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Abstract 

We examined whether age differences in life stories and personality traits mediated age 

differences in subjective well-being. One-hundred-and-one young, 77 middle-aged, and 81 older 

participants completed measures of subjective well-being and personality traits. They described 

chapters and specific memories in their life stories and rated these on emotional tone and positive 

and negative self-event connections. Older participants scored higher on subjective well-being, 

rated their life stories as more positive, and scored lower on neuroticism compared with both 

young and middle-aged participants. Age differences in subjective well-being were mediated by 

life stories and neuroticism, with neuroticism being the strongest mediator. We suggest that 

changes in personality may enable older individuals to interpret events and themselves in a 

positive light, which help enhance their subjective well-being. 

Keywords: Age differences, life stories, self-event connections, personality traits, 

subjective well-being 
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Age Differences in Life Stories and Neuroticism Mediate Age Differences in Subjective 

Well-Being 

1. Introduction 

While old age is linked to biological, physiological, and cognitive decline, older adults 

report higher levels of subjective well-being (SWB), defined as higher levels of life satisfaction 

and positive affect, and lower levels of negative affect, compared with young and middle-aged 

adults  (Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008; Diener & Suh, 1998; Frijters & Beatton, 2012). This 

finding has been termed “the paradox of aging”. 

Research indicates that personality is one of the strongest predictors of individual 

differences in SWB (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999). For example, personality traits, and 

especially the traits of neuroticism and extraversion, have been found to account for substantial 

variation in SWB (Steel, Schmidt, & Schulz, 2008). However, following McAdams’ (1996) 

model of personality, a full understanding of personality must draw upon traits as well as life 

stories, and a recent review suggests that life stories are related to SWB beyond the effects of 

personality traits (Adler, Lodi-Smith, Philippe, & Houle, 2016). 

Because differences in personality explain differences in SWB, it is possible that age 

differences in personality explain age differences in SWB. That is, the relationship between age 

and SWB may not be a direct effect but operate through age differences in personality. However, 

from an empirical point of view, efforts to simultaneously address different aspects of 

personality as determinants of SWB are scarce and lack a life span perspective. The present 

study aims to examine age differences in life stories and personality traits and test whether such 

age differences in personality mediate age differences in SWB in three groups of young, middle-

aged, and older adults. Understanding how age differences in personality are related to age 
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differences in SWB is a first step towards illuminating potential age-related changes in 

personality, that enhance SWB in older adults.  

1.1. Personality Traits, Subjective Well-Being, and Age Differences 

Personality has been suggested to consist of three separate aspects: 1) stable 

inborn characteristics, such as personality traits; 2) context-dependent expressions of 

personality, such as goals and values; and 3) dynamic life stories that provide temporally, 

causally, and thematically coherent accounts of past, present, and future including 

interpretations of how events in life have shaped the individual (Habermas & Bluck, 

2000; McAdams, 1996). The aspects thus categorize personality according to context 

dependence and stability, with personality traits believed to be very stable and consistent 

across contexts and life stories described as more changeable and context-sensitive. 

Although separate, the aspects interact: Studies have shown that personality traits are 

related to the way individuals construct their life stories (McAdams et al., 2004; Raggatt, 

2006; Thomsen, Olesen, Schnieber, & Tønnesvang, 2014). Still, the different aspects of 

personality may independently explain variance in SWB (Adler et al., 2016). Here, we 

focus on personality traits and life stories, because they span the full dimension of stable 

and dynamic aspects of personality and are thus particularly interesting when examining 

potential age differences in personality that may explain age differences in SWB. 

Most research on the relation between personality and SWB has focused on 

personality traits. There is abundant evidence pointing to strong associations between 

neuroticism, extraversion, and SWB. Specifically, neuroticism is associated with lower 

levels of SWB, while extraversion is associated with higher levels of SWB (see meta-

analysis by Steel, Schmidt, & Schulz, 2008). 
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Research on age differences in personality traits indicates that, when comparing young, 

middle-aged, and older adults, conscientiousness and agreeableness show positive age trends, 

extraversion and openness to experience show flat trends, and neuroticism shows a negative age 

trend (Roberts, Walton, & Viecthbauer, 2006; Soto, John, Gosling, & Potter, 2011). Since 

neuroticism is negatively related to SWB and since older adults score lower on neuroticism 

compared with younger adults, it may be that age differences in neuroticism mediate the age 

differences in SWB.  

In one study, Mroczek and Kolars (1998) examined whether the age difference in 

neuroticism mediated the age differences in positive and negative affect. Although there was a 

significant inverse relationship between age and neuroticism, such that higher age was associated 

with lower levels of neuroticism, this relationship did not mediate the relationship between age 

and SWB. Although age differences in neuroticism did not explain the age differences in positive 

and negative affect in the study by Morczek and Kolars (1998), it is possible that other aspects of 

personality may explain why older individuals have higher levels of SWB compared with 

younger individuals. Here, we focus on life stories, because life stories are reconstructed 

throughout the life span (McAdams, 1993) making them good candidates for explaining age 

differences in SWB. In addition, there is convincing evidence that life stories, as part of 

personality, are related to SWB, and that life stories predict SWB even when controlling for 

personality traits (Adler et al., 2016).  

1.2. Life Stories and Subjective Well-Being 

The life story is an internalized and evolving self-narrative that a person works on over 

the course of life, which is central to identity (McAdams, 1996). To construct life stories 

individuals engage in autobiographical reasoning, a specific type of self-reflection, where 
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individuals consider how important events have shaped the self (Habermas & Bluck, 

2000; McAdams, 2001; Fivush, 2007).  Such reasoning creates connections between 

events and the self, termed self-event connections (Habermas & Bluck, 2000; Pasupathi, 

Mansour, & Brubaker, 2007). Two distinct types of self-event connections have been 

identified: One include explaining personal stability across time by declaring past events 

as illustrating personal characteristics, termed stability connections (e.g., “I played soccer 

for many years [event], because being a part of a group has always been important to me 

[stability connection]“). The other is based on explaining how past events have changed 

the self across time, termed change connections (e.g., “Having children [event] has made 

me more aware of how fragile life is [change connection]“). We suggest that the 

distinction between change and stability connections is further nuanced by emotional 

tone, that is, whether these connections emphasize positive or negative self stability and 

change (Banks & Salmon, 2013; Lilgendahl & McAdams, 2011). In other words, when 

we interpret how past events are linked to who we are today, these links may be either 

positive or negative. With respect to stability connections, the narrator may use past 

events to underscore how he or she has stayed the same in a positive or negative way (i.e. 

positive or negative stability connections). For example an individual may interpret 

playing soccer as showing either how she/he is sociable [positive stability] or lacks 

independence [negative stability]. With respect to change connections, the narrator may 

describe an event as leading to an improvement in his or her personality, or as 

contributing to some kind of characterological regression (i.e. positive or negative change 

connections). For example, a woman suffering from a serious illness may interpret it as 

making her realize what was important in her life [positive change] or/and as having lost 
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confidence in her health [negative change]. Based on this conceptual analysis, we examined four 

types of self-event connections in life stories: Positive stability connections, negative stability 

connections, positive change connections, and negative change connections. More use of positive 

self-event connections and less use of negative self-event connections result in more positive life 

stories and hence we will refer to the positivity of life stories, when discussing the combined 

effects of the four types of self-event connections.   

Studies that have used content coding when relating self-event connections in life stories 

to SWB have primarily investigated positive and negative change connections. Positive change 

connections have been examined as growth or redemption sequences and negative change 

connections have been examined as contamination sequences. In two studies, McAdams, 

Reynolds, Lewis, Patten, and Bowman (2001) showed that a high density of redemption 

sequences in life stories, that is, where an emotionally negative life scene is interpreted as having 

positive consequences for the narrator, was related to higher levels of life satisfaction and lower 

levels of depression. Similarly, several other studies have found that the narration of growth or 

learning a positive lesson from negative life experiences is related to higher levels of SWB 

(Bauer & McAdams, 2004a; 2004b; King, Scollon, Ramsey, & Williams, 2000; Lilgendahl & 

McAdams, 2011; Pals, 2006). By contrast, a high density of contamination sequences in life 

stories, that is, sequences where the narrator scripts the move from an emotionally positive scene 

to a negative outcome, is related to higher levels of depression (McAdams et al., 2001, study 1; 

Adler, Kissel, & McAdams, 2006). While growth, redemption-, and contamination sequences 

differ from our conceptualizations of positive and negative change connections, the studies 

indicate that the emotional tone of change connections is important to SWB.  
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Although content coding is the most commonly used method in life story 

research, recent discussions suggest that self-report methods may be a useful supplement 

(Holm & Thomsen, 2018; McAdams, 2018; Panattoni & McLean, 2018). The rationale 

behind self-report methods is that life stories are internalized accounts that participants 

can introspectively assess on consciously accessible qualities, such as positive self-

change (Holm & Thomsen, 2018; Panattoni & McLean, 2018). Self-report methods take 

seriously the subjective nature of life stories in letting participants themselves evaluate 

how they think and feel about their life stories, rather than using experts to content code 

the life stories. Studies assessing self-event connections through self-report have found 

results similar to studies based on content coding. For example, Thomsen and colleagues 

(Thomsen et al., 2016) found that lower self-report ratings of positive change connections 

were related to more symptoms of depression and higher trait-anxiety. Holm and 

Thomsen (2018) found that individuals who gave higher ratings of positive self-event 

connections and lower ratings of negative self-event connections, experienced fewer 

symptoms of psychopathology. Additionally, compared with healthy control participants, 

individuals with psychiatric illness rate their life stories lower on positive self-event 

connection (Lind, Jørgensen, Bøye, Heinskou, Simonsen, & Thomsen, 2018; Pedersen, 

Straarup, & Thomsen, 2018).  

Given that 1) individuals are likely aware of the emotional tone and self-event 

connections in their life stories and hence can self-report on these life story 

characteristics and 2) previous studies on self-event connection using self-report have 

found results similar to content coding, we asked our participants to self-report these 

characteristics of their life stories. We expected that higher ratings of positive and lower 
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ratings of negative self-event connections in life stories would be associated with higher SWB. 

1.3. Life Stories and Age Differences 

Life stories are assumed to change over the life span (McAdams, 1993) and hence age 

differences in life stories should be expected. If life stories change in ways that support higher 

SWB, they may explain why older adults report higher SWB compared to younger adults. There 

are surprisingly few studies of age differences in life stories, but one important study examined 

age differences in change and stability connections (McLean, 2008). Using content coding of 

stability and change connections in self-defining memories of young and older adults, she found 

that young adults constructed the self more in terms of change and older adults constructed the 

self more in terms of stability. She argued that the age differences reflected differential identity 

concerns with young adults focusing on identity development and older adults focusing on 

maintaining identity in the face of age-related losses. The study, however, did not assess the 

emotional tone of self-event connections, which might be especially important in relation to 

SWB.  

Previous studies on adult age differences in the emotional tone in life stories show mixed 

findings. Thomsen and colleagues found that middle-aged adults had less positive life story 

chapters compared with younger adults (Thomsen et al., 2014). In another study, no correlation 

was found between age and the emotional tone of life story chapters (Thomsen, Lind, & 

Pillemer, 2017). However, research examining evaluations in response to autobiographical 

events have found that older adults tend to evaluate past events more positively and less 

negatively compared with younger adults (Charles, Mather, & Carstensen, 2003). This age-

related shift in attention to positive over negative evaluations has been termed the positivity 

effect and has been replicated in many studies (see meta-analysis by Reed, Chan, & Mikels, 
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2014). According to the socioemotional selectivity theory, the positivity effect reflects 

older adults’ focus on increasing well-being in the present. Socioemotional selectivity 

theory contends that when time horizons become limited, as they typically do with age, 

people become more focused on savoring and emotional meaning (Charles, Mather, & 

Carstensen, 2003). Hence, older adults adopt a range of emotion-regulation strategies that 

help maximize emotional well-being (Knight et al., 2007) One such emotion-regulation 

includes interpretation of events, a concept similar to positive self-event connections. By 

narrating events in ways that elaborate on positive self-event connections older adults 

could gain higher well-being (Pasupathi et al., 2015).  

 Based on these ideas, we expected that older adults would have higher levels of 

positive self-event connections, especially positive stability connections, and lower levels 

of negative self-event connections compared with young and middle-aged adults.  

1.4 Overview of the Present Research 

Older adults experience higher well-being than younger adults. One possible 

explanation for this is that older adults’ personality may have changed to support better 

well-being. We examine whether older adults display lower levels of neuroticism and 

narrate their lives in more positive ways compared to younger adults and whether these 

age differences in personality explain age differences in well-being. We examined this 

idea using mediation analyses, expecting that age differences in personality would 

mediate age differences in well-being. Following established guidelines for mediation 

(Hayes, 2018), we first examined age differences in SWB, expecting older adults to score 

higher on SWB than young and middle-aged adults. Second, we examined age 

differences in personality, expecting older adults to report lower neuroticism and have 
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more positive life stories than young and middle-aged adults. Third, we examined relations 

between personality and SWB, predicting that lower neuroticism and more positive life stories 

would be related to higher SWB. Finally, we tested the full mediation model, expecting that age 

differences in personality traits and life stories would mediate age differences in SWB. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Recruitment and Participants 

Participants were recruited through electronically distributed material to local schools and 

on social network sites advertising for participants between the ages of 20-25 years; 45-50 years 

and 65-70 years. The material briefly described the study and directed those interested to a study 

website for more information about how to participate. Participants then referred themselves to 

the study via email. They received a link to the online questionnaire containing the materials 

described below. If participants did not complete the questionnaire within three weeks, they 

received a reminder to complete the questionnaire. After completion, participants were debriefed 

and received a gift card of 100 DKK (approximately 15 USD).  

In total, 361 participants referred themselves to the study, but 79 participants failed to 

answer all questions and 25 participants never opened the questionnaires (28% drop-out rate). 

The final sample thus consisted of 259 participants, with 101 participants in the young group, 77 

participants in the middle-aged group, and 81 participants in the old group. The sample size 

allows for detection of age differences with small to medium effect sizes with a power of .80 and 

a α of .05. 

2.2. Measures 

The Life Story Questionnaire. When individuals construct life stories, they include both 

chapters and specific memories (McAdams, 1993; Thomsen, 2009), and hence we asked 
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participants in our study to identify up to ten chapters and up to ten specific memories 

that were important to their life story (following Thomsen & Berntsen, 2008). A chapter 

was described as an “extended time period in your life that need not have a clear-cut 

beginning or end”. Participants were informed that they could “include chapters that are 

parallel, that is, they may be referring to the same period in your life. You are also 

welcome to include chapters that you feel are not completed yet”. A specific memory was 

described as a “memory of an event lasting no more than 24 hours”. Participants were 

instructed to start with the chapter/specific memory that first came to mind, to give each 

chapter/specific memory a heading, and to briefly describe the content of the 

chapter/specific memory. Then they were asked to give their best estimate for their age at 

the beginning and the end of the chapter (or mark it as ongoing)/their age at the time of 

the event in the specific memory. Participants were asked to answer separate questions 

about the positive and negative emotional tone of the chapter/specific memory, and the 

positive and negative tone of stability and change connections associated with the 

chapter/specific memory (see Table 1). All questions were rated on a 5-point scale (1 = 

not at all; 5 = very much). The questions have shown good validity in previous studies. 

For example, we have found that the questions relate in predictable and theoretically 

meaningful ways to personality traits and self-esteem (Thomsen & Pillemer, 2017), self-

esteem and self-concept clarity (Steiner, Thomsen, & Pillemer, 2017), SWB (Thomsen, 

Lind, & Pillemer, 2017), symptoms of psychopathology and self-concept clarity (Holm & 

Thomsen, 2018), and bipolar disorder (Pedersen, Straarup, & Thomsen, 2018). 

To calculate a mean score for each participant on each of the six life story 

variables, we summed items for positive tone, negative tone, positive stability 
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connections, negative stability connections, positive change connections, and negative change 

connections, respectively, across chapters and specific memories. Each participant’s six sum 

scores were then divided by his or her total number of chapters and specific memories.  

 Subjective Well-Being. SWB was measured using three self-report indicators. To 

measure life satisfaction, we used The Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & 

Griffin, 1985), which is designed to measure global cognitive judgments of satisfaction with 

one’s life. The five items are rated on 1-7 point scales, with higher scores indicating higher life 

satisfaction. This scale is a widely used measure of SWB, and has been translated and validated 

in Danish (Mehlsen et al., 2005). The internal reliability in this study was good (Cronbach’s 

alpha = .87).  

To measure well-being, we used the World Health Organization-Five Well-Being Index 

(WHO-5 Well-Being Index; Bech, 2012), which consists of five positively worded items related 

to current well-being. The items are rated on 1-6 point scales, with higher scores indicating 

higher levels of well-being. The WHO-5 Index was originally developed in Denmark, and has 

been translated and validated in many other countries (Bech, 2012). The internal reliability in 

this study was good (Cronbach's alpha = .86).  

Negative affect was measured using the two subscales of depression and anxiety from 

The Common Mental Disorder Questionnaire (CMDQ; Christensen et al., 2005). The depression 

subscale consists of six items measuring symptoms of depression, while the anxiety subscale 

consists of four items measuring symptoms of anxiety. All items are rated on 1-5 point scales, 

with higher scores indicating higher levels of symptoms. The CMDQ-index is a Danish 

instrument and it has been validated in a Danish sample (Bilberg, Nørgaard, Roessler, & 

Overgaard, 2014) and shows good psychometric qualities (Christensen et al., 2005). Because we 
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were interested in negative affect and because the two subscales were highly correlated, 

we used the total score in subsequent analyses. The internal reliability in this study was 

good (Cronbach's alpha = .90). We will refer to these three measures as life satisfaction, 

well-being, and negative affect. 

Personality traits. We used the Danish version of the NEO-FFI (Costa et al., 

2004) to measure the Big Five personality traits. The NEO-FFI consists of 60 items 

measuring the traits of neuroticism, extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and 

conscientiousness with 12 items each. The items are answered on 1-5 point scales, where 

a higher score indicate a higher degree of the trait. The internal reliabilities for the 

subscales in this study were satisfactory. Cronbach’s alphas: .87 (neuroticism), .83 

(extraversion), .73 (openness), .73 (agreeableness), and .84 (conscientiousness). 

3. Results 

3.1. Preliminary analyses 

Mean ages, gender, and sociodemographic variables for the three groups are 

shown in Table 1. Chi-square tests were utilized to assess differences on categorical 

demographical variables as a function of age group, and showed a significant difference 

between the three groups on gender (Pearson χ2 = 16.42, df  = 2, p < .001) and highest 

education (Pearson χ2 = 136.58, df  = 12, p < .001). There were more women in the 

middle-aged group compared with the young and old group and the young group were 

more likely to report high school as their highest level of education (however, 85% of the 

young adults were engaged in further education).  

To examine whether gender was related to SWB, personality traits, and the life 

story variables, we conducted a series of independent t-tests (see Table 3). In summary, 
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the tests showed no effect of gender on SWB; women scored significantly higher on neuroticism 

and agreeableness compared with men; and in relation to the life story variables, the only 

significant difference was that women scored significantly higher on negative tone compared 

with men. Since there were no gender differences in SWB, we did not control for gender in the 

mediation analyses. 

To examine whether education was related to SWB, personality traits, and the life story 

variables, we conducted a series of 1-way ANOVAS. There were only significant differences for 

openness, conscientiousness, and agreeableness (ps < .05, contact first author for detailed 

analyses). Since there were no effect of education on SWB, we did not control for education in 

the mediation analyses.  

3.2. Age Differences in SWB, Life Stories, and Personality Traits 

All means and standard deviations are shown in Table 4. Significant differences among 

age groups were obtained for all three SWB measures. Bonferroni corrected post hoc tests 

showed that older adults scored significantly higher on life satisfaction and well-being, and 

significantly lower on negative affect compared with middle-aged and young adults. There were 

no significant differences in SWB between middle-aged and young adults. Thus, for our 

mediation analyses we will focus on examining whether life stories and personality traits explain 

SWB differences between the older group on the one hand, and the young and middle-aged 

groups on the other hand. Hence, when we examine age differences in the mediator variables 

(i.e. life stories and personality traits), we will focus on comparing the older group with the 

young group and comparing the older group with the middle-aged group and ignore age 

differences in life stories and personality traits between the young and the middle-aged group. 
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This is because there is no age difference between the young and the middle-aged group 

in SWB to be mediated by age differences in life stories and personality traits. 

Analyses of variance showed that the three groups did not differ significantly on 

number of chapters, F(2, 256) = .45, p > .05, or number of specific memories, F(2, 256) = 

2.80, p > .05. This suggests comparable engagement in the task across age groups. 

Significant differences among age groups were obtained for negative tone (note that this 

effect remained significant when co-varying gender, contact first author for detailed 

analyses), positive stability connections, negative stability connections, and negative 

change connections. Bonferroni corrected post hoc tests showed that compared with 

young adults, older adults scored significantly higher on positive stability connections 

and significantly lower on negative change connections (ps <. 05). Compared with 

middle-aged adults, older adults scored significantly lower on negative tone, negative 

stability connections, and negative change connections (ps <. 05). In addition, compared 

with young adults, middle-aged adults scored significantly higher on negative tone. Thus, 

middle-aged adults constructed more negative life stories than the young group, and older 

adults constructed more positive life stories than both younger groups by emphasizing 

positive stability connections and deemphasizing negative tone, negative stability 

connections, and negative change connections.  

In regards to personality traits, analyses of variance showed significant 

differences among age groups on agreeableness, conscientiousness, and neuroticism. 

Bonferroni corrected post hoc tests showed that, compared with young adults, older 

adults scored significantly higher on agreeableness and conscientiousness, and 

significantly lower on neuroticism. Compared with middle-aged adults, older adults 
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scored significantly lower on neuroticism. Compared with young adults, middle-aged adults 

scored higher on agreeableness (see Table 4).  

The above analyses established that the predictor variable (age) is related to the outcome 

variable (SWB), that is, the older group scored higher on SWB than the two other groups. The 

analyses also established that the predictor variable (age) was related to the mediator variables 

(traits and life stories), that is, the older group described more positive life stories and scored 

significantly lower on neuroticism compared with the two other groups (as well as higher 

conscientiousness and agreeableness compared with the young group). 

3.3. The Relationship between Life Stories, Personality Traits, and Subjective Well-Being 

To examine whether life stories were related to SWB, we conducted a series of 

correlations in the full sample, summarized in Table 5. As predicted, higher positive tone and 

more positive self-event connections were related to higher SWB. Conversely, higher negative 

tone and more negative self-event connections were related to lower SWB.  

With respect to personality traits, our findings replicate previous studies indicating that 

higher scores on extraversion and conscientiousness were related to higher SWB, while higher 

scores on neuroticism were related to lower SWB. 

In addition, the correlations between life stories and personality traits also replicate 

previous findings. Higher scores on neuroticism was related to rating life stories higher on 

negative tone and negative self-event connections and lower on positive tone and positive self-

event connections. Extraversion and conscientiousness were related to higher scores on positive 

tone and positive self-event connections and lower ratings of negative tone and negative self-

event connections. 

3.4. Age Differences in Life Stories and Personality Traits Mediate Age Differences in SWB 
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So far we have shown that 1) the older group scored higher on SWB compared 

with the two other groups; 2) the older group described more positive life stories and had 

lower scores on neuroticism compared with the young and middle-aged group (in 

addition to higher scores on conscientiousness compared with the young group); and 3) 

the positivity of life stories, neuroticism, and conscientiousness are associated with SWB. 

In order to examine whether life stories and personality traits mediate age differences in 

SWB,  we conducted a series of mediation analyses using model 4 in the process macro 

file for SPSS (Hayes, 2018), where the significance of the indirect effect is tested using 

bootstrapping procedures. In all models, mediation was investigated by testing the 

significance of the indirect effect of the predictor variable on the outcome variable 

through the mediators. This indirect effect was quantified as the product of the effects of 

the predictor variable on the mediator and of the mediator on the outcome variable, 

controlling for the direct effect of the predictor variable. Bootstrapping estimated indirect 

point effects and associated 95% confidence intervals (CI) were derived from the mean of 

5.000 bootstrap samples. Indirect effects were deemed statistically significant when the 

bias correct CI did not include zero (Hayes, 2018). 

We conducted separate analyses for each of the three SWB measures, entering 

these as the outcome variable. Age group was entered as the predictor variable. Because 

the older group differed from the young and the middle-aged group on different mediator 

variables (e.g., life stories and personality traits), we first conducted analyses comparing 

the young and the older group (models 1a, 2a, and 3a), and then analyses comparing the 

middle-aged and the older group (models 1b, 2b, and 3b). For both comparisons (young 

versus old and middle-aged versus old), we tested three different mediation models. We 
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first tested mediation effects of the life story variables (models 1a and 1b), we then tested 

mediation effects of personality traits (models 2a and 2b), and finally, we tested 

mediation of personality traits and life stories together in the same model (models 3a and 3b). 

This strategy allowed us to disentangle the potential mediational effects of life stories and 

personality traits.  

Concerning the comparison between young and older adults, we entered age group (1 = 

young adults, 3 = older adults) as the predictor variable. Because older adults scored higher on 

positive stability connections and lower on negative change connections than young adults, these 

variables were entered at the mediator level in model 1a. Older adults scored lower on 

neuroticism and higher on conscientiousness compared with young adults, thus neuroticism and 

conscientiousness were entered at the mediator level in model 2a (although older adults also 

scored significantly higher on agreeableness compared with young adults, we did not test 

agreeableness as a mediator, since it was not related to SWB). Finally, in model 3a, positive 

stability connections, negative change connections, neuroticism, and conscientiousness were 

entered together at the mediator level (see Table 6). The models show that when the mediators 

are entered in separate models, positive stability, negative change, and neuroticism each 

significantly mediate age differences in the SWB measures. When entered simultaneously, only 

positive stability connections and neuroticism significantly mediated age differences in life 

satisfaction. For well-being and negative affect, only neuroticism significantly mediated age 

differences. 

Concerning the comparison between middle-aged and older adults, we entered age group 

(2 = middle-aged adults, 3 = older adults) as the predictor variable. Because older adults scored 

lower on negative tone, negative stability connections, and negative change connections 
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compared with middle-aged adults, these variables were entered at the mediator level in 

model 1b. Since older adults scored lower on neuroticism compared with middle-aged 

adults, neuroticism was entered at the mediator level in model 2b. Finally, in model 3b, 

negative tone, negative stability connections, negative change connections, and 

neuroticism were entered simultaneously at the mediator level (see Table 7). Only 

negative change and neuroticism consistently mediated age differences in all three SWB 

measures; but when entering neuroticism and the life story variables simultaneously, only 

neuroticism significantly mediated age differences in SWB. 

4. Discussion 

The results also showed that both personality traits and life stories were related to 

SWB in predicted ways, consistent with previous studies (e.g., Adler et al., 2016; Steel et 

al., 2008). We confirmed previous findings of age differences in SWB, showing that 

older adults reported higher levels of SWB compared with young and middle-aged adults 

(e.g., Blanchflower & Oswald, 2008, Soto et al., 2011). In addition, older adults were 

lower on neuroticism compared with young and middle-aged adults. With respect to age 

differences in life stories, we found that, compared with young and middle-aged adults, 

older adults constructed more positive life stories by emphasizing positive stability 

connections and deemphasizing negative tone, negative stability connections, and 

negative change connections. These age differences in life stories and neuroticism 

mediated the relationship between age and SWB, with neuroticism being the strongest 

mediator.  

4.1. Age Differences in Personality 
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Older adults scored significantly lower on neuroticism compared with young and middle-

aged adults. Compared with young adults, older adults also scored significantly higher on 

agreeableness and conscientiousness. These result replicate other studies of age differences in 

personality traits (Soto et al., 2011). Numerous longitudinal studies have also reported changes in 

personality traits across the life span: Specifically, people become less neurotic and more 

conscientious from young adulthood to old age (see meta-analysis by Roberts, Walton, & 

Viechtbauer, 2006; Smits et al., 2011). Since we did not use a longitudinal design, we cannot 

conclude whether the age differences we found reflect age-related changes in personality traits, 

but the age differences in the present study are consistent with age changes in personality traits 

identified in longitudinal studies.  

We also found age differences in life stories. Our results indicate that older adults tend to 

construct more positive life stories compared with young and middle-aged adults by emphasizing 

positive stability connections and by deemphasizing negative tone, negative stability 

connections, and negative change connections. These age differences were consistent with our 

predictions derived from the literature on the positivity effect (e.g., Reed, Chan, & Mikels, 2014) 

and extend this literature by showing that the age-related positivity bias also include life stories 

and thus help older individuals construct a positive narrative identity in the face of age-related 

losses. Two previous studies on age differences in positivity of life stories have found no effect 

(Thomsen et al., 2017) or found that middle-aged individuals had less positive life stories than 

younger individuals (Thomsen et al., 2014; but see Bohn, 2010, for a study indicating that older 

adults have more negative life stories compared to younger adults). One explanation for the 

inconsistent findings is that previous studies have focused on the emotional tone of events, and 
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not included self-event connections and especially negative self-events connections 

showed large effects of age in the present study.  

Our results extend McLean’s (2008) study in showing that age differences in self-

event connections are nuanced by the emotional tone of self-event connection. We found 

that older adults rated positive but not negative stability connections higher than the 

young adults. At the same time, older adults deemphasized negative change connections 

compared with young and middle-aged adults. Thus, while older adults may focus more 

on stability in their life stories, they do so in a way that emphasize stable positive aspects 

of the self.  

4.2. Personality and SWB 

Consistent with previous research (Steel et al., 2008), personality traits were 

associated with SWB, such that higher levels of extraversion and conscientiousness were 

related to higher levels of life satisfaction and positive affect, and lower levels of 

negative affect. Conversely, neuroticism was related to lower levels of life satisfaction 

and positive affect, and higher levels of negative affect. 

Personality traits were also related to emotional tone and self-event connections in 

life stories, and these findings are generally in agreement with previous studies (e.g. 

Lilgendahl & McAdams, 2011; McAdams et al., 2004; McLean & Fournier, 2008; 

Raggatt, 2006; Thomsen et al., 2014). We found that higher levels of extraversion and 

conscientiousness and low levels of neuroticism were consistently related to more 

positive and less negative life stories. In addition, higher openness and agreeableness 

were related to more positive life stories, although findings were less consistent across 

measures.   
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Life stories were related to SWB as predicted. Thus, the results are consistent with 

previous findings (e.g. Lilgendahl & McAdams, 2011; McAdams et al., 2001; Pals, 2006), by 

showing that more positive life stories and more positive change connections in life stories were 

related to higher levels of SWB. This similarity in results occurred even when the present study 

used self-reporting of self-event connections, whereas previous studies have coded self-event 

connections based on verbal descriptions. Importantly, we extended previous findings by 

showing that the tone of stability connections was related to SWB, such that more positive 

stability connections were related to higher levels of SWB, while more negative stability 

connections were related to lower levels of SWB. In other words, whether we see ourselves as 

having changed over time or as being the same through time in positive or negative ways is 

important to our experience of well-being. Our concepts of positive and negative stability and 

change connections differ from the concepts of redemption and contamination (McAdams et al., 

2001), since we assumed that positive and negative change or stability connections may intersect 

with both positive and negative events. Thus, an individual may describe positive stability and 

change connections in response to positive events, and not just negative events (as captured in 

redemption sequences). Likewise, an individual may describe negative stability and change as a 

part negative events, and not just positive events (as captured in contamination sequences). In 

fact, our results showed that positive change and stability connections were more likely to co-

occur with positive events, while negative change and stability connections were more likely to 

co-occur with negative events (see Table 4). While redemption may be an especially powerful 

narrative strategy to achieve well-being (Adler et al., 2016; McAdams et al., 2001), our results 

suggest that positive and negative change and stability connections can fruitfully be examined 

more broadly.  
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4.3. Age Differences in Life Stories and Neuroticism Explain Age Differences in SWB 

Our study suggests that age differences in life stories and neuroticism mediated 

age differences in SWB. Specifically, it appears that older adults’ tendency to emphasize 

positive stability connections and to deemphasize negative tone, negative stability and 

negative change connections together with the age-related differences in neuroticism may 

mediate the age differences in SWB. Although life stories may be less stable over the life 

span compared with personality traits and hence more likely to explain age-related 

changes in SWB, we found that when the age differences in life stories and age 

differences in personality traits were entered in the same mediator model, in only one out 

of six model did life stories remain significant mediators. That is, the larger portion of 

age differences in SWB was explained by age differences in neuroticism. One possible 

explanation for this pattern of results is that as people age, their level of neuroticism 

decreases and this contributes to older individuals’ preference for positive self-event 

connections and reduced emphasis on negative self-event connections leading to higher 

levels of SWB. However, it is also possible that personality traits influence SWB, which 

in turn influences interpretation of life stories. Thus, higher levels of neuroticism may be 

related to lower levels of SWB in younger adults, and lower levels of SWB may in turn 

be related to a tendency to select more negative life story chapters and specific memories 

and make more negative self-event connections. Indeed, experimental studies showing 

that mood affects the valence of autobiographical memories are consistent with this 

interpretation (e.g., Bower, 1981). Most likely, however, the relationship between age 

differences in personality traits, life stories, and SWB is reciprocal, and in order to begin 

to accumulate evidence of a causal relationship, longitudinal and experimental studies are 
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needed. Longitudinal studies could also help pinpoint when and why these age-related changes 

take place. Our results indicate that middle-aged participants have not yet experienced the 

changes in personality that support the higher levels of SWB associated with older age, but our 

cross sectional design does not allow any causal interpretations and we cannot rule out cohort 

effects. Thus, longitudinal studies need to sample a broad range of ages and include assessment 

of events that may catalyze the changes in personality observed in our study.  

It is important to note, however, that age differences in neuroticism and life stories may 

not be the only mediators of age differences in SWB. A substantial body of research suggests 

that levels of SWB differ across adulthood due in part to age differences in adults’ abilities to 

regulate emotions (Charles & Carstensen, 2009). Specifically, older adults have been found to be 

more adept at down-regulating negative emotions compared with younger adults (Mehlsen et al., 

2009; Philips, Henry, Hoise, & Milne, 2008; Scheibe & Blanchard-Fields, 2009). At the same 

time, older adults have also been found to make more frequent use of intrapersonal emotion 

focused strategies, such as positive reappraisal (Folkman, Lazarus, Pimley, & Novacek, 1987). 

This emotion regulation strategy focus on interpretations of events and it is possible that the age 

differences in self-event connections found in our study is a reflection of an improved ability to 

interpret events in positive ways thereby down-regulating negative emotion and up-regulating 

positive emotions. It may even be argued that our results merely reflect that older adults are more 

proficient at positive re-appraisal than younger individuals. Indeed, one study found relationships 

between positive meaning in high- and low points in life stories and adaptive emotion regulation 

(Cox & McAdams, 2014). But we would argue that the self-event connections examined in our 

study go beyond positive re-appraisal by providing a more nuanced and detailed portrayal of the 

identity-salient interpretive processes involved in maintaining well-being in old age. It follows 
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from this that socioemotional selectivity theory could also include life stories as an 

outcome that is affected by the sense of limited remaining time experienced by older 

adults (Charles & Carstensen, 2009). 

4.4. Limitations 

The present study suffers from several limitations. As mentioned above, the 

correlational nature of the data prevents us from drawing conclusions about causal 

relationships. In addition, it is possible that the differences between the young, middle-

aged, and older adults are not due to aging, but rather generational effects, or other 

unknown factors. Although individuals are arguably in the best position to report on their 

own SWB , more objective measures of SWB as well as peer-rating of personality traits 

would strengthen our results. Finally, self-rating of life stories may be limited in 

assessing aspects of life stories that participants are not fully aware off. In addition, self-

ratings of life stories may not reflect deeper processing of events, but rather more 

superficial evaluations (Holm & Thomsen, 2018; McAdams, 2018; Panattoni & McLean, 

2018). Hence, replicating the present findings using content coding of life stories is 

crucial.   

5. Conclusion and perspectives 

We found that older adults narrated their life stories in more positive ways and 

scored lower on neuroticism than both young and middle-aged adults. These age-related 

differences in personality mediated age differences in SWB. Our findings suggest that 

age-related differences in personality may explain why older adults have higher levels of 

SWB despite age-related losses. Future research could examine these personality changes 

longitudinally, also including emotion regulation and other aspects of personality that 
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may change with age (e.g., intrinsic motivation), disentangling how these aspects of personality 

interact in their prediction of age-related improvements in well-being. Knowledge of which 

characteristics are related to SWB may enable us to tailor interventions and recommendations 

towards optimizing well-being.  
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Table 1 

Questions for chapters and specific memories 

Variable Labels Questions 

Positive tone To what extent would you describe the chapter/specific memory as 

positive 

Negative tone To what extent would you describe the chapter/specific memory as 

negative 

Positive stability Does the chapter/specific memory highlight any positive attributes that 

characterize who you are? 

Negative stability Does the chapter/specific memory highlight any negative attributes that 

characterize who you are? 

Positive change Has the chapter/specific memory changed you in a positive way? 

Negative change Has the chapter/specific memory changed you in a negative way? 

Note. The questions were rated from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). 
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Table 2  

Demographic Variables as a Function of Age Group 

 Young adults 

(N = 101) 

Middle-aged adults 

(N = 77) 

Older adults 

(N = 81) 

Total sample 

(N = 259) 

Age, M (SD) 22.71 (1.61) 47.56 (2.24) 67.04 (1.95) 43.96 (18.75) 

Gender (women) 49 (48.5%) 60 (77.9%) 45 (55.6%) 154 (59.5%) 

Highest education     

   Primary school 0 2 (2.6%) 2 (2.5%) 4 (1.5%) 

   High school 64 (63.4%) 2 (2.6%) 0 66 (25.5%) 

   Vocational   education 3 (3.0%) 10 (13.0%) 12 (14.8%) 25 (9.7%) 

   Academy profession degree 2 (2.0%) 4 (5.2%) 11 (13.6%) 17 (6.6%) 

   Bachelor’s degree 26 (25.7%) 36 (46.8%) 34 (42.0%) 96 (37.1%) 

   Master’s degree 4 (4.0%) 21 (27.3%) 19 (23.5%) 44 (17.0%) 

   Other 2 (2.0%) 2 (2.6%) 3 (3.7%) 7 (2.7%) 
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Table 3 

Gender Differences in Subjective Well-Being, Life Stories, and Personality 

Traits 

 

 Women Men    

 M SD M SD t(257) p Cohen’s d 

Life satisfaction 24.99 7.04 25.79 6.47 -.93 .35 .12 

Well-being 16.10 4.91 16.20 4.93 -.16 .87 .02 

Negative affect 6.94 6.32 6.80 7.19 .16 .87 .02 

Positive tone 3.56 .55 3.65 .60 -1.20 .23 .15 

Negative tone 2.63 .54 2.48 .59 2.19 .03 .27 

Positive stability 3.54 .60 3.62 .55 -1.04 .30 .13 

Negative stability 2.29 .58 2.23 .59 .83 .41 .10 

Positive change 3.52 .62 3.60 .57 -1.02 .31 .13 

Negative change 1.91 .53 1.85 .49 .91 .36 .11 

Neuroticism 33.36 9.01 31.08 8.71 2.02 .04 .25 

Extraversion 42.47 7.56 42.37 6.97 .10 .92 .01 

Openness 42.77 6.41 41.13 6.94 1.95 .05 .24 

Agreeableness 44.92 5.11 42.21 5.26 4.15 .00 .52 

Conscientiousness 45.05 6.61 44.05 7.80 1.11 .27 .14 

Note. CI = confidence interval   
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Table 4 

Means, Standard Deviations (SD)  and Omnibus Tests for Subjective Well-Being, Life Stories, 

and Personality Traits 

 Young adults Middle-aged adults Older adults  

 M  SD M  SD M  SD F(2, 256) 

Life Satisfaction 24.85  6.07 23.61  7.24 27.51  6.77 7.16** 

Well-Being 15.25  4.19 15.24  5.45 18.10  4.69 10.06*** 

Negative Affect 8.13  6.44 7.64  7.00 4.61  6.13 7.31** 

Positive tone 3.64  .56 3.50  .59 3.63  .56 1.50 

Negative tone 2.52  .53 2.73  .61 2.49  .54 4.43* 

Positive stability 3.46  .60 3.61  .54 3.68  .58 3.33* 

Negative stability 2.27  .53 2.40  .60 2.12  .60 4.66* 

Positive change 3.59  .61 3.53  .58 3.52  .60 .69 

Negative change 1.95  .47 2.01  .54 1.68  .48 10.40*** 

Neuroticism 34.46  8.56 33.49  9.21 28.93  8.20 10.00*** 

Extraversion 42.58  7.15 41.47  7.59 43.15  7.24 1.08 

Openness 41.52  7.21 43.09  6.43 41.91  6.13 1.27 

Agreeableness 43.16  6.67 45.31  5.64 46.25  5.53 6.35** 
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Conscientiousness 43.48  7.74 44.61  6.38 46.12  6.77 3.16* 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001  
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Table 5 

Intercorrelations Among Main Study Variables 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1. Life Satisfaction - .67** -.65** .37** -.32** .32** -.29** .28** -.36** -.54** .38** .06 .10 .34** 

2. Well-Being  - -.70** .34** -.30** .31** -.34** .35** -.42** -.60** .42** .11 .14* .44** 

3. Negative Affect   - -.28** .32** -.24** .38** -.24** .45** .71** -.33** .01 -.10 -.36** 

4. Positive tone    - -.77** .50** -.38** .37** -.32** -.29** .29** .02 .02 .22** 

5. Negative tone     - -.30** .56** -.19** .48** .32** -.18** .14* -.03 -.23** 

6. Positive stability      - -.19** .64** -.24** -.31** .41** .25** .14* .32** 

7. Negative stability       - -.21** .69** .45** -.22** .05 -.25** -.31** 

8. Positive change        - -.20** -.27** .37** .21** .06 .34** 

9. Negative change         - .47** -.28** .00 -.24** -.30** 
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10. Neuroticism          - -.49** -.06 -.11 -.45** 

11. Extraversion           - .33** .04 .25** 

12. Openness            - .20* .04 

13. Agreeableness             - .16* 

14. Conscientiousness              - 

* p < .05, ** p < .001 
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Table 6  

Age Differences in Life Stories and Personality Traits Mediate Age Differences in SWB: Comparing Young and Older Adults 

 Life Satisfaction Well-Being Negative Affect 

 Partially standardized 

indirect effect 

 

95% CI 

Partially standardized 

indirect effect 

 

95% CI 

Partially standardized 

indirect effect 

 

95% CI 

Mediation Model 1a       

   Positive stability .05* [.01, .09] .04* [.004, .08] -.03* [-.07, -.001] 

   Negative change .07* [.03, .13] .07* [.03, .13] -.09* [-.15, -.04] 

Mediation Model 2a       

   Neuroticism .15* [.08, .23] .13* [.07, .21] -.20* [-.29, -.12] 

   Conscientiousness .02 [-.01, .05] .04* [.003, .09] -.02 [-.05, .01] 

Mediation Model 3a       

   Positive stability .03* [.001, .07] .02 [-.01, .05] -.01 [-.03, .02] 

   Negative change .02 [-.01, .06] .02 [-.02, .05] -.01 [-.05, .02] 

   Neuroticism .13* [.07, .20] .12* [.06, .20] --19* [-.29, -.11] 

   Conscientiousness .01 [-.02, .04] .04 [.001, .08] -.01 [-.05, .01] 

Note. CI = confidence interval 

* = p < .05 
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Table 7  

Age Differences in Life Stories and Personality Traits Mediate Age Differences in SWB: Comparing Middle-Aged and Older Adults 

 
Life Satisfaction Well-Being Negative Affect 

 Partially standardized 

indirect effect 

 

95 % CI 

Partially standardized 

indirect effect 

 

95% CI 

Partially standardized 

indirect effect 

 

95% CI 

Mediation Model 1b       

   Negative tone .08* [.003, .20] .03 [-.05, .11] -.04 [-.12, .02] 

   Negative stability -.004 [-.11, .11] .01 [-.12, .12] -.03 [-.13, .07] 

   Negative change .16* [.02, .33] .25* [.08, .46] -.23* [-.43, -.06] 

Mediation Model 2b       

   Neuroticism .27* [.11, .44] .31* [.12, .49] -.35* [-.56, -.14] 

Mediation Model 3b       

   Negative tone .07 [-.001, .19] .01 [-.06, .10] -.03 [-.10, .02] 

   Negative stability -.05 [-.16, .04] -.05 [-.20, .06] .03 [-.04, .15] 

   Negative change .06 [-.07, .21] .13 [-.02, .30] -.10 [-.27, .03] 

   Neuroticism .24* [.09, .41] .28* [.11, .46] -.32* [-.52, -.13] 
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Note. CI = confidence interval 

* p < .05  
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