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Traditional views of personality trait 
development



Essentialist

“Personality traits, like temperaments, are 
endogenous dispositions that follow intrinsic 
paths of development essentially independent 
of environmental influences.”

McCrae & Costa 2008



Five Factor Theory (FFT)
• Personality change is mainly a genetic phenomenon
• No or only negligible effects of the environment
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Situationist

There is so little continuity in thoughts feelings 
and behaviors that there is no reason to infer 
that personality exists

Lewis, 2001



Developmental

Personality, and personality traits are 
developmental constructs that show both 
continuity and change across the life course

Roberts & Mroczek, 2008



For the sake of clarity

• Let’s focus on personality traits
– Relatively enduring, automatic patterns of 

thoughts, feelings, and behaviors afforded by 
isomorphic situations

– Most often manifest as the Big Five
– How do personality traits change across the life 

course?



Personality development across the life span

Roberts, Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006



Aggregate Change in Personality Traits Across 
the Life Course

Roberts, Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006



• Less is going on than we expected in 
adolescence



TRAIN Study (Ulrich Trautwein)

• 2,895 (47% female) middle-school students

• Mean age at start of longitudinal study = 10.71 
(SD = .62)

• Longitudinal study across two German federal 
states

• 131 classrooms
• 4 yearly waves (grades 5, 6, 7, 8)



Measures

• Personality self-reports
– German version of the Big Five Inventory (BFI)
– 44 items, 5-point scale

• Parent ratings of personality
– Short version of the BFI
– 10 items, 5-point scale



Changes in extraversion
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Changes in Agreeableness
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Changes in conscientiousness
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Changes in neuroticism
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Changes in openness to experience
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• All of the action is in the transition to 
adulthood and in young adulthood

• Emerging adulthood



TOSCA Longitudinal Study (Trautwein)

• Large sample of German upper secondary high 
school students followed for 4 years
– Time 1 (T1), students were in their final year of upper

secondary schooling (N = 4544; 55% women).
• Mean age was 19.51 years (SD = 0.77).

– 2 years later (N = 2307), 4 years later (N = 1908)

• Measures
– German version of the NEO-FFI
– Assessed at time 1, 2, and 3



Continuity and Change in Neuroticism

d = -.27

r = .72 r = .78



Continuity and Change in Extraversion

r = .79 r = .83



Continuity and Change in Openness

r = .86 r = .89



Continuity and Change in Agreeableness
r = .78 r = .81



Continuity and Change in Conscientiousness

r = .77 r = .80



Iowa: Mean-Level Change from 18 to 27 - Expressed in 
Standardized Units (Donnellan et al., 2007)
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Why do people change so much in 
young adulthood?



“I was so selfish.  I 
liked to drink, and I 
had a drug 
problem…”
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“I was making money, I 
was mercurial and 
recklessly undisciplined 
and, for the most part, 
I was happily 
anesthetized”
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“I had very much this 
post-adolescent, faux 
nihilistic , punk-rock 
rebellious attitude.”
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“Things started to 
change when I met my 
life partner, Mrs. 
Downey. She told me, 
'I'm not doing that 
[drug] dance with you. 
I'm drawing a line in 
the sand here.”
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“Before I met Mrs. 
Downey, I just didn’t 
give a goddamn.  What 
changed is that I 
cared.”
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“Life is 70% maintenance.  I think of myself as a 
shopkeeper or beekeeper. I’m learning the 
business of building a life.  Instead of getting 
instant gratification by getting high, I push my nose 
as far into the grindstone as I can.  The honey, the 
reward, is the feeling of well-being, the continuity, 
the sense that I am walking toward a place I want 
to go.”

Presenter
Presentation Notes




“I used to be so convinced that happiness was the 
goal.  Maybe the goal really should be a life that 
values honor, duty, good work, friends and family.”
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Social investment principle

• Personality trait change in young adulthood 
occurs because of investments in conventional 
social roles which bring with them 
experiences and expectations for being 
nurturing, responsible, and emotionally stable 

Roberts & Wood, 2006; Roberts & Damian, in press



Social Investment Theories

• age-graded life transitions stimulate personality change
• new behavioral demands form a reward structure for personality maturation

Love Work
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Social Investment Principle

• What evidence do we have?



Evidence for the social investment 
principle

Cultures with an earlier transition 
to adult roles accelerated 
increases in emotional 
stability, agreeableness, and 
conscientiousness  less  
pronounced increases in
openness

Bleidorn, W., Klimstra,T. A., Denissen, J. J. A., Rentfrow, P. J., Potter, J., & Gosling, S. D. (2013). Personality Maturation Around the World: A Cross-
Cultural Examination of Social-Investment Theory. Psychological Science, 24, 2530–2540.



• %   of teenagers ever married
(male/female)

• teenage birth rates
• mean age  at first marriage

(male/female)
• years of compulsory education
• %   of tertiary education

graduates

• Multi-level data (individuals nested within cultures), N = 884
• Big  Five (BFI, John  et al.,1991)

• Age

• Gender

Culture-level measures
retrieved from  UN statistics division  & UNESCO Institute for  Statistics

Family-role transitions
(FAM)

Job-role transitions
(JOB)

Bleidorn, W., Klimstra,T. A., Denissen, J. J. A., Rentfrow, P. J., Potter, J., & Gosling, S. D. (2013). Personality Maturation Around the World: A Cross-
Cultural Examination of Social-Investment Theory. Psychological Science, 24, 2530–2540.

Evidence for the social investment 
principle



Bleidorn, W., Klimstra,T. A., Denissen, J. J. A., Rentfrow, P. J., Potter, J., & Gosling, S. D. (2013). Personality Maturation Around the World: A Cross-
Cultural Examination of Social-Investment Theory. Psychological Science, 24, 2530–2540.

Age trends in neuroticism in Pakistan, 
Argentina, and the Netherlands



Hitting the Road to Adulthood 

Short-Term Personality Development 
During a Major Life Transition 

Bleidorn (2014)



Intercept Slope

M σ² rI,gender M σ² rS,gender

12th graders 29.84*** 37.86*** .04 0.40 6.96*** .08
13th graders 29.84*** 37.86*** .04 1.71*** 6.96*** .08

Changes in Conscientiousness

Bleidorn, 2014





Work social investment and changes in 
conscientiousness (Hudson et al., 2012)

3 year longitudinal study of 
Illinois residents aged 18-
65 (N = 391)

Work social investment 
(WSI) = affective, cognitive 
commitment to job and lack 
of counterproductive 
behavior

Standardized relation 
between changes in WSI 
and changes in C = .26*



Recent Invocations of SIP
• Jokela et al. (2009).  Having children and personality 

development.
• Littlefield et al (2009).  Maturing out of alcohol abuse.
• Sturaro et al. (2009).  Relationships and personality 

development
• Lehnart, Neyer, & Eccles (2010).  Partnering and SIP
• Specht, Egloff, & Schmukle (2012).  Life satisfaction and 

personality development
• Bogg et al. (2012).  SIP and alcohol consumption in college.
• Bleidorn (2012). Hitting the road to adulthood.
• Bleidorn et al. (2013).  Patterns of role acquisition across 

cultures.



Sidebar

• Changes in personality in young adulthood 
can be very important



Changes in personality in young 
adulthood can be very important

• Back to the TOSCA study
– Use personality traits at age 18 and change in 

personality traits from age 18 to 28 to predict 
outcomes at age 28

• Income
• Relationship stability
• Health
• Life satisfaction



Neuroticism and income
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Neuroticism and income
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Neuroticism and illness
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Neuroticism and illness

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

Age 28 Illness

Age 18 N
Change in N



Conscientiousness and illness
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Conscientiousness and illness
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Conscientiousness and life satisfaction
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Conscientiousness and life satisfaction
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But…

• People who are not actually experiencing 
universal tasks of social living demonstrate 
similar changes in personality traits to those 
going through social investment experiences.



Mean-level change in the Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, and 
Emotional Stability from ages 18 to 22: Berkeley Longitudinal Study 

(BLS)

Robins, Fraley, Roberts, & Trzesniewski, JP (2001)



The BLS

• Participants were all college students tracked 
from their first week to their fourth year in 
college.
– None were married during that time.
– None embarked on their career during that time.
– None had children during that time.
– They did work on their identity….



Major Life Goals and Their Relation to 
Changes in Personality Traits

Increase in the
importance of
A career

Increase in Conscientiousness
.16*

Increase in the
Importance of
Having a family 

Increase in Conscientiousness
.23*

Increase in the
Importance of
Having a family

Increase in Agreeableness
.25*

Roberts, O’Donnell, & Robins, 2005



But…

• If it is not the actual experience that results in 
change, what is causing the change?



“Dr. Roberts my son is not very 
conscientious…”



But…

• If it is not the actual experience that results in 
change, what is causing the change?

• Identity and identity development
– How you think about yourself may be just as 

important as what you do with your life
• Role expectations (Roberts et al., 2005)
• Emerging Adulthood (Arnett)

– IDEA



IDEA and personality trait 
development

• IDEA—Inventory of the Dimensions of 
Emerging Adulthood
– Identity exploration
– Experimentation
– Instability
– Other-focused
– Self-focused
– Feeling “in-between”



IDEA and personality trait 
development

• 511 mTurkers from age 18 to 29
• Big Six personality measure (36QB6)
• IDEA



IDEA and personality trait 
development

Age Age controlling for the 
IDEA

Identity exploration -.19

Experimentation -.23

Instability -.04

Other-focused .27

Self-focused -.09

Feeling in-between -.26

Conscientiousness .14 .07



IDEA and personality trait 
development

Age Age controlling for the 
IDEA

Identity exploration -.19

Experimentation -.23

Instability -.04

Other-focused .27

Self-focused -.09

Feeling in-between -.26

Conscientiousness .14 .07



Summary

• Emerging adulthood is the key period of 
personality trait development

• The personality development that occurs 
during that period is important in many ways

• Development appears to occur in relation to 
actual or imagined investments in age-graded 
social roles and identity negotiations

• Huge opportunity for SSEA and personality 
developmentalists for collaborative work



• Thanks
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