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Abstract 
 
Objective: The purpose of the present three studies was to examine experimentally whether 

writing about life story chapters would increase self-esteem, self-concept clarity, and meaning. 

Method: In study 1, 179 participants rated state self-esteem and self-concept clarity before and 

after they described either four important life story chapters or four famous Americans. In study 

2, 141 new participants completed a similar procedure to study 1 and then returned two days 

later to complete the procedure a second time. In study 3, 101 community dwelling adults 

completed a similar procedure to study 1, but responded to full scales measuring self-concept 

clarity, self-esteem, and mood. Results: In all studies, writing about four important life story 

chapters increased ratings of self-esteem, whereas writing about four famous Americans did not. 

Conclusion: The studies show that writing about chapters in life stories can increase self-esteem 

and suggest that constructing positive self-worth may be an important function of life stories. 

KEYWORDS: LIFE STORIES, CHAPTERS, SELF-ESTEEM, SELF-CONCEPT CLARITY, 

MEANING 



  Notice: This is the author’s version of a work that was accepted for publication in Journal of 
Personality. A definitive version was subsequently published in Journal of Personality. DOI: 
10.1111/jopy.12449 
   

3 
 

 

Writing about life story chapters increases self-esteem: Three experimental studies 
 

Life stories help us forge a sense of meaning from our lived experiences and through 

reflecting on life stories, we learn who we are (Bluck & Alea, 2008; Bluck & Liao, 2013; 

McAdams, 1996; McLean, Pasupathi, & Pals, 2007). Numerous studies have investigated how 

the themes and affective properties of life narratives are related to psychological well-being and 

aspects of the self, like self-esteem (see Adler, Lodi-Smith, Philippe, & Houle, 2016 for a 

review). However, most of these studies are correlational and the links between life stories, 

meaning, and aspects of the self need to be investigated experimentally. The present three 

experiments examined how writing about life stories affects self-esteem, self-concept clarity, and 

meaning. Below, we first review the functions of life stories, the importance of life story 

chapters, and relevant prior research. 

The functions of life stories 
 

Narrative identity is defined as “an individual’s internalized, evolving, and integrative 

story of the self” and allows people to bring together different motivations, roles, and values into 

an integrated whole that defines who they are as a person (McAdams, 2008, p. 242). In one 

conceptualization, personal identity is synonomous with the life story: “identity is the evolving 

narrative we construct about our life” (Singer, Blagov, Berry, & Oost, 2013, p. 573). By 

constructing a coherent narrative of their lived experiences, adults can create meaning and 

purpose in their lives and maintain a sense of self-continuity and well-being (McAdams, 1996, 

2001; McAdams & McLean, 2013). Creating these stories also develops knowledge about the 

self, answering the question: Who am I? Reflecting over experiences and their implications for 

the self supports the formation of specific domains in the self-concept (e.g., “I am shy”), but also 

broader structural and evaluative aspects of the self-concept, such as self-concept clarity and 
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self-esteem (Campbell et al., 1996; McLean et al., 2007; Rosenberg, 1965). In the present three 

studies, we focused on self-concept clarity, self-esteem, and meaning as outcomes of writing 

about life stories. 

Life stories allow us to forge a sense of continuity across roles (synchronic continuity) 

and time (diachronic continuity) and realize that despite changes in physical or psychological 

circumstances, the self remains the same (Bluck & Alea, 2008; Bluck & Liao, 2013; McAdams, 

1996). People construct and reconstruct their life stories by recollecting, interpreting, and 

organizing experienced events, a process also termed autobiographical reasoning (Habermas & 

Bluck, 2000; McAdams, 2001). Autobiographical reasoning includes the creation of links 

between events and the self. For this reason, it is more complex than simple remembering and is 

crucial for the maintenance of self-continuity (Habermas, 2011). Such self-event links include 

both how the self is stable (e.g., “I had difficulties making new friends in school; I have always 

been shy”) and self-change links (“I was in a very socially-oriented class in high school, and I 

think that helped me overcome my shyness”). Conceivably, reflecting about such self-event links 

contributes to the formation of a clear and continuous self-concept, so writing about life stories 

should also be associated with increases in self-concept clarity. 

While life story theory has primarily focused on self-continuity, a healthy identity is not 

just continuous but also includes feelings of doing well according to one’s own and others’ 

standards (Erikson, 1968). Reflecting on and talking about life stories in a way that supports a 

positive and growing self is therefore likely to be an important function of life stories. In fact, 

some research suggests that maintaining and enhancing positivity of the self sometimes takes 

precedence over establishing continuity in the self. For example, people may construct life 

stories to emphasize negative past events as distant or incongruent with the present self to 
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enhance the positivity of the present and future self (Pillemer, 2009; Wilson & Ross, 2003; 

Wilson, Gunn, & Ross, 2009). In addition, compartmentalization of negative and positive selves, 

which compromises continuity, may be utilized to protect positive aspects of the self (Taylor, 

Morley, & Barton, 2007). Individuals engage in a range of processes to enhance the self 

(Sedikides & Gregg, 2008) and studies have also shown that life stories may be constructed to 

support a positive self (Panattoni & Thomsen, in press; Thomsen & Pillemer, 2017). When 

healthy individuals reflect on their life stories they tend to preferentially focus on positive self- 

event connections (Holm & Thomsen, 2018; Lilgenhdahl & McAdams, 2011); as such, writing 

about life stories may increase their self-esteem. 

A central function of life stories is to create a sense of meaning and purpose from our 

important experiences (McAdams, 1996; 2001). Through autobiographical reasoning, life stories 

achieve causal coherence, which includes narrating life in terms of motivations, causes, and 

consequences, adding meaning to events (Habermas & Bluck, 2000). Such meaning may be 

relatively simple, as when individuals draw concrete lessons from experiences, or it may be 

broader and more complex, as when individuals elaborate on how experiences changed them in 

fundamental ways, setting their life on a new path (McLean, Breen, & Fournier, 2010). Without 

causal connections, life appears random and without meaning and purpose (Habermas & Bluck, 

2000; McAdams, 2001; McLean et al., 2007; Pasupathi, Mansour, & Brubaker, 2007). Following 

this reasoning, asking individuals to write about their life stories while reflecting on causal 

connections between events and their selves should increase their sense of meaning and purpose. 

Life story chapters 

Most research on life stories has focused on memories of emotionally salient and vivid 

circumscribed events, such as self-defining memories (e.g., Singer & Salovey, 1993) or high and 
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low points (e.g., McAdams, Reynolds, Lewis, Patten, & Bowman, 2001). However, in our 

research program we have focused on life story chapters, which refer to “extended time periods 

with perceived beginnings and endings that are considered important to how the person has 

become who she or he is today” (Thomsen, Steiner, & Pillemer, 2016, p. 144). Chapters are 

associated with information about the people, objects, activities, and locations that were a part of 

the time periods as well as appraisals about emotional tone. For example, an individual might 

describe her years in elementary school, detailing her closest friends and favorite teachers, her 

struggles with math and her victories on the sports field, and elaborate on how the later years in 

school were characterized by feelings of insecurity. 

Singer et al. (2013) described a theoretical model in which narrative identity is composed 

of two levels: the overarching life story and self-defining memories of specific episodes. Self- 

defining memories “reflect individuals’ most enduring concerns…and/or unresolved conflicts” 

(p. 572). When clusters of self-defining memories portray a recurring pattern of event-emotion 

connections, such as “accomplishment-joy” or “affiliation-sadness”, a corresponding narrative 

script emerges that thematically unites individual episodes (Demorest, Popovska, & Dabova, 

2012; Singer et al., 2013). Chapters are thought to be an intermediate layer between memories of 

circumscribed events, such as self-defining memories and high/low points, and the overarching 

life story (Conway, Singer, & Tagini, 2004). Supporting this idea, most high and low point 

memories are found nested within chapters, which provide temporal and thematic orientation to 

contextualize the memory (Thomsen, Olesen, Schnieber, & Tønnesvang, 2014). Narrative scripts 

may also be evident in the thematic content of a life story chapter. For example, a description of 

a high point memory of graduating from college may start out by locating the memory in a 



  Notice: This is the author’s version of a work that was accepted for publication in Journal of 
Personality. A definitive version was subsequently published in Journal of Personality. DOI: 
10.1111/jopy.12449 
   

7 
 

 

chapter describing four years of working hard and overcoming challenges, thereby reflecting an 

“accomplishment-joy” script. 

Because chapters capture abstracted information across prolonged lifetime periods, they 

support the overall temporal, causal, and thematic coherence of life stories (Thomsen, 2009). 

When asked to tell an open-ended life story, both healthy and amnesic adults frequently describe 

chapters (Grilli, Wank, & Verfaellie, 2018; Thomsen, 2009), and healthy adults report having 

little difficulty segmenting written transcripts of their spoken life story into chapters (Steiner, 

Pillemer, Thomsen, & Minigan, 2014). Also supporting the idea that chapters are used to 

structure life stories, studies suggest that life chapters are a more developmentally advanced way 

of telling life stories (Chen, McAnally, & Reese, 2013; Steiner & Pillemer, 2018). 

As a part of life stories, chapters interact with the self-concept (Conway et al., 2004), 

including structural and evaluative aspects, such as self-concept clarity and self-esteem 

(Campbell et al., 1996; Rosenberg, 1965) as well as personal scripts and schemata (e.g. 

Demorest et al., 2012). Recent studies have found correlations between qualities of life story 

chapters and aspects of the self (Steiner, Thomsen, & Pillemer, 2017; Thomsen & Pillemer, 

2017). Participants in one study were asked to describe either chapters from their life stories, 

specific memories from their life stories, or to complete a control task (Steiner et al., 2017). The 

emotional tone of chapters was correlated with trait self-esteem and self-concept clarity, with 

more positive life story chapters predicting higher self-esteem and self-concept clarity, whereas 

the emotional tone of specific memories was not related to trait self-esteem and self-concept 

clarity. Similarly, Thomsen & Pillemer (2017) found stronger correlations between the emotional 

tone of chapters and personality traits than between the emotional tone of specific memories and 

personality traits. Other studies have shown that having more positive chapters and chapters 
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associated with positive meaning-making are related to greater well-being and higher self- 

concept clarity (Holm & Thomsen, 2018; Thomsen, Lind, & Pillemer, 2017). The studies 

reviewed above suggest that chapters are prominent building blocks of life stories and are closely 

linked to aspects of the self, and so we focused on chapters in the present three studies. 

Previous experimental studies 
 

A recent review showed that several aspects of life stories were related to self-esteem and 

psychological well-being (Adler et al., 2016). Prior research on connections between life stories, 

aspects of the self, and psychological well-being consists primarily of cross-sectional 

correlational studies. The field has benefited from the addition of longitudinal research, with 

studies investigating the relationship between narratives and well-being over time (e.g. Adler, 

2012; King & Smith, 2004). These prospective studies have established the temporal precedence 

of life story characteristics in relation to the outcomes they predict, providing support for the idea 

that life stories may causally affect outcomes. However, the real world setting of these studies 

does not allow close control of possible confounding variables, necessitating the development of 

experimental designs. Hence, we developed an experimental paradigm where participants were 

invited to write about their life story chapters or to engage in a control task, followed by an 

assessment of psychological outcomes. Combining insights from our experimental studies with 

results from more ecologically valid prospective studies allows for a more nuanced 

understanding of the causal connections between qualities of life stories, aspects of the self, and 

psychological well-being. 

We could not locate studies experimentally manipulating life stories, but studies on 

memories of circumscribed events suggest that the way individuals remember their past is 

causally related to self-esteem and self-concept clarity. Most relevant here, one study 
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experimentally manipulated whether participants recalled positive or negative self-defining 

memories and then had participants give ratings on measures of state self-esteem and self- 

concept clarity (Cili & Stopa, 2014). Recalling positive self-defining memories was related to 

higher state self-esteem and self-concept clarity than recalling negative self-defining memories. 

In another important study, Jennings & McLean (2013) found that recalling a high point helped 

participants who had faced self-threat repair their mood. Other experimental studies show that 

thinking about and rating memories can influence feelings of intimacy, distress associated with 

memories, and evaluations of memories (Alea & Bluck, 2007; Boucher & Scoboria, 2015; 

Rubin, Boals, & Klein, 2010). These studies focus on circumscribed events, not life story 

chapters, but they suggest that thinking about the autobiographical past may influence aspects of 

the self as well as other outcomes. 

Another relevant body of research employs the expressive writing paradigm, where 

participants write repeatedly about emotional events and then effects on psychological and 

physical health are assessed (Pennebaker, 1997). For example, Pennebaker and Beall (1986) 

assigned participants to write about traumatic or neutral events over the course of several days 

and found that, weeks after the manipulation, the group who wrote about trauma had a decrease 

in visits to the doctor’s office. Numerous experimental studies have found that participants who 

write about their thoughts and feelings regarding a personally experienced (often negative) event 

for 15 minutes over the course of three to five days show increases in psychological health and 

physiological functioning (see Frattaroli, 2006 for a review). 

Finally, studies of life review therapy suggest that thinking and talking about the 

autobiographical past can improve self-esteem, purpose in life, and well-being, although the 

design of these studies does not allow specific analyses of the active components of therapy 
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(Pinquart & Forstmeier, 2012). Together, the results from descriptive studies of life story 

characteristics and adaptive outcomes, experimental studies of memory for circumscribed events, 

the extensive research on the expressive writing paradigm, and studies of life review therapy 

provide a sound basis for the hypothesis that writing about life stories should positively affect 

self-esteem, self-concept clarity, and meaning. 

The present studies 
 

The present three experiments examined how writing about life story chapters or writing 

about famous Americans (control group) affected participants’ ratings of self-concept clarity, 

self-esteem, and meaning and purpose (study 2 only). In all three studies, participants completed 

measures about the self both prior to writing about chapters or famous Americans and after they 

had finished the writing prompts. We hypothesized an interaction between time (before versus 

after) and group (life chapter versus famous Americans) such that the group writing about life 

chapters would show an increase in self-concept clarity and self-esteem, whereas no increase 

would be observed in the control group. In all three studies, we included measures of mood to 

test whether potential effects on self-esteeem and self-concept clarity could be explained by 

increases in mood. We also correlated the emotional tone of life story chapters with changes in 

self-concept clarity and self-esteem to test whether changes depended on the affective content of 

the described chapters. Finally, we examined whether the emotional tone of chapters would be 

positively related to participants’ initial levels of self-concept clarity and self-esteem, as found in 

previous studies (Steiner et al., 2017). 

The specific aim of study 2 was to determine if the effect of writing about chapters on 

self-esteem could be enhanced by having participants think and write about life story chapters on 

two separate days (with 48 hours in between). This design also allowed us to test the duration of 
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the effect of writing about chapters, since we could examine whether effects apparent on day one 

would still be present two days later. 

Finally, in study 3 we recruited a community dwelling adult sample with an even gender 

distribution to examine whether our findings would generalize to a different sample than the 

mostly female college students from studies 1 and 2. In order to investigate whether the content 

of the chapters played a role in increasing self-esteem and self-concept clarity, we content coded 

chapters for themes of agency, communion, and redemption in study 3. These themes were 

selected because they have been related to self-esteem and other positive outcomes (Adler et al., 

2016) and because social exclusion and agency failures have been related to lowered self-esteem 

(Crocker & Wolfe, 2001; Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995). 

Study 1 

Method 

Participants 
 

Participants were 185 undergraduate students at the University of New Hampshire who 

completed the study for course credit. The participants had one hour to complete the study and 

did so in a quiet room. Five participants were excluded for not following the instructions and one 

was excluded for failing to provide demographic information, for a total of 179 participants (19 

males). The mean age was 18.91 years (SD = 1.95, range = 18-40 years). With respect to 

ethnicity, 90.5% of the students self-identified as Caucasian, 2.8% as Asian, 2.8% as biracial or 

other, 2.2% as African American, and 1.7% as Hispanic. 

Materials and Procedure 
 

Mood and state scale measures. Participants in all conditions first completed a 

question assessing their current mood, and their responses were given on a five-point 
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scale (1 = Very unpleasant; 5 = Very pleasant). Next, participants completed a state 

version of the Self Concept Clarity scale (SCC, Campbell et al., 1996; Nezlek & Plesko, 

2001). Agreement with individual test items (e.g., “I feel that I am not really the person I 

appear to be”) was rated on 1-5 point scales. Following Nezlek & Plesko (2001), the 

state version of the SCC scale used items 1, 4, 8, and 9 from the original SCC scale 

which were chosen in part because of their “appropriateness for daily administration” (p. 

203), and were reworded to emphasize how the statements applied to participants right 

now. Responses were scored such that higher ratings indicated more self-concept clarity. 

Internal reliability was good: Cronbach’s alpha before and after = .78 and .81. 

Participants then completed the state measure of self-esteem, which, again following 

Nezlek and Plesko (2001), used items 3, 6, 7, and 10 from the original Rosenberg Self- 

Esteem scale (Rosenberg, 1965); the items were reworded to reflect how the participant 

was feeling right now and rated on 1-4 point scales. Responses were scored such that 

higher ratings indicated higher self-esteem. Internal reliability was good: Cronbach’s 

alpha before and after = .82 and .86. 

Test conditions. Participants were assigned to one of two test conditions in sequential 

order. In the first condition, participants were instructed to describe four important life story 

chapters (based on Steiner et al., 2017; see Appendix 1 for examples of chapters given by 

participants). 

Please think back over your entire life and identify four important chapters in your 

life story. A chapter should describe an extended period of time in your life. For 

example, an adult might describe an important life chapter focusing on his or her 

marriage. Chapters do not need to have a clear beginning or end, and different 
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chapters may refer to the same time period in your life. You can include chapters 

that are still ongoing. For each chapter, you will be asked to give a description of 

the chapter and then answer some questions. Be as specific and detailed as possible. 

Please start with the chapter that comes to mind first. Before you begin writing, 

think about how this chapter relates to your life story as a whole…the causes and 

effects of this time period and the themes that are present. Please write as much as 

you can. You should spend approximately 10 minutes describing this chapter in 

detail. 

Participants in the control condition provided factual information about four famous 

American people. This control condition was selected because it focused on non-personal 

information, but could be matched closely to the chapter condition and was expected to be easy 

(and not reduce self-esteem, see Steiner et al., 2017). Specific instructions to participants were as 

follows: 

Please identify 4 famous American people from any time in the past up to the 

present. For each person, you will be asked to provide information that you know 

about that person and then answer some questions. Be as specific and detailed as 

possible. For example, an adult might name James Dean and then describe how 

James Dean died at an early age in a car crash and was famous for acting in movies 

that portrayed him as an angst-ridden teenager. Please start with the famous person 

that comes to mind first. Please write as much as you can. You should spend 

approximately 10 minutes describing this person in detail. 

Life story chapter qualities. Participants provided four life story chapters or facts about 

famous people. Participants in the chapter condition assessed the emotional qualities of each 
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chapter with two rating scales: how positive the chapter was and how negative the chapter was (1 
 
= Not at all; 5 = Extremely). Participants in the control condition answered similar questions 

about the famous people they had identified: “In general, how positively would this person be 

evaluated?” and “In general, how negatively would this person be evaluated?” 

Next, participants in the chapter condition answered the following open-ended prompts: 

“What does this chapter say about who you are as a person?” and “How does this chapter 

connect to other chapters in your life?” These questions were included to prompt participants to 

think about the causal connections between their four chapters and their self. To match the two 

conditions as closely as possible on causal/coherence reasoning, participants in the control 

condition also answered questions about the famous people they named: “Why do you think this 

person became famous?” and “Does this famous person remind you of other other famous 

people? If so, who? What do you think the connections between these famous people are?” 

Participants in the chapter condition also provided their ages at the beginning and ending of the 

chapters or indicated that the chapter was still ongoing. Participants in the control condition 

provided the years when the person they chose first became famous. 

State scale measures. Following the intervention, participants in all conditions completed 

the same mood and state measures described above, followed by a question assessing how 

difficult they found the task of identifying and answering questions about the chapters or famous 

people. Responses were given on a five-point scale (1 = Not at all difficult; 5 = Extremely 

difficult). Finally, participants reported demographic information including their age, gender, and 

ethnicity. 
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Results 
 

Participants described chapters that were mostly positive (M = 3.68, SD = .77), although 

some negative content also was included (M = 2.23, SD = .73). The difference in ratings of task 

difficulty for the chapter (M = 2.35, SD = 1.08) and control group (M = 2.64, SD = 1.00) was not 

statistically significant, t(177) = 1.83, p = .069, d = .28. The mean number of words per life story 

chapter was 130.99 (SD = 31.93), while the mean number of words per description of famous 

American was 101.76 (SD = 22.40), t(178) = 7.10, p <.001. 

We correlated the outcome measures with each other at both time points. Before the 

experimental task, RSE correlated positively with SCC (r(177) = .44, p < .001) and mood (r(168) 

= .36, p < .001). SCC correlated positively with mood (r(168) = .24, p = .002). The pattern of 

intercorrelations after the experimental task was similar: RSE correlated positively with SCC 

(r(175) = .51, p < .001) and mood (r(174) = .35, p < .001). SCC correlated positively with mood 

(r(173) = .36, p < .001). 

Main analyses 
 

A series of 2-way mixed ANOVAs were conducted to test whether the life story chapter 

manipulation would affect ratings for self-esteem, self-concept clarity, and mood. Significant 

interactions were followed with pairwise dependent t-tests to identify within-condition effects. 

Means and standard deviations for all outcome variables are presented in Table 1. 

There was a significant main effect of time on self-esteem (RSE scores), F(1, 177) = 

5.07, p = .026, η2 = .03, but no significant main effect of condition F(1, 177) = .85, p = .357, η2 = 

.005. Importantly, there was a significant interaction between condition and time, F(1, 177) = 

4.53, p = .035, η2 = .03. The within-group difference in self-esteem between time 1 and time 2 

was significant for the chapter condition, t(90) = 2.81, p = .006, d = .21, while the difference 

between time 1 and time 2 was not significant for the control condition, t(87) = .10, p = .921, d = 
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0.00. Note that the interaction remained significant, even when covarying task difficulty (data 

not shown) and that task difficulty did not correlate with self-esteem change for the control 

group (r(85) = -.02, p = .871), indicating that task difficulty did not act as an active confounding 

variable. As hypothesized, ratings for self-esteem increased significantly but with a small effect 

size for the chapter condition, but did not increase for the control condition (see Figure 1). 

There was a significant main effect of time on self-concept clarity (SCC scores), F(1, 
 
175) = 4.30, p = .040, η2 = .02, but there was no significant main effect of condition F(1, 175) = 

 
.12, p = .733, η2 = .001 and no significant interaction, F(1, 175) = 1.45, p = .230, η2 = .008. 

Similarly, there was a significant main effect of time on ratings of mood, F(1, 168) = 9.97, p = 

.002, η2 = .06, but no significant main effect for condition F(1, 168) = 1.21, p = .273, η2 = .007, 

and no significant interaction F(1, 168) = .19, p = .667, η2 = .001. 

We then examined whether changes in self-esteem and self-concept clarity were related 

to the emotional tone of chapters. Change scores for self-concept clarity and self-esteem were 

not related to participants’ ratings of chapter emotion (see Table 2). Likewise, for the control 

condition change scores for self-esteem and self-concept clarity were unrelated to the emotion 

ratings participants gave for famous people. 

Finally, we examined whether higher self-esteem and self-concept clarity at the 

beginning of the study would be related to describing more positive and less negative chapters 

and rating the famous Americans as more positive and less negative (see Table 3). A series of 

correlational analyses showed that participants with higher initial self-esteem, self-concept 

clarity, and positive mood rated their chapters more positively, while participants with lower 

initial self-esteem, self-concept clarity, and more negative mood rated their chapters more 

negatively. In the control condition, higher initial self-esteem and more positive mood were 
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associated with rating the famous Americans more positively, but there were no significant 

correlations between self-esteem, self-concept clarity, mood, and negativity ratings. Thus, higher 

initial self-esteem and self-concept clarity scores were associated with both positive and negative 

chapter emotion ratings with small effect sizes, but changes in self-esteem scores as a result of 

writing about chapters were not associated with chapter emotion ratings. 

Discussion 
 

Study 1 demonstrated that writing about life story chapters caused increases in self- 

esteem ratings that were not evident when writing about famous Americans. These effects do not 

appear to be a result of participants writing about positive chapters, because ratings of chapter 

emotion were not correlated with the magnitude of changes in participants’ self-esteem. 

Additionally, chapter emotion ratings were positively correlated with initial ratings of self- 

esteem, self-concept clarity, and mood. 

Study 2 
 

Study 2 provided a replication of the main results of study 1 - that writing about life 

stories impacts feelings about the self in ways that writing about famous Americans does not. To 

examine whether the non-significant results found for self-concept clarity were a result of the 

particular scale used in study 1, we included another measure of clarity of the self in addition to 

new questions about meaning and purpose. We also examined whether the effect of the life story 

manipulation on self-esteem would be increased by having participants write about life story 

chapters on two occasions. We investigated the duration of the life story manipulation: would 

writing about life stories cause increases in self-esteem and self-concept clarity that lasted for 

more than one day? 
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Method 
 

Participants 
 

Participants were 142 undergraduate students at the University of New Hampshire who 

participated in the experiment for course credit. The participants had one hour to complete the 

study on each day and did so in a quiet room. One participant was excluded for failing to provide 

demographic information, for a total of 141 participants at time 1 (33 men). Five participants did 

not return for the second day of the study, and thus their data are only included for the day 1 

analyses. The mean age was 19.24 years (SD = 1.40, range = 18-30 years). With respect to 

ethnicity, 84.4% of the students self-identified as Caucasian, 5.7% as Asian, 5.7% as biracial or 

other, 2.8% as African American, and 1.4% as Hispanic. 

Materials and Procedure 
 

Participants completed measures of self-esteem, self-concept clarity, meaning, and mood 

at four time points: Time 1 (day one, before the manipulation), time 2 (day one, after the 

manipulation), time 3 (day two, before the manipulation), and time 4 (day two, after the 

manipulation). The written questionnaire that participants completed on the first day of study 2 

was almost identical to the questionnaire from study 1 (described above), but with several 

additional questions. After completing the state SCC scale (which again showed good internal 

reliability: .74, .78, .85, and .88 across the four time points), participants then responded to three 

questions that were adapted from the self-concept and identity measure, labelled “identity” 

(SCIM, Kaufman, Cundiff, & Crowell, 2014) to reflect how participants felt about themselves 

right now (“Right now, I know what I believe or value”; “Right now, I have a good sense about 

what is important to me”; “Right now, I know who I am”). Participants responded on a five- 

point scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 5 = Strongly agree). Internal reliability was satisfactory: .80, 

.77., .80, and .83 across the four time points. Then participants completed the state RSE scale 
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(see study 1). As in study 1, internal reliability was good: .88, .89, .90, and .90. Finally, they 

answered two questions assessing their sense of meaning and purpose in their lives (“Right now, 

I feel that my life has a sense of purpose”; “Right now, I feel that my life is meaningful”) on a 

four-point scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 4 = Strongly agree). These questions were developed for 

the present study and correlated highly (.88, .92, .87, and .82 across the four time points). Thus, 

they were summed and will be referred to as “meaning” henceforward. 

At the end of the day one questionnaire, participants were notified that they would 

complete the same questionnaire again two days later. Instructions to participants were as 

follows: In the second part of the study, we will ask you to describe four chapters from your life 

story (famous Americans) once again. It is up to you whether you describe the same chapters 

(famous Americans) or choose other chapters (famous Americans) when you return to complete 

the second part. 

All participants returned 48 hours later and read the following instructions: 
 
Two days ago, you described four important chapters in your life story (famous Americans). 

Today, we will ask you to describe four important chapters in your life story (famous Americans) 

once again. You can describe the same chapters (people) as two days ago or you may describe 

different chapters (people) today—it is up to you. The questionnaire was the same as the one 

administered on day one. 

Results 
 

Participants described their chapters as more positive than negative on the first day 

(positive M = 3.67 (SD = .74); negative M = 2.32 (SD = .63)) and on the second day (positive M 

= 3.81 (SD = .70); negative M = 2.15 (SD = .65)). Preliminary analyses showed a statistically 

significant difference in ratings of task difficulty for the chapter (M = 2.23, SD = .96) and control 
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group (M = 2.81, SD = 1.05), t(137) = 3.41, p = .001, d =.58 at time 2, but no significant 

difference between the chapter (M = 2.13, SD = .95) and control condition (M = 2.41, SD = .91) 

at time 4, t(133) = 1.74, p = .085, d = .30.  The mean number of words per life story chapter on 

the first and second days were 123.27 (SD = 29.99) and 116.25 (SD = 30.84), respectively, while 

the mean number of words per description of famous American on the first and second days were 

99.34 (SD = 32.78) and 104.16 (SD = 35.28), respectively. Participants in the chapter condition 

wrote longer narratives for both days, t(136) = 4.48, p <.001; t(135) = 2.138, p =.034. 

We correlated the outcome measures with each other at each time point. At time 1, before 

the experimental task, RSE correlated positively with SCC (r(139) = .50, p < .001), SCIM 

(r(139) = .23, p = .006), meaning (r(139) = .78, p < .001), and mood (r(135) = .29, p = .001). 

SCC correlated positively with SCIM (r(139) = .21, p = .011), meaning (r(139) = .38, p < .001), 

and mood (r(135) = .23, p = .007). SCIM correlated positively with meaning (r(139) = .26, p = 

.002) but not mood (r(135) = .11, p = .203); and finally meaning correlated positively with mood 

(r(135) = .20, p = .019). At time 2, after the experimental task at day 1, RSE correlated positively 

with SCC (r(138) = .47, p < .001), SCIM (r(138) = .61, p < .001), meaning (r(138) = .80, p < 

.001), and mood (r(137) = .41, p < .001). SCC correlated positively with SCIM (r(139) = .40, p < 
 
.001), meaning (r(139) = .41, p < .001), and mood (r(138) = .19, p = .022). SCIM correlated 

positively with meaning (r(139) = .59, p < .001) and mood (r(138) = .31, p < .001); and finally 

meaning correlated positively with mood (r(138) = .32, p < .001). At time 3, before the 

experimental task on day 2, RSE correlated positively with SCC (r(134) = .54, p < .001), SCIM 

(r(134) = .65, p < .001), meaning (r(134) = .84, p < .001), and mood (r(134) = .34, p < .001). 

SCC correlated positively with SCIM (r(134) = .58, p < .001), meaning (r(134) = .48, p < .001), 

and mood (r(134) = .24, p = .006). SCIM correlated positively with meaning (r(134) = .67, p < 
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.001) and mood (r(134) = .23, p = .006); and finally meaning correlated positively with mood 

(r(134) = .32, p < .001). At time 4, after the experimental task on day 2, RSE correlated 

positively with SCC (r(134) = .51, p < .001), SCIM (r(134) = .74, p < .0005), meaning (r(134) = 

.85, p < .001), and mood (r(134) = .40, p < .001). SCC correlated positively with SCIM (r(134) = 
 
.53, p < .001), meaning (r(134) = .41, p < .001), and mood (r(134) = .23, p = .008). SCIM 

 
correlated positively with meaning (r(134) = .70, p < .001) and mood (r(134) = .39, p = .006); 

and finally meaning correlated positively with mood (r(134) = .39, p < .001). The correlations 

were all in the expected direction and with only minor variations across time points. 

Main analyses 
 

A series of 2 X 4 mixed ANOVAs were conducted to test the hypotheses that the life 

story chapter intervention would affect ratings for self-esteem (RSE), self-concept clarity (SCC 

and SCIM), meaning, and mood. Means and standard deviations for all outcome variables are 

presented in Table 4. 

For self-esteem (RSE scores), there was no significant main effect of time F(3, 399) = 

1.96, p = .119, η2 = .02, or condition F(1, 133) = 2.19, p = .141, η2 = .02, but the interaction 

between condition and time on self-esteem was significant F(3, 399) = 3.41, p = .018, η2 = .03. 

Covarying ratings of task difficulty on both days reduced this effect to p < .09. However, it is 

unlikely that the differences found between the chapter group and the control group are solely 

due to the control group finding the task more difficult and therefore reporting lower self-esteem. 

This is because task difficulty was only related to change in self-esteem for the control group at 

day 1 (r(68) = -.33, p = .005) and not at day 2 (r(64) = -.02, p = .848). If task difficulty acted as 

an active confound variable it would correlate with both condition and outcome on both days 

(and note that study 1 analyses also showed no correlation between task difficulty and self- 
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esteem change for the control group). Follow-up tests indicated that ratings from time 1 to time 2 

on day one, and from time 3 to time 4 on day two, increased for the chapter condition, t(69) = 

2.14, p = .036, d = .18, t(68) = 3.13, p = .003, d = .17. There were no significant differences 

between times 2 and 3 t(67) = 1.84, p = .070, d = .16, or times 2 and 4 t(67) = .27, p = .791, d = 

.02 for the chapter condition. For the control condition, time 1 and time 2 differences were not 

significant, t(69) = .84, p = .403, d = .01, nor were time 3 and time 4 differences, t(66) = .93, p = 

.357, d = .04, time 2 and time 3 differences, t(66) = .24, p = .813, d = .003, or time 2 and time 4 

differences, t(66) = .34, p = .732, d = .02. Thus, state self-esteem increased significantly, but 

with a small effect size over the short-term as a result of writing about chapters but not famous 

individuals. The overall pattern of results is shown in Figure 2. 

There was a significant main effect of time on self-concept clarity (SCC scores), F(3, 
 
402) = 7.69, p < .001, η2 = .05, but there was no significant main effect of condition F(1, 134) = 

 
.31, p = .580, η2 = .002, and no significant interaction, F(3, 402) = .74, p = .529, η2 = .005. There 

was also a significant main effect of time on identity (SCIM scores), F(3, 402) = 3.86, p = .010, 

η2 = .03, but no significant main effect of condition, F(1, 134) = .001, p = .980, η2 = .00, and no 

significant interaction between condition and time, F(3, 402) = 1.36, p = .254, η2 = .01. 

Similarly, there was no significant main effect of time on ratings of meaning, F(3, 402) = 2.12, p 
 
= .097, η2 = .02, no significant main effect of condition, F(1, 134) = 1.41, p = .238, η2 = .01, and 

no significant interaction, F(3, 402) = 1.99, p = .115, η2 = .02. Finally, there was a significant 

main effect of time on ratings of mood, F(3, 390) = 3.13, p = .026, η2 = .02, but no significant 

main effect of condition, F(1, 130) = 2.43, p = .121, η2 = .02, and no significant interaction, F(3, 

390) = .68, p = .564, η2 = .01. 
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We then examined whether changes in self-esteem, self-concept clarity, identity, and 

meaning were related to the emotional tone of the chapters described. We computed correlations 

between time 1 and time 2 change scores and day one chapter emotion ratings. Similarly, we 

computed correlations between time 3 and time 4 change scores and chapter emotion ratings on 

day two (see Table 5). In general, change scores for self-esteem, self-concept clarity, identity, 

and meaning were not related to participants’ chapter emotion ratings (with one exception: 

increases in self-esteem between time 1 and 2 were related to describing more positive chapters; 

but there were no relations between increases in self-esteem between time 3 and 4 and describing 

more positive chapters), indicating that the findings are not generally the result of participants 

reporting positive chapters. However, improvements in mood were related to describing more 

positive chapters. 

Finally, we examined whether self-esteem, self-concept clarity, identity, and meaning at 

the beginning of the study (time 1) would be related to emotion ratings of chapters and famous 

Americans on day one (see Table 6). Although the correlation coeficients were in the expected 

directions, that is, comparable to study 1 results and results from Steiner et al. (2017), none of 

the statistical tests reached significance. 

Discussion 
 

The results generally replicated results from study 1 by 1) showing that writing about life 

story chapters increased self-esteem relative to the control condition; 2) finding no effect on self- 

concept clarity and mood; and 3) finding no consistent associations between emotional 

characteristics of chapters described and increases in self-esteem. Surprisingly, we failed to 

replicate significant correlations between the emotional tone of chapters and initial levels of self- 

esteem and self-concept clarity. The findings further showed that the effect on self-esteem was 
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relatively brief and we also could find no evidence of a cumulative effect of writing about 

chapters over two days. The two new measures included in study 2, identity and meaning, did 

not appear to be affected by writing about chapters. 

Study 3 
 

Studies 1 and 2 both demonstrated that writing about chapters in life stories increased 

self-esteem compared to the control condition. However, in both studies, the participants were 

young, primarily female students and the measures did not constitute full standardized scales, 

perhaps compromising validity and reliability. In study 3, we examined whether recruiting 

community dwelling adults with a wider age range and more even gender distribution and 

measuring self-esteem, self-concept clarity, and mood using standardized scales would yield 

similar results. We also content coded the chapters for themes of agency, communion, and 

redemption, to go beyond the self-reported characteristics of chapters utilized in studies 1 and 2 

and examined whether these characteristics would be associated with changes in the outcome 

measures. Redemption refers to stories where negative events are reframed in a more positive 

way that indicates growth (McAdams et al., 2001). Themes of agency refer to control, autonomy, 

power, growth, and influence, whereas themes of communion refer to love, connection, intimacy, 

being part of something bigger, and friendship. We focused on these themes in life story chapters 

for two reasons. First, individuals with life stories high on communion, agency, and redemption 

themes in general experience higher self-esteem and other positive outcomes (Adler et al., 2016) 

leading us to believe that people who focus on these themes when writing about life story 

chapters may subsequently experience an increase in state self-esteem. Second, research suggests 

that social exclusion and agency failures lower self-esteem (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001; Leary, 

Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995). We reasoned that participants who wrote about chapters 
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focusing on social exclusion and agency failures, which may be viewed as the negative versions 

of agency and communion themes, could experience lowered self-esteem by being reminded of 

these parts of their life stories. 

Method 
 
Participants 

 
The sample consisted of 101 adult participants between the ages of 38-89 years (M = 

 
61.56 years; SD = 9.25). The gender distribution was even with 50 males and 51 females, and 

regarding ethnicity 91.1% self-identified as Caucasian, 3.0% as African American, 2.0% as 

Hispanic, 2.0% as Asian, and 2.0% as biracial or other. With respect to education, 11.0% had 

graduated from high school, 14.0% reported some college, 10.0% had an associate degree, 

35.0% had a bachelor’s degree, 14.0% held a master’s degree, 12.0% reported doctoral degree, 

and 4.0% a professional degree. Participants were recruited via posted flyers or word of mouth 

from local retirement homes or centers, service organizations, senior activity centers, libraries, 

and gyms in central Ohio. Participants completed the study individually or in small groups in a 

quiet room at the local retirement center, senior center, or at Denison University. Participants 

were paid $10 for their time. 

Materials and Procedure 
 

The overall procedure was similar to study 1: Participants completed measures of mood, 

self-esteem, and self-concept clarity, were sequentially assigned to groups describing and rating 

four important life chapters or four famous Americans, and then completed the measures of 

mood, self-esteem, and self-concept clarity again. Finally, they indicated how difficult they 

found the task and completed information about demographics. 
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In the present study, we used the full versions of RSE (10 items) and SCC (12 items), and 

altered the wording to instruct participants to answer the questions with a focus on how they felt 

at the present moment. To measure mood, we included the Positive and Negative Affects 

Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988), which contains ten negative emotion 

words and ten positive emotion words rated on 5 point Likert scales (1 = Very slightly or not at 

all to 5 = Extremely). The instructions asked participants to rate the emotion words based on how 

they felt at the moment. The PANAS is widely used and well-validated (Watson et al., 1988). In 

the present study, internal reliability was satisfactory for all scales and total scores were used in 

analyses (Cronbach’s alphas: RSE before = .86; RSE after = .86; SCC before = .83; SCC after = 

.94; PANAS positive before = .91; PANAS positive after = .94; PANAS negative before = .92; 

and PANAS negative after = .91). 

Coding 
 

The chapters were coded for themes of agency and communion following a recently 

adapted version of the coding manual developed by Adler and colleagues (Adler, personal 

communication; Adler, Chin, Aiswarya, Kolisetty, & Oltmanns, 2012). Themes of agency were 

coded on a 0-4 scale with 0 reflecting that the protagonist is completely powerless and controlled 

by external circumstances; 1 reflecting that the protagonist is somewhat powerless and at the 

mercy of circumstances; 2 reflecting themes of both agency and feeling powerless; 3 reflecting 

when the protagonist is mostly active in influencing her/his life; and 4 reflecting when the 

protagonist is mostly in control of her/his life and initiates changes on her/his own. Similarly, 

themes of communion were coded on a 0-4 scale with 0 reflecting when the protagonist feels 

disconnected and isolated from others, 1 reflecting when the protagonist feels mostly 

disconnected and isolated from others; 2 reflecting both communion and lack of communion; 3 
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reflecting when the protagonist mostly feels connected to other people, but with milder 

disconnection experiences; and 4 reflecting that the protagonist feels deeply connected to others 

and describes this in rich language. 

The chapters were coded for redemption following the coding manual developed by 

McAdams (1999). Chapters were assigned a score of 0 if no redemption was present, a score of 1 

if a redemption theme was present and then 1 additional point for each of the following 

subthemes in the redemption story: agency, communion, and ultimate concern. Thus, scores 

ranged from 0-4. 

The first author coded the content of all chapters and reliability was assessed by checking 

agreement with two coders on 30% of the chapters. A good degree of reliability was found 

between raters for all three of the coding themes. For redemption, single measures ICC(2, 1) = 

.82 with a 95% confidence interval from .69 to .89, (F(59, 59) = 5.40, p < .001). For agency, 
 
single measures ICC(2, 1) = .83 with a 95% confidence interval from .73 to .90 (F(59, 59) = 

 
11.46, p < .001). For communion, single measures ICC(2, 1) = .88 with a 95% confidence 

 
interval from .80 to .92 (F(59, 59) = 15.04,  p < .001). 

 
Results 

 
The mean number of words per life story chapter was 732.64 (SD = 514.91), while the 

mean number of words per description of famous American was 424.39 (SD = 217.47), t(98) = 

3.87, p <.001. As in studies 1 and 2, participants described chapters that were mostly positive (M 

= 4.02, SD = .84), although some negative content was also included (M = 2.01, SD = .82). 

Content coding of agency and communion revealed that, when averaged, the ratings of the 

chapters showed mixed agentic and non-agentic (M = 2.80, SD = .82) and communal and non- 

communal themes (M = 2.88, SD = .77), trending toward mostly connected and mostly agentic 
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chapters. Average redemption scores indicated that redemption was relatively rare (M = .28, SD 
 
= .39), with 60.8% of the chapters containing no redemption themes. 

 
Correlations between self-reported and content-coded chapter characteristics were as 

follows: positive tone and agency (r(51) = .37, p = .007), communion (r(51) = .64, p < .001), and 

redemption (r(51) = -.18, p = .211); negative tone and agency (r(51) = -.36, p = .009), 

communion (r(51) = -.65, p < .001), and redemption (r(51) = .28, p = .049). The unexpected 

significant positive correlation between negative emotional tone and redemption should be 

treated with caution, as the base rate of redemption was low. Participants describing chapters 

found the task easier (M = 1.84, SD = .97) compared to the control group (M = 2.31, SD = .94), 

t(98) = 2.43, p = .017, d = .98. We controlled for task difficulty in analyses comparing the two 

conditions. 

Before the experimental task, RSE correlated positively with SCC (r(99) = .52, p < .001), 

positive mood (r(96) = .41, p < .001), and negatively with negative mood (r(99) = -.34, p = 

.001). SCC correlated positively, but not significantly, with positive mood (r(96) = .16, p = .127) 

and negatively with negative mood (r(99) = -.34, p = .001). Finally, positive and negative mood 

correlated negatively, although non-significantly (r(96) = -.18, p = .076). The pattern of 

intercorrelations after the experimental task was similar but with correlations generally being 

higher: RSE correlated positively with SCC (r(97) = .57, p < .001), positive mood (r(96) = .58, p 

< .001), and negatively with negative mood (r(98) = -.46, p < .001). SCC correlated positively 

with positive mood (r(95) = .37, p < .001) and negatively with negative mood (r(97) = -.42, p < 

.001). Finally, positive and negative mood correlated negatively (r(97) = -.30, p = .002). The 

correlations were all in the expected direction and with minor variations across time points.  
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Main analyses 

A series of 2-way mixed ANOVAs were conducted to test whether the life story chapter 

manipulation would affect ratings for self-esteem, self-concept clarity, and mood. Significant 

interactions were followed with pairwise dependent t-tests to identify within-condition effects. 

We tested for interactions with gender in all ANOVAs and found no significant effects. Hence, 

analyses below collapse across gender. Means and standard deviations for all outcome variables 

are presented in Table 7. 

There was no significant main effect of time on self-esteem (RSE scores), F(1, 98) = 

3.01, p = .086, η2 = .03, and no significant main effect of condition F(1, 98) = .25, p = .621, η2 = 

.002. Importantly, there was a significant interaction between condition and time, F(1, 98) = 

8.88, p = .004, η2 = .08. Within-group increases in self-esteem between time 1 and time 2 were 

significant for the chapter condition, t(49) = 2.75, p = .008, d = .40, while slight within group 

reduction between time 1 and time 2 was not significant for the control condition, t(49) = 1.22, p 

= .230, d = 0.18. Note that the interaction remained significant, even when covarying task 

difficulty (data not shown) although task difficulty correlated with self-esteem change for the 

control group (r(47) = -.33, p = .021). As hypothesized, ratings for self-esteem increased for the 

chapter condition with a small to moderate effect size, but did not increase for the control 

condition (see Figure 3). 

There was a significant main effect of time on self-concept clarity (SCC scores), F(1, 97) 
 
= 14.53, p < .001, η2 = .13, no significant main effect of condition F(1, 97) = .15, p = .695, η2 = 

 
.002, and the interaction bordered on being significant, F(1, 97) = 3.91, p = .051, η2 = .04. 

Similarly, there was a significant main effect of time on positive mood, F(1, 96) = 9.06, p = .003, 

η2 = .09, but no significant main effect for condition F(1, 96) = 2.81, p = .097, η2 = .03, and no 

significant interaction F(1, 96) = 2.04, p = .156, η2 = .02. For negative mood, there was no 
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significant main effect of time, F(1, 99) = 1.19, p = .278, η2 = .01, no significant main effect for 

condition F(1, 99) = .45, p = .502, η2 = .01, and no significant interaction F(1, 99) = .06, p = 

.807, η2 = .00. 
 

We then examined whether changes in self-esteem, self-concept clarity, and mood were 

related to the chapter characteristics. Change scores for self-concept clarity and self-esteem were 

not related to participants’ ratings of chapter emotion, nor to content coded agency, communion, 

or redemption themes (see Table 8). The only significant correlations were that participants who 

described more positive chapters or chapters with more redemption themes reported greater 

increases in positive mood. Likewise, for the control condition change scores for self-esteem and 

self-concept clarity were unrelated to the emotion ratings participants gave for famous people. 

Finally, we examined whether higher self-esteem, self-concept clarity, and mood at the 

beginning of the study would be related to describing more positive and less negative chapters as 

well as chapters higher on agency, communion, and redemption (see Table 9). A series of 

correlational analyses showed that participants with higher initial self-esteem, self-concept 

clarity, and positive mood rated their chapters more positively, that participants with higher 

initial self-esteem and self-concept clarity described chapters in more agentic ways, and that 

participants with higher initial levels of self-concept clarity described chapters with more 

redemption content. No other correlations were significant. In the control condition, higher initial 

self-esteem and self-concept clarity were related to rating famous Americans less negatively with 

no other significant correlations. Thus, higher initial self-esteem and self-concept clarity scores 

were associated with positive chapter emotion ratings and themes of agency with small effect 

sizes, but changes in self-esteem scores as a result of writing about chapters were not associated 

with chapter emotion ratings or content rated themes. 
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Discussion 
 

The present experimental studies provided consistent evidence that writing about life 

story chapters increased self-esteem, whereas writing about famous Americans had no such 

effect. The effect of writing about life stories did not seem to depend on describing positive 

chapters or chapters with specific themes, as the emotional tone of chapters and themes of 

agency, communion, and redemption were not consistently related to changes in self-esteem. 

Likewise, the effect of writing about life stories did not reflect a simple mood effect, as mood did 

not consistently improve when participants wrote about chapters compared to when they wrote 

about famous Americans. The findings suggest that thinking and talking about one’s life story 

during everyday life may be one way to heighten self-esteem. However, in study 2 the effect did 

not increase when writing about chapters on two different occasions and the effect seemed to 

drop off rapidly. Thus, while our studies provide some of the first experimental evidence that life 

stories causally influence self-esteem, the effect of our brief intervention was transient. In 

addition, effect sizes were small, although this could be a result of the brief experimental 

intervention. Nevertheless, it is conceivable that the accumulation of many slightly heightened 

“states” of self-esteem over time would lead to more pronounced and persistent increases, as 

captured by trait measures of self-esteem. 

Below, we relate our findings to previous studies in the area and address the failure to 

find significant experimental effects for measures of self-concept clarity and meaning. Then we 

discuss the potential mechanisms behind the positive effects of writing about chapters, including 

exposure to emotions and self-affirmation. Finally, we discuss the most important limitations and 

suggest avenues for future studies. 
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Life stories and self-esteem 
 

Characteristics of life stories have been related to self-esteem in prior correlational 

studies. Life stories with a more positive emotional tone and with a higher incidence of 

redemption sequences are associated with greater self-esteem (McAdams et al., 2001; Steiner et 

al., 2017). These studies suggest that certain types of life stories are valuable or “good” because 

they are related to better self-esteem as well as other positive outcomes (see Adler et al., 2016 for 

a review). Consistent with this idea and with previous studies (e.g. Steiner et al., 2017), the 

correlational analyses in studies 1 and 3 showed that more positive chapters were related to 

higher levels of state self-esteem and self-concept clarity, but effect sizes were small and did not 

reach significance in study 2. 

In contrast to the correlational findings, the three experiments showed that thinking and 

writing about life story chapters increased self-esteem, independent of their emotional tone and 

thematic content. This finding is surprising, given that reflecting on life stories may positively 

impact self-esteem by focusing attention on self-event connections that show the self to be 

worthy, lovable, and agentic. It is possible that narrative qualities other than the themes coded in 

study 3 could be related to improvements in self-esteem. In particular, themes representing 

“integrative meaning-making” reflect explicit reasoning about the self and active efforts to 

connect life events to the self (Adler et al., 2016), and as such they may contribute to positive 

changes in self-esteem. Another possibility is that the self-esteem increase was driven by 

comparison processes between past and present chapters (e.g., Wilson & Ross, 2003; Wilson et 

al., 2009) and that the increase should therefore depend on the degree to which present chapters 

are constructed as more positive than past chapters. Future experimental studies should examine 

chapter content more fully to test whether different characteristics of life stories are related to 

improvements in self-esteem. 
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Writing about chapters improved self-esteem but had non-significant effects on self- 

concept clarity and meaning. Life story theory would suggest that forming causal connections 

between past chapters and the current self enhances self-concept clarity. In the present studies, 

we encouraged the formation of causal connections by asking participants to describe how their 

individual chapters were related to other life chapters and to who they are as people. Although 

our brief intervention was not effective in boosting self-concept clarity or meaning, effects on 

self-esteem were apparent nevertheless. A possible explanation of the non-significant results for 

self-concept clarity and meaning is that the participants focused mostly on positive chapters. 

Negative chapters may elicit more meaning-making efforts (McLean et al., 2007) and may 

contribute more to self-concept clarity and meaning. Nevertheless, it appears that increasing 

feelings of self-concept clarity and meaning is not the only, or perhaps even the most important, 

path to greater feelings of self-esteem. In fact, prior research suggests a contrasting view: self- 

esteem can be enhanced by the belief that the self is discontinuous and that it has changed in 

positive ways. In particular, psychologically distancing the present self from negative past life 

experiences is self-enhancing (Wilson & Ross, 2003; Wilson et al., 2009). Our findings suggest 

that the experience of systematically reviewing one’s life and identifying, describing, and 

conceptually linking life chapters may serve to enhance the self, even in the absence of increased 

self-concept clarity and meaning. Together, our results suggest that one important function of life 

stories is to construct a positive identity, not just a continuous identity. Organizing and 

interpreting events as stories that show the self as agentic, sociable, and valuable would help 

construct the aspect of identity that Erikson referred to when he stated that identity also 

constitutes a sense of doing well (Erikson, 1968). 

Potential mechanisms 
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Other aspects of the chapter intervention may underlie improvements in self-esteem. 
 
Within the expressive writing paradigm, researchers have attempted to understand the beneficial 

effects of writing about negative experiences. Although the present studies did not emphasize 

negative experiences and diverged from this paradigm in other ways, it is possible that some of 

the same mechanisms are at play. The most comprehensive meta-analysis of the expressive 

writing paradigm suggests that exposure to emotions may be the active mechanism in expressive 

writing (Frattaroli, 2006), and it is possible that this also explains the beneficial effects of writing 

about life story chapters. As a part of writing and thinking about their chapters, participants 

could have confronted and habituated to negative or bittersweet emotions leading to feelings of 

mastery and increased self-esteem, even though most of their chapters were positive. 

Another possible mechanism is self-affirmation, which refers to “affirming a valued 

aspect of the self” (Steele & Liu, 1983, p. 5). Self-affirmation is related to positive outcomes, 

including increased well-being (Nelson, Fuller, Choi, & Lyubomirsky, 2014) and one study 

found comparable effects of recalling a high point story and general self-affirmation on self- 

repair after a threat to the self (Jennings & McLean, 2013). Writing about chapters and especially 

focusing on what the chapters say about one as a person could act as self-affirmation. Future 

studies need to systematically vary instructions to identify active causal mechanisms. For 

example, participants could write about their chapters with a focus on what this process tells 

them about their values and/or with a focus on expressing and exploring emotions. 

Limitations and future directions 
 

The present studies include some limitations. In the first two studies, participants were 

mostly female college students. Although they were relatively young, participants were within an 

age range where they have developed life stories and can describe important chapters (Thomsen 
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et al., 2014). Importantly, in study 3 the central findings replicated in an older sample consisting 

of equal numbers of men and women. Additionally, in all three studies most of the participants 

self-reported their ethnicity as non-Hispanic White. Despite the samples being representative of 

the populations where the data were collected (University of New Hampshire and small suburban 

towns in central Ohio), the results may not generalize to more diverse populations. Given that 

previous research has identified a positive association between cultural identity clarity and self- 

esteem (Usborne & Taylor, 2010), future studies should investigate the effect of writing about 

life chapters on self-esteem in diverse cultural groups. 

Significant effects were small and were limited to self-esteem. On the other hand, the 

intervention was not taxing - most participants spent approximately 40 minutes completing the 

entire task. Thus, although the effects are small, the costs are low (see also Frattaroli, 2006). 

Future studies need to examine whether and how the effects can be increased, possibly by 

repeating the intervention several times across weeks and months or by adapting the instructions 

to enhance the processes that underlie positive effects. Third, it is possible that the specific focus 

on life story chapters was not essential to increases in self-esteem, but rather that the effects were 

attributable to a more general focus on personally relevant topics. Future studies could include 

comparison groups writing about other topics to examine this possibility. Relatedly, the control 

condition of writing about famous Americans was not devoid of personal relevance, as 

participants may closely identify with at least some of these famous Americans. Prior research 

shows that low self-esteem individuals may benefit from thinking about favorite celebrities 

(Derrick, Gabriel, & Tippin, 2008), so that our control condition may have had positive effects 

for some of our participants. Accordingly, new studies could include control conditions that vary 

on the dimension of personal relevance. 
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Conclusion 
 

Three experimental studies provided consistent evidence for the causal effect of writing 

about life story chapters on state self-esteem. Thinking about how chapters in one’s life connect 

to other chapters, and how these connections help to define who one is as a person in a positive 

way, could prove to be a productive strategy for enhancing self-esteem. The studies highlight one 

potentially important function of life story chapters: to support the construction of a positive 

identity. 
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Figure 1 
 
Study 1 ratings of self-esteem (RSE) for time 1 and time 2 in the chapter/control condition 
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Figure 2 
 
Study 2 ratings of self-esteem (RSE) for time 1, time 2, time 3, and time 4 in the chapter/control 

condition 
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Figure 3 
 
Study 3 ratings of self-esteem (RSE) for time 1 and time 2 in the chapter/control condition 
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Table 1 
 
Means and standard deviations for self-concept clarity (SCC), self-esteem (RSE), and mood at 

times 1 and 2 for the chapter and control conditions 

  Chapter 
M (SD) 

   Control 
M (SD) 

 

Self-concept 
  clarity  

Self- 
esteem  

Mood  Self-concept 
  clarity  

Self- 
esteem  

Mood 

Time 1 13.74 
(3.26) 

13.08 
(2.00) 

3.85 
(.80) 

 14.07 
(3.30) 

13.02 
(1.83) 

3.74 
(.83) 

Time 2 14.18 
(3.45) 

13.48 
(1.86) 

3.71 
(.84) 

 14.18 
(3.29) 

13.03 
(2.01) 

3.54 
(.89) 
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Table 2 
 
Study 1 correlations between the ratings of emotion for chapters/famous Americans and the 

change in self-esteem (RSE), self-concept clarity (SCC), and mood from time 1 to time 2 

 
 
  Chapter 

change scores 
 Control 

change scores 
 

 Self- 
esteem 

Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Mood  Self-esteem Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Mood 

Positive -.06 .08 .25*  .10 .14 -.13 

Negative .09 -.13 -.15  -.08 -.11 .14 

*p < .05 
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Table 3 
 
Study 1 correlations between the ratings of emotion for chapters/famous Americans and self- 

esteem (RSE), self-concept clarity (SCC), and mood at time 1 

 
 
  Chapter    Control  

 Self- 
esteem 

Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Mood  Self-esteem Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Mood 

Positive .27** .32** .28**  .23* .15 .34** 

Negative -.26* -.38** -.28*  -.07 -.07 -.19 

*p < .05; **p < .01 
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Table 4 
 

Means and standard deviations for self-esteem (RSE), self-concept clarity (SCC), identity (SCIM), meaning, and mood at the four time points (T1- 

T4) for the chapter and control conditions 

   Chapter 
M (SD) 

     Control 
M (SD) 

  

 Self- 
esteem 

Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Identity Meaning Mood  Self- 
esteem 

Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Identity Meaning Mood 

T1 12.92 
(2.25) 

13.70 
(3.05) 

12.18 
(1.87) 

6.42 
(1.18) 

3.66 
(.88) 

 12.69 
(2.00) 

13.59 
(2.91) 

12.13 
(2.00) 

6.27 
(1.19) 

3.57 
(.94) 

T2 13.30 
(2.04) 

14.41 
(3.19) 

12.62 
(1.74) 

6.68 
(1.19) 

3.89 
(.79) 

 12.57 
(2.11) 

14.04 
(2.96) 

12.33 
(1.63) 

6.24 
(1.26) 

3.54 
(.82) 

T3 12.97 
(2.24) 

14.13 
(3.73) 

12.38 
(1.93) 

6.46 
(1.12) 

3.86 
(.86) 

 12.69 
(1.93) 

13.94 
(3.19) 

12.67 
(1.57) 

6.28 
(1.23) 

3.66 
(.91) 

T4 13.35 
(2.23) 

14.52 
(3.59) 

12.62 
(1.90) 

6.57 
(1.16) 

3.91 
(.90) 

 12.61 
(1.95) 

14.06 
(3.44) 

12.64 
(1.65) 

6.28 (1.22) 3.75 
(.80) 
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Table 5 
 

Study 2 correlations between the ratings of emotion for chapters/famous Americans and the changes in self-esteem (RSE), self-concept clarity 

(SCC), identity (SCIM), meaning, and mood from time 1 to time 2 (T1-T2) and from time 3 to time 4 (T3-T4) 

   Chapter 
change scores 

     Control 
change scores 

  

 Self- 
esteem 

Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Identity Meaning Mood  Self- 
esteem 

Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Identity Meaning Mood 

Positive, 
T1-T2 

.29* .04 .01 .05 .27*  .15 .01 .19 .13 .15 

Positive, 
T3-T4 

.19 -.22 -.10 .05 .30*  .11 .10 .05 .12 .21 

Negative, 
T1-T2 

-.11 -.11 -.12 .04 -.17  -.04 .00 -.23 -.02 -.26* 

Negative 
T3-T4 

-.14 .20 .15 .07 -.15  -.03 -.10 .13 -.16 .07 

*p < .05 
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Table 6 
 
Study 2 correlations between the ratings of emotion for chapters/famous Americans and self-esteem (RSE), self-concept clarity (SCC), 

identity (SCIM), meaning, and mood at time 1 

   Chapter      Control   

 Self- 
esteem 

Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Identity Meaning Mood  Self- 
esteem 

Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Identity Meaning Mood 

Positive .10 .06 .18 .14 .08  -.09 -.10 .01 -.02 .12 

Negative -.14 -.12 -.03 -.17 -.10  .13 .03 .17 .07 -.02 
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Table 7 
 
Study 3 means and standard deviations for self-concept clarity (SCC), self-esteem (RSE), positive and negative mood (PANAS) at 

times 1 and 2 for the chapter and control conditions 

 
Chapter 
M (SD) 

   Control 
M (SD) 

 

Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Self- 
esteem 

Positive 
mood 

Negative 
mood 

 Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Self-esteem Positive 
mood 

Negative 
mood 

Time 1 43.10 
(7.32) 

31.73 
(5.18) 

34.69 
(7.29) 

12.25 
(5.08) 

 43.62 
(8.34) 

32.10 
(5.30) 

32.73 
(8.22) 

11.80 
(3.89) 

Time 2 46.59 
(9.26) 

33.12 
(5.39) 

36.98 
(9.12) 

12.82 
(5.54) 

 44.72 
(11.30) 

31.72 
(4.77) 

33.59 
(9.20) 

12.16 
(3.98) 



Notice: This is the author’s version of a work that was accepted for publication in Journal of 
Personality. A definitive version was subsequently published in Journal of Personality. DOI: 
10.1111/jopy.12449 

  

55 
 

 
  
 

Table 8 
 
Study 3 correlations between chapter and famous Americans characteristics and the change in 

self-esteem (RSE), self-concept clarity (SCC), and positive and negative mood (PANAS) from 

time 1 to time 2 

 
 

Chapter 
change scores 

   Control 
change scores 

 

 Self- 
esteem 

Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Positive 
mood 

Negative 
mood 

 Self- 
esteem 

Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Positive 
mood 

Negative 
mood 

Positive .15 .22 .35* -.13  .24 .17 .14 -.08 

Negative -.08 -.21 -.26 .13  .22 -.22 .07 .00 

Agency -.13 .06 .28 -.17  - - - - 

Communion .05 .21 .16 -.19  - - - - 

Redemption .18 .07 .33* -.04  - - - - 

*p < .05 
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Table 9 
 
Study 3 correlations between chapter and famous Americans characteristics and time 1 self- 

esteem (RSE), self-concept clarity (SCC), and positive and negative mood (PANAS) 

Chapter    Control  

 Self- 
esteem 

Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Positive 
mood 

Negative 
mood 

 Self- 
esteem 

Self- 
concept 

  clarity  

Positive 
mood 

Negative 
mood 

Positive .28* .29* .37* -.13  -.01 .15 .03 -.12 

Negative -.23 -.18 -.25 .19  -.37* -.29* -.21 .26 

Agency .31* .52* .08 -.25  - - - - 

Communion .25 .23 .18 -.11  - - - - 

Redemption .23 .36* .07 -.18  - - - - 

*p < .05 
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Appendix 1 
 
Examples of chapters described 

 
“The next chapter that I can think of is more recent. It was my senior year of high school. 

 
This chapter of my life has been the most enjoyable one yet. After applying and getting into 

colleges my senior year was a breeze, I stopped trying really hard in school and took a more laid 

back approach. My senior year I had (and still have) such a great group of friends who 

understand each other and get along so well. I know these friendships will last me a lifetime. In 

the beginning of the year my best friend’s boyfriend died which was heartbreaking and tragic. 

This taught me about loss and grief. It made my friends and I all extremely close. But it also 

taught me to enjoy life and what you have in the moment. So that’s why my friends and I really 

made the most of our senior year.” [ages 17-18] 

“The second important chapter in my life was when I started gymnastics. The second I 

stepped into the gym I fell in love with the sport. I committed hours and hours to getting better. I 

started moving up levels and going to competitions. I created lifelong relationships with my 

coaches and teammates. Gymnastics was a constant throughout my whole childhood and teenage 

years. It taught me so many life lessons and was worth all the time I dedicated to it.” [age: 5-17] 

“The last important chapter in my life was when I got my first boyfriend. I was never the 

boy crazy teenage girl, however once my first boyfriend and I started talking I realized what all 

the other girls were talking about. We stayed together for about a year and this relationship made 

me realize that one day I want to get married and find true love, even though he wasn’t the 

perfect guy for me.” [age: 16-17] 
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