports of 
adults aged 40 to 95 years regarding the relation between 
identity and changes in physical functioning.  71   Forty-year-
olds were sensitive to age-related changes. Individuals aged 
65 and older reported paying particular attention to perceived 
changes in competence. These individuals were more likely 
to use identity assimilation (i.e., reinterpretation of experi-
ences to coincide with the self) in the area of cognitive func-
tioning than were other age groups. In a subsequent study, 
Sneed and Whitbourne found that identity assimilation and 
identity balance were associated with increased self-esteem, 
whereas accommodation resulted in decreased self-esteem.  72   
Finally, in a study of identity and self-  consciousness,  identity 

accommodation was positively associated with self-refl ection 
and public self-consciousness.  73   

 Researchers interested in understanding the self from a 
life span perspective often use the theoretical framework 
provided by the “possible selves” model.  74   The construct 
of “possible selves” postulates that individuals are guided in 
their actions by aspects of the self that represent what the 
individual could become, would like to become, and is afraid 
of becoming. Possible selves serve as psychological resources 
that may motivate an individual and direct future behavior. 

 Ryff’s research provides empirical support for the con-
cept of possible selves.  75   Young, middle-aged, and older 
adults were asked to judge their past, present, future, and 
ideal selves on dimensions related to self acceptance, posi-
tive relations with others, autonomy, environmental mastery, 
purpose in life, and personal growth. Older people were 
more likely than younger adults to downwardly adjust their 
ideal self and to view their past more positively.  75   Over a 
5-year period in old age, hoped and feared possible selves 
were found to remain stable.  76   Goal orientation shifted with 
age, specifi cally older adults focused on maintenance and 
loss prevention, and this orientation was associated with 
well-being.  77   A shift in goal orientation in regards to pos-
sible selves may contribute to perceived control and stabil-
ity of possible selves. Perceived control over development 
is associated with subjective well-being across adulthood.  78    

   Socioemotional selectivity theory 

 Carstensen’s socioemotional selectivity theory (SST) focuses 
on the agentic choices made by adults in their social world 
for the purpose of regulating knowledge-oriented and emo-
tion goals.  79-81   The purposeful selective reduction in social 
interaction begins in early adulthood, and emotional close-
ness remains stable or increases within selected relationships 
as one ages.  79-81   When time is perceived as open-ended, 
acquisition of knowledge is prioritized. When time is per-
ceived as limited, however, emotional goals assume primacy. 
Older adults select social relationships in which they want to 
invest their resources and in which they expect reciprocity 
and positive affect, thereby optimizing their social networks. 
Thus older adult’s social networks are reduced by choice, as 
individuals decrease contact with acquaintances but seek 
to maintain contact with relatives and friends as a function 
of increased saliency of emotional attachment to one’s life 
goals.  79-81   

 The perception of time left in life (future time perspective) 
is postulated to be fundamental to motivation and age is cor-
related with time perspective.  82   Perceiving an ending plays 
an important role in identity processes, such that endings 
promote greater self-acceptance and less striving toward an 
abstract ideal.  75,83   Thus due to changes in the perceived time 
left to live, older adults have been shown to be more present-
oriented than concerned about the past and less concerned 
than young adults about the future.  84   Rather than age being 
the causal factor in shifts in self-perception and social goals, 
it is the inverse association of chronologic age with number 
of years left to live that produces observed relations.  

   Social-cognitive theories and diversity 

 There have been few empirical investigations of cultural 
or racial/ethnic diversity in the study of social-cognitive 
approaches to adult personality development. Cross-cultural 
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research on socioemotional selectivity theory mostly sup-
ports similarities in age differences across cultures, rather 
than cultural differences. 

 Waid and Frazier compared older Spanish-speaking natives 
and White non-Hispanic English-speaking natives.  85   Cultural 
differences in hoped and feared possible selves were present, 
primarily refl ecting traditional differences in individualistic 
(English-speakers) and collectivist (Spanish-speakers) cul-
tures. Common feared selves included physical concerns for 
English-speaking natives, and loss of loved ones for Spanish-
speaking natives. Frequently cited hoped for selves included 
family-oriented domains for Spanish- speaking natives and 
advances in the abilities/education domain for English-
speaking natives. Thus the cultural differences evident for 
possible selves and control revolve around differences attrib-
uted to individualistic and collectivist cultures. 

 Gross et al found consistent age differences in the sub-
jective report of emotional experience and control across 
diverse cultures: Norwegians, Chinese-Americans,  African 
Americans, European-Americans, and Catholic nuns.  86   
Across all groups, older adults reported fewer negative emo-
tional experiences and greater emotional control. Likewise, 
Fung et al found support for the notion that socioemotional 
selectivity is due to perceived limitations in time among 
adults in the United States and Hong Kong,  87   and among 
adults in Taiwan and Mainland China.  88   

 An investigation exemplifying the importance of per-
ceived time left to live was conducted following the terrorist 
attacks of September 11, 2001, in the United States, and the 
SARS epidemic in Hong Kong. By investigating social goals 
before and after these events, Fung and Carstensen found 
increased motivation to focus on emotional goals, regardless 
of age.  89    

   Social-cognitive theories and health 

 In general, empirical research regarding identity and the 
self has explored relations with physical health outcomes 
whereas research regarding socioemotional selectivity the-
ory has focused on relations with emotional outcomes. As 
one advances in age, people defi ne themselves increasingly in 
terms of health and physical functioning.  21   In a study of older 
adults aged 60 to 96 years, leisure was an important domain 
for the young-old, whereas health was the most important 
self-domain for the oldest-old.  90   It appears that adults cogni-
tively manage their expectations and social comparison pro-
cesses so that they are, in general, no less satisfi ed with their 
health status despite increasing physical limitations. 

 The content of possible selves and perceived control have 
been examined in relation to subjective well-being, health, 
and health behaviors. Hooker and Kaus found that having a 
possible self in the realm of health was more strongly related 
to reported health behaviors than was a global measure of 
health values.  91   Stability in perceived control provides a pro-
tective benefi t to health. Older adults exhibiting variability 
in perceived control had poorer health, functional status, 
more physician visits and hospital admissions,  92   see also  93   
Individuals with higher self-effi cacy, the belief that one has 
the ability to exert control over themselves and their envi-
ronments, interpret and manage stressors in ways that pro-
mote health.  94   

 With regard to socioemotional selectivity theory, nega-
tive exchanges with one social network have a detrimental 

impact on daily mood, and if encountered frequently, can 
increase incidence of depression, whereas positive exchanges 
can serve to buffer the impact of negative exchanges.  95    

   Measurement issues 

 Comparison of fi ndings from studies focusing on possible 
selves compared with socioemotional selectivity are limited 
by the different measurement approaches used. The possible 
selves construct is measured using a questionnaire inventory 
(e.g.,  83  ) Socioemotional selectivity theory, in contrast, has 
relied on self-report, observation of marital interactions, and 
card sorting of potential social partners on the basis of simi-
larity judgments, with the resulting categories submitted to 
multidimensional scaling analysis.  82   

 A strength of social-cognitive approaches is the positing 
of explanatory processes for personality development;    the 
identifi cation of specifi c, testable processes such as identity 
assimilation, identity accommodation, possible selves, or 
socioemotional selectivity promote theoretical    advances via 
empirical hypotheses testing. 

 Social cognitive researchers interested in personality and 
self in later life investigate domains emphasizing growth and 
development in old age, and contribute to an individual’s 
perception of possible selves, need for affi liation, and con-
tent of life review.   

   SYNTHESIS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

 In this chapter, we have reviewed the psychological litera-
ture concerning personality development across the adult 
life span. We considered stage, trait, and social-cognitive 
approaches to the study of adult personality. Within each 
section, we reviewed literature on diversity and health out-
comes where available. We also included a measurement 
section highlighting particular assessment instruments and 
providing an overview of methodological strengths and 
weaknesses for each approach. 

 This chapter has reviewed several issues central to the con-
ceptualization of adult personality. The issue of stability ver-
sus maturational change or cohort differences in personality 
development is dependent on the theory and measurement 
approach used. For example, the relative stability found in 
the trait approaches (e.g., the Big 5) may be in part a result of 
the aggregation of a multiple personality facets. Examination 
of stability at both the facet and aggregate level is needed 
to investigate whether personality may be dependent on 
genetic or biologic factors. In contrast, measurement of 
more precise traits (e.g., facets) may be more infl uenced by 
cognitive and environmental (i.e., cohort) infl uences. Thus 
specifi c individual traits would be expected to be less stable 
across time than the Big 5 personality aggregates. As stated 
in the section on trait theory, clarity in the defi nition of sta-
bility (i.e., intraindividual, mean-level, or ordinal) is critical 
to ensure that conclusions drawn from differing research 
methodologies are interpreted uniformly. 

 In the effort to tease apart the infl uence of environmental 
and biologic infl uences on stability and change, cross-cultural 
comparisons of adult personality have been particularly use-
ful. Comparisons of adults of the same age who have expe-
rienced different environments across the life span provide 
evidence regarding the extent of environmental infl uence on 
personality. More research is needed, however, addressing 
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personality development of very old individuals in diverse 
cultures. Additionally, investigation of health effects of adult 
personality in diverse cultures provides invaluable informa-
tion for health service provision and the development of pre-
ventive interventions. 

 Finally, it would be useful to apply the wealth of accu-
mulated information regarding personality across adulthood 
to the provision of services designed to enhance quality of 
life. Identifi cation of personality processes that drive specifi c 
behaviors and choices (i.e., medical treatments) is needed. 
There is powerful evidence that personality characteristics 
can affect health status and health behaviors. For example, 
interventions such as life review have successfully enhanced 
quality of life. Using social-cognitive approaches to adult 
personality development and the processes of identity 
assimilation, identity accommodation, and socioemotional 
selectivity could inform interventions designed to improve 
the process of advance care planning for the implementation 
of life-sustaining or palliative treatments at the end of life. 

 Furthermore, applied intervention research will not only 
enhance service provision but also drive theoretical advances 
in the concept of the self in old age. For example, pallia-
tive care and/or hospice interventions designed to provide 
services targeting personal, physical, and spiritual needs can 
inform aspects of socioemotional selectivity theory involving 
present-time orientation and time remaining to live. Incor-
porating aspects of life review could also provide advances 
in theories driving therapeutic approaches for depression. 
Interventions for bereaved personal and professional care-
givers and interventions for the terminally or chronically ill 
older adult are desperately needed. It is our contention that 
the time to apply our knowledge of adult personality across 
the life span is now, thereby deriving benefi t from our accu-
mulated knowledge and driving advances in theory.   
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       KEY POINTS 
 The Aging Personality and Self 

         •      Personality is the pattern of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that 
shape an individual’s interface with the world, distinguish one 
person from another, and manifest across time and situations. It is 
impacted by biologic, cognitive, and environmental determinants.  

     •      Stage theorists include Freud, Jung, and Erikson (eight stages of 
development are based on the idea that the growing personality 
moves through stages in an ordered fashion). The psychoanalytic 
approach to adult personality encompasses four domains: level 
of consciousness, personality structure, defense mechanisms, and 
stages of psychosexual development. Few studies investigating 
stage theories of personality have focused on diverse cultures, 
racial/ethnic groups, or health.  

     •      Trait approaches are the standard method of personality assess-
ment today with multiple instruments available. The Big 5 person-
ality traits are: neuroticism. extraversion, openness to experience, 
agreeableness, and conscientiousness. In general, the results of 
cross-cultural studies are consistent with the hypothesis that 
there are universal intrinsic maturational changes in personality. 
Neuroticism in particular has been associated with several health 
outcomes including stress, chronic conditions, and mortality.  

     •      The social-cognitive approach focuses on the individual’s sense 
of self, developing through the interaction of internal and envi-
ronmental factors. Social-cognitive theories have incorporated 
physical health and emotional outcomes.  

     •      The socioemotional selectivity theory focuses on the agentic 
choices made by adults in their social world for the purpose of 
regulating knowledge-oriented emotion goals. In socioemotional 
selectivity theory, individuals alter their environmental interac-
tions such that optimization of emotional experience is prioritized 
later in life. There are few empirical investigations incorporating 
diverse cultural or racial/ethnic groups in the study of social-
cognitive approaches to adult personality development; existing 
evidence suggests similar age differences across cultures.      
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