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Abstract 

We examined relationships between vicarious life stories for mothers and distant others, personal 

life stories, and well-being. Participants described chapters in their mothers’ and personal life 

stories, self-rated chapters on emotional tone and meaning, and completed well-being measures. 

In Studies 3 and 4, participants described chapters for distant others. In Study 4, mothers’ 

personal life stories were collected. In Studies 2-4, chapters were coded for redemption, agency, 

and communion. Qualities of vicarious and personal life stories were positively related, except 

for ex-boy/girlfriends (Study 4). Vicarious life stories were less positive and were less 

consistently related to well-being than personal life stories. Vicarious life stories for mothers 

were positively related to both participants’ personal life stories and mothers’ personal life 

stories.  

KEYWORDS: VICARIOUS LIFE STORIES; INTERGENERATIONAL NARRATIVES; 

WELL-BEING; LIFE STORY CHAPTERS; SELF-ENHANCEMENT 
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Vicarious life stories: Examining relations to personal life stories and well-being 

Mothers are often primary caretakers, and many theories emphasize the role mothers play 

in their children’s development of self, identity, memory, and well-being (Bowlby, 1973; 

Erikson, 1968; Fivush, 2019; Fonagy & Bateman, 2008). A common idea in many of these 

theories is that, as a consequence of the frequent interactions between mother and child, inter-

related mental representations of the self and the mother develop. These mental representations 

serve as templates for processing information about the self and other people and are related to 

well-being (Bowlby, 1973). 

 Recent research has shown that as individuals construct personal life stories for their own 

lives, they also construct vicarious life stories for close others (Thomsen & Pillemer, 2017). 

Research on vicarious life stories is relevant to personality psychology because it sheds light on 

how individuals construct mental models of the personality of concrete other people, including 

their narrative identity, and how this may be affected by the individual’s own personality.  

Very few studies of vicarious life stories have been conducted and in the present studies, 

we test four central assumptions of the theory of vicarious life stories (Thomsen & Pillemer, 

2017). Derived from insights on the role of mothers in the development of identity, memory, and 

well-being as well as representations of self and mother as inter-related, we focus on vicarious 

life stories for mothers. Extending these insights, we also examine whether similar relationships 

are observed for vicarious life stories targeting more distant others. We examine first whether 

vicarious life stories for mothers and distant others are related to personal life stories. Second, we 

test whether vicarious life stories for mothers and vicarious life stories for distant others are 

related to well-being. Third, we examine whether vicarious life stories of mothers and distant 

others support self-enhancement by providing individuals with a comparison to their personal 
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life stories that will allow them to view themselves positively (Thomsen & Pillemer, 2017). 

Fourth, we examine whether vicarious life stories for mothers accurately reflect mothers’ 

personal life stories.  

Below, we review literature on personal life stories and introduce vicarious life stories in 

more detail. Then we outline the methods and hypotheses for the present studies. 

Personal life stories 

Personal life stories refer to mentally represented narratives about individuals’ own lives, 

constructed to create temporally, causally, and thematically coherent accounts of the past, 

present, and future (Habermas & Bluck, 2000; McAdams, 2001). Personal life stories support a 

sense of meaning and purpose in life and provide individuals with explanations for who they are 

and how they became the person they are, constituting narrative identity (Adler, Lodi-Smith, 

Philippe, & Houle, 2016; McAdams, 2013; McAdams & McLean, 2013; McLean, Pasupathi, & 

Pals, 2007; Singer, Blagov, Berry, Oost, 2013). Life stories are one layer of the conceptual self 

(the “Me”), where roles, traits, and goals constitute other layers (McAdams, 2013).  

Personal life stories characterized by a positive emotional tone and positive meaning are 

associated with greater well-being (Adler et al., 2016). Emotional tone refers to the overall 

positivity or negativity of life stories, whereas meaning refers to how individuals interpret the 

consequences of events included in life stories. While the assumption has generally been that 

meaning is adaptive, there is a growing understanding that some ways of making meaning may 

be detrimental to well-being (Banks & Salmon, 2013; Lilgendahl & McAdams, 2011). Meaning 

is created when people reflect on links between events and the self and may include both positive 

and negative aspects (Habermas & Bluck, 2000; Pasupathi, Mansour, & Brubaker, 2007). 

Positive meaning-making focuses on how events have led to beneficial consequences in terms of 
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lessons learned or self-improvement, whereas negative meaning-making emphasizes undesirable 

life outcomes and seeing the self as deteriorating. The influential concept of redemption, 

introduced by McAdams and colleagues, is an example of positive meaning-making, where an 

event perceived as initially negative is viewed retrospectively as associated with positive 

outcomes (McAdams, Reynolds, Lewis, Patten, & Bowman, 2001).  

Vicarious life stories  

 Recently, researchers have begun to study the significance of individuals’ narratives of 

events from close others’ lives (McLean, 2016; Merrill & Fivush, 2016; Pillemer, Steiner, 

Kuwabara, Thomsen, & Svob, 2015). Here, we focus on vicarious life stories, defined as mental 

representations of another individual’s life, constructed to create a temporally, causally, and 

thematically coherent account of that person’s past, present, and future. Material for vicarious 

life stories may be gathered from the other persons’ verbal communication of important events 

(e.g., a mother may tell her daughter about an important high school experience or a grandmother 

may tell her grandson about his mother’s moral transgressions in adolescence) as well as shared 

experiences (e.g., the mother overcoming depression).  

We have suggested that just as individuals construct mental models of themselves, they 

also construct mental models of other people that include information about traits, goals, and life 

stories (Thomsen & Pillemer, 2017). Most research on mental models of other people focuses on 

trait knowledge (Mohr & Kenny, 2006; Park, DeKay, & Kraus, 1994; Vazire & Carlson, 2011). 

This research has shown that the perception of other people’s traits is filtered through the 

perceiving individual’s own traits. Recently, similar effects have been shown for the perception 

of other individuals’ goals (Dunlop, McCoy, Harake, & Gray, 2017). These perceiver effects 

refer to systematic biases in how individuals view other people. For example, some individuals 
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generally tend to perceive other individuals positively and this is associated with fewer 

symptoms of personality disorders (Wood, Harms, & Vazire, 2010).  

Vicarious life stories comprise a separate layer of information in mental models of other 

individuals (Thomsen & Pillemer, 2017). Consistent with a diverse collection of theories, which 

propose that mental models of selves and other individuals are inter-related (Aron, Aron, Tudor, 

& Nelson, 1991; Bowlby, 1973), we suggested that this inter-relatedness extends to life stories. 

Specifically, the ways individuals represent vicarious life stories is colored by their personal life 

stories (termed perceiver effects, Panattoni & Thomsen, 2018). In general, studies have 

confirmed that qualities of vicarious life stories for close others are related to personal life stories 

(Lind & Thomsen, 2018; Panattoni & Thomsen, 2018; Thomsen & Pillemer, 2017; Thomsen & 

Vedel, 2019; Zaman & Fivush, 2011). At the same time, vicarious life stories maintain some 

fidelity to the other person’s own version of his/her life story (termed correspondence effects; 

Panattoni & Thomsen, 2018).  

We have also suggested that although vicarious and personal life stories are related, they 

will show systematic differences, because both are constructed to support a positive view of the 

self (e.g. self-enhancement: Sedikedes & Gregg, 2008; Thomsen & Pillemer, 2017). So far, 

studies have supported this notion by demonstrating that vicarious life stories are less positive 

than personal life stories (Panattoni & Thomsen, 2018; Thomsen & Pillemer, 2017; Thomsen & 

Vedel, 2019).  

Extending research on attachment, we suggest that vicarious life stories for mothers could 

be related to well-being. Secure attachment is related to better mental health (DeKlyen & 

Greenberg, 2008; Stovall-McClough & Dozier, 2008) and is characterized by mental 

representations of the self as lovable and the caregiver as trustworthy and responsive to one’s 
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needs (i.e., internal working models, Bretherton, 1991), supporting the idea that positive mental 

representations of mothers should be related to greater well-being. Studies suggest that the 

quality and content of individuals’ narratives about events in mothers’ lives are related to 

positive outcomes (see Merrill & Fivush, 2016 for a review). For example, characteristics such 

as perspective-taking, coherence, and emotional expression in narratives about mothers’ 

experiences have been related to psychological functioning, with the effect sometimes moderated 

by gender (Fivush et al., 2010; Zaman & Fivush, 2011). Most closely related to the present 

studies, participants who described more positive vicarious life stories for their parents had 

healthier identities (Lind & Thomsen, 2018) and reported higher well-being (Thomsen & Vedel, 

2019).  

Overview of the present studies  

We extend existing studies on relationships between vicarious life stories, personal life 

stories, and well-being in several ways. First, we examine a broader array of features in vicarious 

life stories (e.g. redemption, agency, and communion themes). Second, we explore effects of 

vicarious life stories for distant others. Finally, we test whether vicarious life stories for mothers 

accurately reflect mothers’ personal life stories. 

Across all studies, we examined whether the emotional tone and meaning in vicarious life 

stories for mother were related to the emotional tone and meaning in personal life stories. In 

Studies 3 and 4, we expanded this focus to vicarious life stories for more distant others. We 

decided to focus our initial examination of vicarious life stories on emotional tone and meaning, 

because these aspects of personal life stories have shown positive relations with well-being 

(Adler et al., 2016). Another reason for measuring emotional tone and meaning was our focus on 

self-enhancement, which is linked to the perceived positivity of the self. We expected to find that 
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individuals who described vicarious life stories for their mothers with positive emotional tone 

and meaning would display similar tendencies when describing their personal life stories. 

Regarding vicarious life stories for more distant others, we had no a priori hypotheses. We also 

hypothesized that vicarious life stories would be less positive compared to personal life stories. 

Finally, we expected that emotional tone and meaning in vicarious life stories for mothers would 

be related to well-being, paralleling findings for personal life stories. We additionally explored 

whether vicarious life stories for mothers explained variance in well-being beyond the 

contributions of personal life stories. Because the construction of vicarious life stories depends 

on the target person sharing personal information, we included questions about knowledge of 

mothers’ and distant others’ lives and explored associations with life story variables. 

In Studies 2-4, we extended the focus on emotional tone and meaning to include 

redemption, agency, and communion themes. Agency and communion themes reflect whether 

individuals construct life stories reflecting fulfillment of basic needs (Adler et al., 2016). 

Communion themes include connection, intimacy, love, belonging, union, friendship, and caring, 

whereas agency themes comprise autonomy, control over circumstances, power, self-growth, and 

insight (McAdams, 2001). Redemption captures a move from negative events to positive 

outcomes and conveys growth and hope in the face of stress (McAdams, 2006). These themes 

were included because they are among the most often studied content-coded characteristics of 

personal life stories, and the presence of agency, communion, and redemption themes in personal 

life stories is related to well-being (Adler et al., 2016). Our expectations for thematic qualities 

were similar to those for emotional tone and meaning-making: Positive correlations between 

themes in vicarious life stories for mothers and personal life stories; differences between 

vicarious and personal life stories indicative of self-enhancement; and relations with well-being.  
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The method most often used in life story research is based on McAdams’ influential 

studies, where participants describe key scenes, like high and low points, that are later coded by 

researchers for emotional tone, themes, and meaning (Adler et al., 2016; McAdams, 2001); life 

story total scores are then computed by summing across scenes (McAdams et al., 2001). In the 

present studies, we used a different approach, in which we asked participants to describe chapters 

in life stories and then to self-rate the chapters on emotional tone and meaning-making (although 

we also included content coded themes in Studies 2-4). Because of these procedural differences, 

detailed explanations are in order concerning our use of both chapters and self-ratings.  

Chapters 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. Each chapter is 

associated with information about the people, objects, activities, and locations typical of the 

period” (Thomsen, Steiner, & Pillemer, 2016, p. 144; see also Brown, Hansen, Lee, Vanderveen, 

& Conrad, 2012 and McAdams, 2001). Although chapters represent discrete segments of time, 

they may begin (and end) gradually (e.g., the gradual beginning and ending of a romantic 

relationship) and the time periods can extend over months or years (e.g., my college 

experiences). Chapters capture information at a more abstract level than memories for 

circumscribed events and organizing chapters chronologically may constitute life story schemata 

that provide broad temporal and causal coherence in life stories (e.g., “elementary school-high 

school-gap year”; Bluck & Habermas, 2000; Thomsen, Jensen, & Mehlsen, 2019). Each chapter 

is also narratively represented with details about how events unfolded and how they affected the 

protagonist, similar to mini-narratives (Robinson, 1992).  

Studies show that individuals perceive extended narratives as consisting of chapters 

(Pillemer, Krensky, Kleinman, Goldsmith, & White, 1991); chapters are naturally used when 



Notice: This is the author’s version of a work that was accepted for publication in Journal of Research in Personality. A definitive 
version was subsequently published in Journal of Research in Personality. DOI: 10.1016/j.jrp.2020.103991 

 

11 
 

individuals describe their life stories in open-ended interviews (Thomsen, 2009); chapters are 

increasingly used to tell life stories as children mature (Chen, McAnally, & Reese, 2013; Steiner 

& Pillemer, 2018); chapters are more stable components of life stories over time than specific 

memories (Thomsen et al., 2019); and qualities of chapters are associated with other aspects of 

the self, including self-esteem, self-concept clarity, and personality traits (Holm & Thomsen, 

2018; Steiner, Thomsen & Pillemer, 2017; Thomsen & Pillemer, 2017). For these reasons, 

chapters appear to be a useful construct for capturing important components of life stories that 

may complement the more widely adopted focus on key scenes.  

Self-ratings are a widely-used, valid and reliable method of assessing mental 

representations. For example, within research on autobiographical memory, participants self-rate 

qualities of their memories (Rubin, Schrauf, & Greenberg, 2003). Likewise, self-ratings of 

personality traits and goals are widely used and associated with a range of outcomes, such as 

well-being (for reviews see Klug & Maier, 2015; Steel, Schmidt, & Shultz, 2008). Because we 

were interested in how individuals think about vicarious life stories (i.e. their mentally 

represented life stories), self-ratings seemed an appropriate strategy that would complement 

existing research, where narratives are content-coded by researchers. The rationale for using self-

report methods to examine life stories is that the stories are “internalized” (McAdams & 

McLean, 2013) and that when participants bring to mind important chapters in life stories, they 

can introspectively consider chapter qualities. For example, a woman may select “my marriage” 

as a chapter in her life story and consider it to be mostly positive and as having changed her in 

positive ways. These reflections elicit corresponding self-ratings, independent of whether the 

reflections are also included as a part of her verbal description of the chapter (and coded as 

such). Thus, self-ratings of life stories capture internal reflections about life stories and while 
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these are naturally limited to content that individuals have conscious access to, they have the 

advantage of relying less on participants’ verbal skill and open sharing of personal information 

(see Dunlop, Harake, Wilkinson, & Graham, 2020; Holm & Thomsen, 2018; and McAdams, 

2018 for discussions of self-report methods in life story research). The self-report items used in 

the present studies included questions about emotional tone and meaning, and they have been 

shown to correlate in meaningful ways with a range of individual difference and well-being 

variables (e.g., Jensen, Thomsen, Mehlsen, & O’Connor, 2020; Steiner et al., 2017; Thomsen & 

Pillemer, 2017).  

We conducted an initial study where participants provided brief headings for chapters in 

vicarious life stories for their mothers and personal life stories while also rating well-being. The 

results generally confirmed our predictions (see supplementary materials). Because the brief 

headings provided by participants may raise doubt about the narrative nature of these data, we do 

not report the study in full. However, it provided the impetus for the four studies reported here. 

In the first study, French university students described up to five chapters in their mothers’ and 

their personal life stories. Each chapter was rated positive and negative emotional tone and 

positive and negative meaning; participants also completed scales measuring well-being and 

attachment security. Participants in the second study were middle-aged Danish adults, to 

determine if relationships between vicarious life story chapters for mothers, personal life story 

chapters, and well-being would still be still evident in middle-aged offspring. In this study, we 

also included a measure of neuroticism and chapters were coded for the presence of redemption. 

In the third study, Danish university students described vicarious chapters from a close friend’s 

mother’s life story in addition to their mother’s life story and their personal life story. We also 

extended coding of content to include agency and communion themes. In the fourth study, we 



Notice: This is the author’s version of a work that was accepted for publication in Journal of Research in Personality. A definitive 
version was subsequently published in Journal of Research in Personality. DOI: 10.1016/j.jrp.2020.103991 

 

13 
 

further probed the boundaries of vicarious life story effects by asking Danish university students 

to also describe vicarious life stories for an ex-boy/girlfriend or ex-friend. In addition, we asked 

participants to recruit their mothers to enable comparisons between vicarious life stories for 

mothers and mothers’ personal life stories.  

For all four studies, we anticipated that the three effects of primary interest (correlations 

between vicarious life stories and personal life stories, pairwise differences between vicarious 

and personal life stories, and correlations between life stories and well-being) would be small to 

moderate (rs from around .20 to .40). The anticipated effect sizes were estimated from available 

studies (Lind & Thomsen, 2018; Panattoni & Thomsen, 2018; Thomsen & Pillemer, 2017). To 

ensure power to detect effect sizes around .30, we aimed to recruit at least 100 participants for 

each study (setting power to 0.80 and alpha level to .05 for correlations and within subjects t-

tests). The present sample sizes varied from 94 to 163 and the studies are thus not powered to 

detect smaller effects and may be especially limited in detecting effects of vicarious life stories 

on well-being in regression analyses. Note that while these sample sizes allow detection of effect 

sizes around .30 in the primary analyses, the precision of the effect estimates is less than optimal, 

which will also be apparent in the confidence intervals provided (see Schönbrodt & Perugini, 

2013). 

For each study, we ran multiple statistical tests, but we examined whether effects 

replicated across the four studies, thus minimizing risk of drawing conclusions based on chance 

findings. As an additional precaution, we adopted a more stringent p level of .005 when running 

multiple tests (note that this decision was made after data collection and hence did not enter into 

sample size decisions).  
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None of the four studies were preregistered or have been reported elsewhere and here we 

describe all measures included in the studies. Data are not made available to protect the 

anonymity of participants. Details of data analyses, data script, and coding manuals have been 

uploaded to a repository (https://osf.io/h94pk/). 

Study 1 

In this first study, we focused on relations between self-reported emotional tone and 

meaning in vicarious life stories for mothers and personal life stories, while also examining 

associations with well-being. Additionally, we included a measure of attachment security to 

explore whether relationship quality would be related to more positive vicarious and personal life 

stories.  

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 129 French university students (N = 113 women) with a mean age of 

20.43 years (SD = 4.60). The participants were recruited by distributing links to electronic 

questionnaires to freshman students. Only those students who described at least one chapter in 

their personal life stories and one chapter in their mothers’ life stories were included.  

Materials and procedure 

Participants first completed a questionnaire divided into two parts, one for describing up 

to five chapters in their mothers’ life stories and one for describing up to five chapters in their 

personal life stories (counterbalanced). For each part, the questionnaire contained a description 

of chapters, which included the following information: That chapters refer to extended time 

periods; that chapters need not have clear-cut beginnings and endings; that chapters may be 

ongoing; that chapters may run in parallel; and that individuals may differ in how many chapters 
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they can identify (see Appendix A for verbatim instructions). For each chapter, the participants 

were asked to answer the following questions (from Jensen et al., 2020): “To what degree would 

you describe the chapter as positive/negative” rated on five-point scales anchored with 1 = not at 

all positive/negative and 5 = extremely positive/negative and “Did the chapter change your 

mother/you in a positive/negative way?” rated on 5-point scales anchored with 1 = not at all and 

5 = to a very high degree. Ratings for mothers’ as well as personal chapters were added and 

divided by number of chapters rated on each question, yielding eight mean scores of emotional 

tone and meaning1.  

Each chapter was also rated for start and end age, whether it was considered a turning 

point, central to identity, and as illustrating aspects of the participant’s (or mother’s) personality. 

These data are not further analyzed here, since they are not relevant to the present hypotheses. 

Before identifying chapters in mothers’ life stories, knowledge of the mother was rated 

on two questions “To what degree would you say that your caregiver shares her/his experiences 

with you in an open and honest way?” and “How well do you feel that you know your 

caregiver?” rated on a 7-point scale anchored with 1 = not at all; 4 = to some degree, and 7 = to 

an extremely high degree. These two questions were added to form a total measure of knowledge 

of mother.  

Participants then completed two measures of well-being focusing of affective qualities 

and life satisfaction. The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS, Watson, Clark, & 

Tellegen, 1988), includes 10 items measuring positive affect and 10 items measuring negative 

affect. In the present study, participants were asked to rate these affects within the last week from 

1 = not at all/very little to 5 = extremely much. Internal reliabilities were good in the present 

study (Cronbach’s alphas .83 and .86 for PA and NA respectively 
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The Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmonds, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985) 

includes 5 items, where the participants rate their current overall life satisfaction from 1 = totally 

disagree to 7 = totally agree. Internal reliability was good in the present study (Cronbach’s alpha 

of .83).  

Finally, to measure quality of relationship with mother, we used a French version of the 

Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987) adapted to probe 

for relation to mother. The scale contains 25 items rated on 5-point Likert scales focusing on 

trust, communication, and alienation (reversed). The scale has shown good reliability and 

validity and in the present study, internal reliability was excellent (Cronbach’s alpha = .93).  

Results 

Preliminary analyses  

All but 6 participants decided to describe their mothers’ life stories; these 6 participants 

were excluded to yield a final sample of 123. Participants identified 3.48 (SD = 1.32) chapters in 

their mothers’ life stories and 3.66 (SD = 1.19) chapters in their personal life stories. The mean 

number of words was higher for personal chapters (M = 54.21, SD = 73.08) than for mothers’ 

chapters (M = 38.35, SD = 37.16).  

Mothers had a mean age of 49.41 years (SD = 6.88) and knowledge of the mother was 

generally good as indicated by the total of the two items (M = 10.30; SD = 2.53). Furthermore, 

the IPPA indicated mostly secure attachment to the mother (M = 91.16; SD = 19.06). The 

correlation between the two item total and the IPPA was positive, r(109) = .54, p < .0005, 95% 

CI [.39, .66].  

Focusing on the two-item measure of knowledge of mother, higher knowledge was 

associated with more positive meaning and less negative meaning in mothers’ chapters, rs(118) = 
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.37 and -.30, ps < .005, 95% CIs [.20, .52] and [-.45, -.13], but none of the other correlations 

reached significance. A similar but stronger pattern was found when the IPPA total was used. 

More secure attachment to mother was associated with more positive and less negative vicarious 

and personal life stories (see Table 2). In general, the better the relationship to the mother, the 

less negatively and more positively vicarious and personal life stories were rated.  

Main analyses  

We examined whether participants described vicarious life stories for their mothers less 

positively than their personal life stories (see Table 1). The differences did not reach statistical 

significance at the p = .005 level: Positive emotional tone, t(117) = 1.71, p = .091, d = .16;  

negative emotional tone, t(117) = 2.06, p = .042, d = .19; positive meaning, t(117) = 1.04, p = 

.302, d = .10) and negative meaning, t(117) = 1.59, p = .116, d = .15. 

We examined relations between vicarious and personal life story chapters in a series of 

correlations. Correlations were as expected for positive tone, r(116) = .44, p < .0005, 95% CI 

[.29, .58] and negative tone, r(116) = .42, p < .0005, 95% CI [.26, .56]. The pattern was similar 

for positive meaning, r(116) = .35, p < .0005, 95% CI [.18, .49] and negative meaning, r(116) = 

.43, p < .0005, 95% CI [.27, .57]. 

In order to examine relations between vicarious and personal chapters on the one hand, 

and well-being on the other hand, we conducted a series of correlations (Table 2). In summary, 

the more positive and the less negative both personal and mothers’ chapters were rated, the 

higher participants scored on life satisfaction. The correlations generally did not reach 

significance for positive and negative affect.  

In order to examine whether vicarious life stories for mothers explained variance in life 

satisfaction beyond personal life stories and attachment security, we conducted a hierarchical 
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multiple regression (we did not calculate regressions for positive and negative affect since these 

did not significantly correlate with vicarious life stories for mothers). We entered life satisfaction 

as the outcome variable. As predictor variables, we entered attachment security at the first step, 

emotional tone and meaning in personal chapters at the second step, and emotional tone and 

meaning in vicarious chapters at the third step. Vicarious chapters for mothers did not 

significantly increase R (see Table 3).  

Summary 

The results were consistent with our expectations that qualities of vicarious life stories for 

mothers would be positively related to qualities of personal life stories. In addition, attachment 

security was associated with more positive vicarious life stories for mothers as well as more 

positive personal life stories. However, we did not find support for the prediction that vicarious 

life stories for mothers would be less positive than personal life stories. Finally, although more 

positive vicarious life stories for mothers were related to life satisfaction, they did not explain 

additional variance after controlling for attachment security and emotional tone and meaning in 

personal life stories.    

Study 2 

In the second study, we recruited a middle-aged Danish sample to examine relations 

between vicarious life stories for mothers and personal life stories, while also testing associations 

between life story variables and well-being. We included content coding of redemption to 

expand on Study 1 and existing research in vicarious life stories. Further, we included a measure 

of neuroticism to assess relations with vicarious life stories and to use as a control variable in 

analyses predicting well-being. Neuroticism refers to a relatively stable tendency to experience 

negative affect (Costa & McCrae, 2004) and has been shown to relate to more negative personal 
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life stories (Thomsen, Olesen, Schnieber, & Tønnesvang, 2014) and poorer well-being (Steel, 

Schmidt, & Shultz, 2008). Controlling for neuroticism is a frequently used strategy in research 

on life stories and well-being to examine the incremental validity of life stories (Adler et al., 

2016). 

Method 

Participants  

Participants were 94 Danish adults (76 women), with a mean age of 52.89 years (range = 

16-84, SD = 19.56), who were generally well-educated. Participants were recruited through 

public lectures and word of mouth. Only participants who completed at least one chapter in their 

personal life stories and one chapter in their mothers’ life stories were included in analyses. 

About half of the participants (N = 51) had lost their mothers between 0-55 years before their 

participation in the study (M = 17.93, SD = 12.19); the mean age of the mothers of the remaining 

participants was 65.56 years (SD = 17.06).  

Materials and procedure 

Participants were sent either a link to an electronic questionnaire or a paper version of the 

same questionnaire. The life story questionnaire and procedure were similar to the ones used in 

Study 1.  

After describing life story chapters, participants completed the neuroticism subscale of 

the NEO-FFI, which includes 12 items rated on 5-point Likert scales. The scale has shown good 

psychometric properties in previous studies (Costa & McCrae, 2004) and internal reliability was 

excellent in the present study (Cronbach’s alpha = .86).  

Finally, participants completed measures of well-being. We supplemented the PANAS 

and SWLS with three new measures of well-being and symptoms. The World Health 
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Organization-5 well-being scale (WHO-5; Bech, Olsen, Kjoller, & Rasmussen, 2003) measures 

well-being within the last 2 weeks on five items rated from 0 = at no time to 5 = all of the time. 

The scale shows good psychometric properties (Bech et al., 2003). The Common Mental 

Disorder Questionnaire (CMDQ, Christensen, Fink, Toft, Frostholm, Ørnbøl, & Olesen, 2005) 

was developed to screen patients in general practice for mental disorders. We used the subscales 

for depressive and anxiety symptoms, which contain six and four items respectively, rated on 

severity within the last four weeks on a five-point scale from 1 = not at all to 5 = very much. The 

scales show good agreement with clinician diagnosed depression and anxiety (Christensen et al., 

2005). Internal reliabilities for the scales were generally good: PANAS-positive = .87, SWLS = 

.86, WHO-5 = .85, CMDQ, depression = .81, and CMDQ, anxiety = .70. For PANAS-negative 

Cronbach’s alpha was .42, but follow-up analyses showed that excluding the irritability item 

increased alpha to .84. Hence, we calculated the total for PANAS-negative using only nine items 

(excluding the item on irritability).  

Coding 

The chapters were coded for the presence of redemption using a modified version of the 

system developed by McAdams and colleagues (McAdams, 1999). Two coders were trained by 

the second author to acceptable reliability. They then each coded half of the chapters 

independently. Reliability was checked with the second author who coded 143 of the chapters. 

Interrater agreement was acceptable (88%, kappa = .52 and 83%, kappa = .55 with each of the 

two raters; the relatively low kappas are probably due to the low frequency of redemption in the 

narratives; see Syed & Nelson, 2015). Because interrater agreement was acceptable, the codings 

of the two coders were used in analyses. The codings were summed and divided by the number 
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of chapters described for personal and mothers’ life stories, yielding two mean scores of 

redemption.  

Results  

Preliminary analyses  

Participants described 4.27 (SD = 1.12) chapters in their personal life stories (M = 191.25 

words per chapter, SD = 191.66), and 3.97 (SD = 1.35) chapters in vicarious life stories for their 

mothers (M = 132.43 words per chapter, SD = 122.32). They rated knowledge of their mother as 

reasonably good (M = 9.53, SD = 2.73). The knowledge variable correlated significantly with 

vicarious life stories for positive tone, r(92) = .30, p = .003, 95% CI [.11, .48]; positive meaning, 

r(91) = .38, p < .0005, 95% CI [.19, .54] and negative meaning, r(91) = -.45, p < .0005, 95% CI 

[-.59, -.27]; none of the other correlations with life story characteristics reached significance (rs 

< .29).   

Main analyses 

To examine whether participants described their vicarious life stories as less positive than 

personal life stories, we conducted a series of t-tests (see Table 1 for means). Personal life stories 

were more positive, t(93) = 4.51, p < .0005, d = .47; higher on positive meaning, t(92) = 6.24, p 

< .0005, d = .67 and lower on negative meaning, t(92) = 3.61, p < .0005, d = .38. There were no 

significant differences for negative tone, t(93) = 2.67, p = .009, d = .29 and redemption, t(89) = 

2.09, p = .039, d = .21.  

  Qualities of personal and mothers’ chapters correlated significantly with each other in the 

expected direction for negative tone, r(92) = .32, p = .002, 95% CI [.12, .49]; positive meaning, 

r(91) = .41, p < .0005, 95% CI [.22, .56] and negative meaning, r(91) = .36, p < .0005, 95% CI 
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[.16, .52]. Relationships were not significant for positive tone, r(92) = .29, p = .005, 95% CI [.09, 

.46] and redemption, r(88) = .05, p = .658, 95% CI [-.16, .25].  

Relationships between chapter ratings and well-being were examined in a series of 

correlations (Table 4). For personal chapters, 10 out of 30 correlations reached significance and 

were in the expected direction: Chapters that were more positive, less negative, and lower in 

negative meaning were generally associated with higher well-being. Surprisingly, positive 

meaning and redemption showed no significant correlations with well-being. For mothers’ life 

stories, none of the correlations reached significance. Replicating previous studies, higher 

neuroticism was related to describing more negative and less positive personal life stories, but no 

significant correlations with mothers’ life stories were found.  

Summary 

As hypothesized, characteristics of vicarious life stories for mothers were mostly 

positively related to characteristics in personal life stories. Also as predicted, vicarious life 

stories for mothers were generally less positive than personal life stories. Contrary to 

expectations, vicarious life stories for mothers were not related to well-being. Further, 

neuroticism was related to personal, but not vicarious life stories. 

Study 3 

 In Study 3, we expanded our research design to include vicarious life stories of close 

friends’ mothers. Previous research, and parts of Studies 1 and 2, identified significant relations 

and differences between qualities of vicarious chapters for mothers and personal chapters. 

However, it is unknown whether these results are specific to representations of mothers’ life 

stories or whether they reflect broader effects. That is, people who have positive personal life 

stories may adopt a mindset in which they tend to view other people as having positive life 
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stories. If the observed associations are attributable to a general effect, rather than to mothers’ 

life stories specifically, we should expect friends’ mothers’ chapters to show a pattern of results 

very similar to mothers’ chapters.  

In addition, we extended the study to include researcher-coded redemption, agency, and 

communion in life story chapters to further probe whether content-coded characteristics of life 

stories support our main hypotheses.  

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 171 Danish psychology students (135 females), who took part in the 

study during a research methods course. They had a mean age of 23.55 years (SD = 3.83). The 

participants were divided into three groups based on their birthdates. All participants described 

personal, mothers’, and friends’ mothers’ life stories, but the order was rotated across the three 

groups. 

Materials and procedure 

The materials and procedure were similar to Studies 1 and 2, with a few changes (see 

Appendix B for examples of chapters in mothers’ life stories). Regarding the new aspect of the 

study, the instructions asked participants to choose the mother of a close friend. They were then 

asked to give the age of the close friend’s mother, estimate how many years they had known 

their friend’s mother, and estimate the number of years they had known their friend. Knowledge 

of friend’s mother and friend were both rated on the questions used in Studies 1 and 2. 

Participants were given oral instructions and 25 minutes to describe and rate chapters in each of 

the three life stories.  
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We used the scales from Study 2 to measure subjective well-being. Internal reliabilities 

were good (Cronbach’s alphas from .78 to .85).  

Coding 

Redemption. The same coding system as in Study 2 was used. Two coders with previous 

experience in the coding system (including the second author) independently rated 171 chapters 

and agreement was high (89%, kappa = .75); the remaining chapters were rated by one of the 

coders.  

Agency and communion. The chapters were coded for degree of agency and communion 

themes based on an updated version of the coding system developed by Adler and colleagues 

(Adler, personal communication; Adler, Chin, Aiswarya, Kolisetty, & Oltmanns, 2012). For 

agency, codings vary from 0-4 with higher scores reflecting higher agency. A score of 0 is given 

if the protagonist is completely powerless and at the mercy of circumstances; a score of 1 is 

given if the protagonist is mostly powerless; a score of 2 is given when the chapter includes both 

agency and lack of agency or when no agency themes are present at all; a score of 3 is given 

when the protagonist is mostly in control of circumstances; and a score of 4 is given when the 

protagonist initiates changes, takes control of events, and affects her/his life. Similarly, for 

communion, scores vary from 0-4 with higher scores reflecting higher degree of communion. A 

score of 0 indicates that the protagonist feels completely disconnected, isolated, and rejected; a 

score of 1 indicates that the protagonist is mostly disconnected from others; a score of 2 indicates 

that the chapter contains both communal and non-communal themes or no communal themes at 

all; a score of 3 indicates that the protagonist feels mostly connected to others, and a score of 4 

indicates that the protagonist feels very connected to others. Two independent raters were trained 

by the second author until interrater reliability was satisfactory. They then each independently 
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coded half of the remaining chapters. Interrater agreement was checked by the second author 

who co-rated 422 of the chapters. Agreement was satisfactory for agency (78%; intraclass r = .72 

for the first rater and 79%; intraclass r = .76 for the second rater) and for communion (79%; 

intraclass r = .72 for the first rater and 82%; intraclass r = .76 for the second rater).  

For each of the three life stories, codings for the three themes were summed and divided 

by the number of chapters, yielding nine mean scores.  

Results 

Preliminary analyses 

Most participants (163) chose to describe their mothers’ life stories (the remaining 8 

persons were excluded from analyses). The participants described 4.33 (SD = .82) chapters in 

their personal life stories (M = 89.95 words per chapter, SD = 46.92); 4.28 (SD = .87) chapters in 

their mothers’ life stories (M = 72.90 words per chapter, SD = 26.10); and 3.78 (SD = 1.11) 

chapters in their friends’ mothers’ life stories (M = 53.77 words per chapter, SD = 22.72).  

They rated their knowledge of their mother as good with a mean of 11.77 (SD = 1.71). For their 

friends’ mothers, the ratings were lower (7.42, SD = 2.46), although they reported having known 

their friends’ mothers for an average of 14.07 years (SD = 6.19).  

We examined associations between the knowledge variables and life story measures. 

Higher ratings on knowledge of mother was significantly correlated only with more positive 

meaning in personal life stories, r(161) = .24, p = .002, 95% CI [.09, .38]. For mothers’ life 

stories, knowledge was related to more positive, r(161) = .34, p < .0005, 95% CI [.19, .46]; less 

negative, r(161) = -.28, p < .0005, 95% CI [-.41, -.13]; more positive meaning, r(161) = .27, p < 

.0005, 95% CI [.12, .41] and less negative meaning, r(161) = -.28, p < .0005, 95% CI [.13, .41]. 

No other correlations between the life story variables and the knowledge variables were 



Notice: This is the author’s version of a work that was accepted for publication in Journal of Research in Personality. A definitive 
version was subsequently published in Journal of Research in Personality. DOI: 10.1016/j.jrp.2020.103991 

 

26 
 

significant. In general, the better knowledge of mothers, the more positive and less negative the 

ratings of mothers’ chapters, whereas no relationships were found between knowledge of 

friends’ mothers and the life story variables and no relations with content-coded characteristics 

were found.  

Main analyses 

 In order to compare personal, mothers’ and friends’ mothers’ chapters on the seven life 

story measures (see Table 1 for means), we conducted a series of repeated measures ANOVAs. 

Personal, mothers’, and friends’ mothers’ chapters significantly differed from each other on 

positivity, F(2, 320) = 27.20, p < .0001, η2 = .15; negativity, F(2, 320) = 7.06, p = .001, η2 = .04; 

positive and negative meaning, Fs(2, 316) = 46.30 and 4.32, ps < .0001 and = .014, η2 s = .23 and 

.03; redemption, F(2, 320) = 13.70, p < .0005, η2 = .08 as well as agency and communion, Fs(2, 

318) =  26.79 and 17.70, ps < .0005, η2s = .14 and .10. In summary, participants perceived their 

personal chapters as more positive, with more positive meaning, and with more themes of 

redemption, communion, and agency compared to their mothers’ chapters and friends’ mothers’ 

chapters. 

 To examine relations between qualities of vicarious chapters for mothers, vicarious 

chapters for friends’ mothers, and personal chapters, we ran a series of correlations (Table 5). In 

general, characteristics of vicarious chapters for mothers and friends’ mothers both correlated 

positively with personal chapters; 7 out of 14 correlations reached significance. In addition, 

participants’ perceptions of their mothers’ chapters were also positively related to their 

perceptions of their friends’ mothers’ chapters across three of the four self-reported life story 

measures, but no significant correlations were found for content-coded themes. Overall, there 

was some support for the idea that individuals describe the life stories of both close others 
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(mothers) and more distant others (their friends’ mothers) as partly similar to their personal life 

stories. 

To examine associations between personal, mothers’, and friends’ mothers’ chapters on 

the one hand, and well-being on the other hand, we conducted a series of correlations (Table 6). 

Generally, more positive, less negative, more agentic and communal personal chapters were 

related to higher well-being, whereas redemption showed weaker and non-significant relations 

with well-being (overall, 25 of 42 correlations were statistically significant). For vicarious life 

stories for mothers, the correlations were modest; only 1/42 correlations reached significance. 

None of the correlations between vicarious life stories for friends’ mothers and well-being were 

significant.  

Summary 

We found some support for our prediction that vicarious life stories for mothers were 

related to personal life stories. As a novel contribution, we showed that a similar pattern was 

evident for vicarious life stories for friends’ mothers. Furthermore, both vicarious life stories for 

mothers and friends’ mothers were less positive than personal life stories with a stepwise pattern 

where vicarious life stories for mothers fell between the other two. Finally, there was little 

support for the idea that vicarious life stories were related to well-being.  

Study 4 

In Study 3, relationships and differences between personal and vicarious life stories were 

also found for a distant other (friends’ mothers) and in this study, we further probed the 

boundaries of the effect. Hence, in Study 4, we tested whether relationships between personal 

and vicarious life stories would extend to vicarious life stories for individuals whom participants 

had once been close to but later broken the bond. Whereas the relationship to friends’ mothers 
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may be distant, they have not been ruptured and it is possible that a continued relationship to the 

other person is necessary for the effects to emerge. Thus, we asked participants to describe 

personal life stories as well as vicarious life stories for mothers and ex-boy/girlfriends or ex-

friends (henceforward we will refer to the latter vicarious life stories as “ex”).  

In addition, we elicited life stories from mothers of a subsample of our participants. 

While the results from Studies 2 and 3 are consistent with the idea that vicarious life stories are 

constructed to subtly self-enhance, they do not test this directly since the less positive vicarious 

life stories for mothers may have other explanations. For example, mothers may share more 

negative experiences with their children, have more negative life stories due to cohort effects, or 

simply had more opportunity for negative experiences due to their longer lives. A more direct 

test of whether vicarious life stories are constructed to self-enhance is to examine whether 

mothers’ personal life stories show more adaptive characteristics (e.g. more positive meaning 

and higher agency) compared to adult children’s vicarious life stories of mothers. Importantly, 

the life stories recounted by mothers allowed us to go beyond previous studies to explore 

whether vicarious life stories for mothers correspond to mothers’ own personal life stories.  

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 129 Danish psychology students (112 females), who took part in the 

study during a research methods course. They had a mean age of 24.63 years (SD = 6.33). The 

participants were divided into three groups based on their birthdates. All groups described 

personal, mothers’, and exes’ life stories, but the order was rotated across the three groups. 

The student participants were asked to recruit their mothers to participate in the study and 

86 mothers were included. The mothers had a mean age of 53.25 years (SD = 3.94). 
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Materials and procedure 

Participants were sent a link to the electronic questionnaire, which they completed in 

their own time. The materials for the student participants were similar to Study 3, with a few 

changes. Regarding the novel part of the study, the instructions asked participants to choose an 

ex-boy/girlfriend or ex-friend (because not all participants may have been involved in romantic 

relationships). They were then asked to give the age and gender of the ex, estimate how many 

years they had known their ex, the number of years since the relationship ended, indicate 

whether the relationship was ended on their initiative and whether ending the relationship was 

associated with negative emotions. Finally, they rated knowledge of their ex on the questions 

used in Studies 1-3. The internal reliabilities for the well-being scales were acceptable 

(Cronbach’s alphas from .69 to .91).  

The materials for the mothers were similar to the materials for the student participants’ 

personal life stories. The students forwarded a standard email with a link to the electronic 

questionnaire to their mothers. The mothers then completed the questionnaire in their own time.  

Coding 

All four life stories (personal for students, vicarious for mothers, vicarious for exes, and 

personal for mothers) were coded on redemption, agency, and communion themes as in Study 3. 

Inter-rater reliability was checked by the first author who coded 237 chapters and agreement was 

satisfactory for redemption (83%, kappa = .64), agency (77%, intraclass r = .77) and communion 

(86%, intraclass r = .72).  

Results 

Preliminary analyses 
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Most student participants (129 of original 132 participants) chose to describe their 

mothers’ life stories (the three participants who selected other life stories were excluded from 

analyses). Most students described vicarious life stories for an ex-boy/girlfriend (70) with the 

remaining choosing an ex-friend (45; with 14 participants not describing vicarious life stories for 

exes and hence not included in analyses on exes). The relationship had ended on average 4.67 

years ago (SD = 3.60). Although vicarious life stories for ex-boy/girlfriends were generally 

constructed as higher on characteristics associated with well-being compared to ex-friends (see 

repository [anonymized for review] for detailed analyses), we collapsed the groups for the 

present purposes.  

Student participants described 4.68 (SD = .65) chapters in their personal life stories (M = 

238.38 words per chapter, SD = 183.21); 4.48 (SD = .97) chapters in vicarious life stories for 

mothers (M = 156.42 words per chapter, SD = 105.82); and 3.97 (SD = 1.27) chapters in 

vicarious life stories for exes (M = 132.61 words per chapter, SD = 108.69). Mothers described 

an average of 4.65 chapters (SD = .84) in their own life stories (M = 196.24 words per chapter, 

SD = 159.29).  

The participants rated knowledge of their mother as good with a mean of 11.64 (SD = 

2.10). For their exes, the mean ratings were lower (9.85, SD = 2.70), although they reported 

having known their ex for an average of 7.70 years (SD = 5.23).  

We examined associations between the knowledge variables and the life story measures. 

Higher ratings on knowledge of mother was related to more positive meaning, r(127) = .42, p < 

.0005, 95% CI [.27, .55]; less negative meaning, r(127) = -.32, p < .0005, 95% CI [-.46, -.15];  

more agency, r(127) = .29, p = .001, 95% CI [.13, .44] and more communion, r(127) = .30, p = 

.001, 95% CI [.13, .45] in vicarious life stories for mothers and more communion, r(126) = .25, p 
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= .005, 95% CI [.08, .40] in personal life stories. No other correlations between the life story 

variables and knowledge of mothers and exes were significant. In general, the more knowledge 

of mothers, the more participants imbued vicarious life stories for mothers with adaptive 

characteristics.  

Main analyses 

Differences between life stories  

In order to compare vicarious and personal chapters on the seven life story measures, we 

conducted a series of repeated measures ANOVAs (see Table 1 for means). Vicarious chapters 

for mothers, for exes, and personal chapters significantly differed from each other on positive 

tone, F(2, 228) = 25.04, p < .0005, η2 = .18; negative tone, F(2, 228) = 9.73, p < .0005, η2 = .08; 

positive and negative meaning, Fs(2, 228) = 65.16 and 29.88, ps < .0005, η2 s = .36 and .21; 

redemption (F(2, 228) = 25.35, p < .0005, η2 = .18 as well as agency and communion, Fs(2, 228) 

=  23.91 and 13.06, ps < .0005, η2s = .17 and .10 (note that analyses controlling for number of 

words showed a similar pattern, although with lower effects; see supplementary materials for 

detailed analyses). In summary, participants perceived vicarious chapters for their mothers as 

less positive, with less positive meaning, and with fewer themes of redemption and agency 

compared to their personal chapters. Participants also constructed vicarious chapters for their 

exes as less positive, more negative, with less positive and more negative meaning, and lower on 

agency, and redemption compared to personal chapters. Vicarious life stories for mothers tended 

to fall in between personal life stories and vicarious life stories for exes. 

In the present study, we included mothers’ own life stories in order to test whether they 

were more positive than their adult children’s vicarious life stories for mothers. We compared 

these two life stories on the seven life story characteristics (see Table 1 for means). A series of t-
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tests showed few significant differences: Positive tone, t(85) = 1.59, p = .117, d = .17; negative 

tone, t(85) = 2.56, p = .012, d = .27; positive change, t(85) = 1.73, p = .087, d = .18; negative 

change, t(85) = .12, p = .909, d = .01; agency, t(85) = .32, p = .749, d = .05; communion, t(85) = 

2.01, p = .048, d = .21 and redemption, t(85) = .14, p = .890, d = .00. This pattern of findings 

suggests that the less positive vicarious life stories for mothers compared to personal life stories 

(as observed in Studies 2, 3, and 4) may not reflect that participants selectively construct 

vicarious life stories for mothers as less positive in order to self-enhance.  

Relations between life stories  

To examine relations between qualities of vicarious life stories for mothers and for exes, 

and personal life stories, we ran a series of correlations (Table 7). For all characteristics, 

vicarious chapters for mothers correlated positively with personal chapters. For exes, the 

correlations were also positive, but weaker and only one out of seven correlations reached 

significance. Vicarious chapters for mothers did not correlate significantly with vicarious 

chapters for exes (these patterns were similar when controlling for number of words; see 

supplementary materials for detailed analyses). Importantly, qualities of personal life stories for 

students and mothers’ personal life stories did not correlate significantly, indicating that 

correlations between students’ personal life stories and vicarious life stories for mothers are not 

simply due to students’ personal life stories being similar to their mothers’ personal life stories.  

We also examined whether vicarious life stories for mothers were related to mothers’ 

personal life stories; in other words, whether vicarious life stories for mothers corresponded to 

the mothers’ own version of their life stories. For three out of seven characteristics, these two life 

stories were positively related (Table 7).  
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 Given that vicarious life stories for mothers were positively correlated with both mothers’ 

personal life stories and student participants’ personal life stories, we explored whether these 

independently predicted characteristics of vicarious life stories. We conducted a series of 

multiple regression with characteristics of vicarious life stories for mothers as the outcome 

variables and used the corresponding characteristics of students’ and mothers’ personal life 

stories as predictor variables. For five out of seven characteristics, both mothers’ and students’ 

personal life stories explained variance in vicarious life stories for mothers (Table 8). 

In summary, vicarious life stories for mothers were positively related to personal life 

stories. The effect was weaker and mostly not significant for vicarious life stories for exes. In 

addition, mothers’ personal life stories were positively related to vicarious life stories for 

mothers for some characteristics. Furthermore, characteristics of mothers’ personal life stories 

explained variance in vicarious life stories for mothers when controlling for students’ personal 

life stories.  

Life stories and well-being 

 To examine associations between personal life stories and vicarious life stories for 

mothers and exes on the one hand, and well-being on the other hand, we conducted a series of 

correlations (Table 9). Generally, more positive, less negative, more agentic and communal 

personal chapters were related to higher well-being, whereas redemption showed weaker and 

non-significant relations with well-being (overall, 34 of 42 correlations were statistically 

significant). A similar but weaker pattern was evident for self-rated characteristics of vicarious 

life stories for mothers and well-being, but none of the content-coded characteristics were 

significantly related to well-being (overall, 10 of 42 correlations were statistically significant). 

The most consistent finding was that lower negative meaning and higher positive meaning in 
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vicarious life stories for mothers were related to higher well-being. Finally, for vicarious life 

stories for exes, significant relationships between chapter qualities and well-being were rare 

(only 2 of 42 correlations were statistically significant, the pattern was similar when controlling 

for number of words, see supplementary materials for detailed analyses).  

In order to examine whether vicarious life stories for mothers explained variance in well-

being beyond personal life stories, we conducted a series of hierarchical multiple regressions. 

We entered the four well-being measures that showed significant correlations with vicarious life 

stories for mothers as the outcome variables. Because the number of predictor variables was 

high, we only included as predictor variables those life chapter variables that showed 

associations with the well-being measures in the correlational analyses. For personal chapters, 

this included all chapter characteristics, except redemption, that we entered at the first step. At 

the second step, we included positive and negative emotional tone, as well as positive and 

negative meaning in vicarious life chapters for mothers. Chapters for exes were not included 

because few correlations with well-being reached significance. As can be seen in Table 10, while 

characteristics of personal chapters predicted well-being across measures (especially negative 

meaning), vicarious chapters for mothers generally did not reach significance and did not 

significantly increase R.  

Summary 

Vicarious life stories for mothers were related to personal life stories, whereas a weaker 

and mostly non-significant pattern was found for vicarious life stories for exes. In addition, we 

showed for the first time that vicarious life stories for mothers to some degree reflect mothers’ 

personal life stories as we observed positive and significant correlations on some measures. As 

predicted, vicarious life stories for mothers and exes were less positive than personal life stories 
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showing a stepwise effect with vicarious life stories for mothers in the middle. Finally, vicarious 

life stories for mothers showed some relations to well-being, but did not explain additional 

variance when controlling for personal life stories. There were almost no significant relations 

between well-being and vicarious life stories for exes. 

General discussion 

Across four studies, most analyses supported the idea that individuals imbue vicarious 

life stories for mothers with characteristics partly similar to their personal life stories. The results 

for content-coded characteristics were more mixed than results based on self-ratings, but still 

about half of correlations were consistent with predictions. In Study 3, we extended these 

findings by showing that personal life stories are also related to vicarious life stories for more 

distant others. In Study 4, a link between personal and vicarious life stories was not evident when 

the emotional bond had been ruptured.  

 In three of the four studies (Studies 2-4), most analyses showed that vicarious life stories 

for mothers were constructed as less positive, with less positive meaning, and with less agency, 

communion, and redemption than personal life stories. In Studies 3 and 4, most analyses also 

showed a stepwise effect with personal life stories ranking higher on these characteristics than 

vicarious life stories for mothers, which ranked higher than vicarious life stories for friends’ 

mothers and exes.  

Replicating previous studies (Adler et al., 2016), we generally found that personal life 

stories with a more positive emotional tone and meaning as well as more agency and communion 

were associated with higher well-being, although the results varied somewhat across studies. The 

results were more mixed for vicarious life stories for mothers with correlations typically weaker 

and reaching significance in fewer analyses (and not at all in Studies 2 and 3). In addition, 
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vicarious life chapters for mothers did not explain variance in well-being beyond personal 

chapters.  

Surprisingly, in Studies 2-4 there were no significant correlations between redemption 

and well-being. We are unsure about the reason for this finding, since relations between 

redemption and well-being are well-established (Adler et al., 2016). It may reflect 

methodological choices since redemption was coded based on chapters (rather than key scenes) 

and using a modified version of the original coding system. Chapters often contained many 

emotional shifts because they covered longer time periods, reducing the likelihood of a simple 

redemption structure. Furthermore, the dichotomous coding scheme restrains variance and may 

lead to weaker patterns compared to agency and communion coding. It is also a possibility that 

redemption is less valued in Danish culture, although this should be further tested in studies 

directly comparing US and Danish samples within the same study. 

Below, we elaborate on our main findings in three sections: Relations between vicarious 

and personal life stories; vicarious life stories for mothers in relation to well-being; and 

differences between vicarious and personal life stories. We also discuss limitations of the present 

studies and directions for future research. 

Relations between vicarious and personal life stories  

Relations between qualities of vicarious life stories for mothers and personal life stories 

extended to both young and middle-aged adults, as well as Danish and French samples. These 

fairly consistent findings, along with similar findings for vicarious life stories for close friends, 

parents, and romantic partners (Lind & Thomsen, 2018; Panattoni & Thomsen, 2018; Thomsen 

& Pillemer, 2017; Thomsen & Vedel, 2019) show that across methodologies, individuals 
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describe life stories of close others in ways that are related to how they describe their own life 

stories.  

The results from Study 3 go beyond previous studies to show that commonalities may 

also extend to more distant others (friends’ mothers’ life stories). Study 4, however, indicated 

that this may be less the case when the relationship with the person depicted in the vicarious life 

story has ended. If this result is replicated, it suggests that the perceiver effect for vicarious life 

stories depends more on ongoing relations than closeness in relations. Future studies could 

examine life stories of couples staying together versus breaking up.  

More broadly speaking, the results indicate that mental representations of the self and 

close others are related and that this relatedness extends to life stories (Aron et al., 1991; 

Bowlby, 1973; Thomsen & Pillemer, 2017). Consistent with the idea that secure attachment is 

associated with positive self-and-caregiver mental models (Bowlby, 1973; Bretherton, 1991), 

secure attachment was associated with positive personal and vicarious life stories for mothers in 

Study 1. Across the four studies, most analyses showed that more knowledge of mothers was 

related to more positive vicarious life stories for mothers (although this finding did not extend to 

content-coded characteristics). Knowledge of mother was only assessed by two questions 

developed for the present studies and psychometric qualities are unknown. Still, considering that 

the measure correlated .54 with the attachment questionnaire, these results provide further 

support for the idea that a good relationship to the mother is associated with positive mental 

representations of mothers’ life stories. Potentially, the qualities of vicarious life stories relate 

more broadly to relationship quality. 

 While previous research left unanswered the question of whether participants represented 

vicarious life stories for their mothers in ways that corresponded to how mothers would describe 
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their personal life stories, Study 4 demonstrated some correspondences. This result is similar to a 

previous study, which found that vicarious life stories for romantic partners also showed some 

correspondence to how romantic partners described their personal life stories (Panattoni & 

Thomsen, 2018). The correspondence effect is important in showing that vicarious life stories are 

not mere projections of personal life stories with no tethering to the other person’s life story. 

Vicarious life stories that correspond to close others’ personal life stories may allow individuals 

to better understand the actions and emotions of close others, thus strengthening the relationship 

(Panattoni & Thomsen, 2018). New studies could examine this idea directly by testing whether 

correspondences between life stories are predictive of positive relationships. 

Vicarious life stories in relation to well-being 

 We predicted that qualities of vicarious life stories for mothers would be related to well-

being. While this was confirmed in some analyses, the correlations were generally of a lower 

magnitude and less often significant compared to correlations between personal life stories and 

well-being. In addition, characteristics of vicarious life chapters for mothers did not explain 

variance in well-being beyond personal life story chapters. Larger sample sizes as well as more 

variation in vicarious life stories for mothers (e.g., including more vulnerable samples with 

poorer relationships to mothers) may yield stronger findings. A review found overall support for 

relations between characteristics of event narratives for mothers and measures of psychological 

functioning (see Merrill & Fivush, 2016), but studies of event narratives have also yielded 

somewhat inconsistent findings, suggesting that other variables, such as gender, may moderate 

the relations (Fivush et al., 2010). Most of our participants were female, which did not allow 

examining this possibility.  
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 Although relationships between qualities of vicarious life stories and well-being were 

modest and inconsistent, it would seem premature to draw the more general conclusion that 

people’s mental representations of close others’ lives are inconsequential for their own well-

being. First, in line with prior work focusing on key life scenes (McAdams et al., 2001), we 

computed overall life story chapter averages for ratings of emotional tone and content-coded 

themes. Using such averages may not capture the full impact of vicarious life stories. For 

example, a daughter’s intimate knowledge of how her mother’s tragic life story unfolded could 

be influential and motivational, contributing to more positive life outcomes if she storied her 

own life as redeeming her mother’s suffering. This suggests that the personal meaning 

individuals ascribe to vicarious life stories, rather than average rating of vicarious life story 

qualities may be relevant to study in relation to well-being.  

Further, benefits of constructing vicarious life stories may not be tied primarily to their 

overall positive or negative emotional tone, but rather to how closely vicarious stories 

correspond to close others’ personal life stories. As discussed above, vicarious life stories that 

correspond to how close others story their lives may provide relationship advantages. Future 

studies could examine this idea by following individuals initiating relationships over time and 

assess whether correspondence between life stories predict relationship quality.  

Some researchers may argue that the present results concerning overlap between 

vicarious and personal life stories as well as the lack of explanatory value in relation to well-

being indicate that the concept of vicarious life stories has little new to offer narrative identity 

research. However, although vicarious life stories were related to personal life stories, this was 

not at a level where they can be claimed to be identical constructs. Furthermore, we showed that 

vicarious life stories for mothers partly reflected mothers’ personal life stories, emphasizing that 
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vicarious life stories are not mere projections of personal life stories. Rather, vicarious life stories 

is a unique concept, distinct from personal life stories. While we did not find additional effects 

on well-being, other researchers have found that qualities of vicarious life stories explain 

variance in outcomes beyond personal life stories, suggesting incremental validity of vicarious 

life stories in some contexts (Harake, Sweeny, Wilkinson, & Dunlop, 2020; Merrill, Srivinas, & 

Fivush, 2017). We suggest that future studies delve more into potential adaptive functions of 

vicarious life stories in the relationship domain. This would providing exciting new possibilities 

for narrative psychology. 

Differences between vicarious and personal life stories 

Most analyses in Studies 2-4 (but not Study 1) confirmed that participants described 

vicarious life stories for their mothers as less positive than their own life stories and these 

differences became larger when describing friends’ mothers’ life stories (Study 3) and exes’ life 

stories (Study 4). Content-coded dimensions of life stories showed a very similar pattern. In 

addition, these findings were not limited to the young samples in Studies 3 and 4, but was also 

observed for the middle-aged participants in Study 2.  

At first glance, the findings are consistent with prior research showing that individuals 

process information in ways that support a positive self, due to the self-enhancement motive 

(e.g., Grysman et al., 2013; Sedikedes & Gregg, 2008). One function of vicarious life stories may 

be to support a story of oneself that portrays a positive self-view (Thomsen & Pillemer, 2017). 

Thus, the self is storied as positive, agentic, communal, and continually growing, even more so 

than for the people one knows intimately (Panattoni & Thomsen, 2018; Wilson & Ross, 2003). 

However, the findings from Study 4 indicate that vicarious life stories for mothers are not less 

positive than mothers’ personal life stories. This suggests that the less positive vicarious life 
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stories for mothers may to some extent be accurate representations of mothers’ personal life 

stories.  

Our findings suggest that self-enhancement is not a universal function of vicarious life 

stories. Rather, the extent to which self-enhancement is operative likely depends on particular 

relationship qualities. In several analyses, we found a stepwise decrease in adaptive life story 

characteristics (e.g., positive meaning and agency) from personal life stories, to vicarious life 

stories for mothers, to more distant others (friends’ mothers and exes) (see Grysman et al., 2013 

for a similar distancing effect). The self-enhancement motive could drive a positive view of very 

close others, as being surrounded by happy and positively evolving people reflects well on the 

self (Sedikedes & Gregg, 2008). For example, research suggests that parents sometimes show a 

“positivity bias” when rating their children’s happiness (Lopez-Perez & Wilson, 2015), and as 

such it seems unlikely that mothers’ vicarious life stories for their offspring would be 

systematically negatively biased to enhance mothers’ feelings of self-worth. In contrast, self-

enhancement may be evident when constructing life stories for more distant others, and for 

people (like the exes in Study 4) with whom the relationship is troubled or broken. 

Limitations  

 As already touched upon above, there are several limitations to the present studies. Here 

we highlight some further questions that the studies leave unanswered. First, our use of non-

validated measures of relationship quality (except in Study 1) as well as the generally good 

relationships between mothers and their offspring deterred us from testing moderation effects of 

relationship closeness. Future studies could delve more deeply into questions concerning whether 

associations between vicarious and personal life stories depend on the status and quality of the 

relationship between the two individuals. 
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 Second, across studies, women dominated the samples and it is most prudent to conclude 

that the observed relations between vicarious and personal life stories hold for mothers and their 

daughters. It would be important in future studies to target men and to systematically assess 

whether the effects are moderated by gender. It has been suggested that females are more likely 

to hold the story keeping roles in families, at least in Western cultures (Merrill & Fivush, 2016). 

Hence, mothers may share their life stories more than do fathers, and daughters may listen more 

carefully than sons. This would imply more elaborate vicarious life stories for mothers compared 

to fathers and among daughters compared to sons. Relationships between personal and vicarious 

life stories may depend on degree of identification with the parent. If daughters identify more 

with their mothers than with their fathers, their personal life stories may be more strongly related 

to vicarious life stories for mothers compared to vicarious life stories for fathers (and likewise 

for sons and fathers). We note, however, that potential gender differences likely depend on the 

cultural context of parenting and gender roles (Thomsen & Vedel, 2019). 

 Third, sample sizes allowed for detection of small to moderate effect sizes in the main 

analyses, but the studies were not powered to detect smaller effects of vicarious life stories for 

mothers in the multiple regressions. We conducted multiple tests within each study. Hence, we 

set p < .005 as a conservative level of significance to minimize risks of capitalizing on chance. 

We believe that chance is an unlikely explanation for observed relations and differences between 

vicarious and personal life stories, given the number of analyses that reached significance. 

However, replication studies with larger sample sizes will help address these concerns and 

provide more precise estimates of effects.  

 Fourth, relationships between well-being and self-reported life story characteristics could 

stem from shared variance and it would be useful to employ peer-rated well-being in future 
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studies. Furthermore, researchers recommend that state well-being scales, which may include 

some of our measures, should be completed before narratives to avoid mood priming effects 

(Philippe, Bouizegarene, Guilbault, Rajotte, & Houle, 2015). However, they found few effects of 

administration order on relationships between narratives and well-being, suggesting that our 

order of administration had minimal influence on the correlations between narrative 

characteristics and well-being. Future research could include trait measures of affect and assess 

well-being before eliciting narratives.    

Conclusion  

Our findings both confirm and question the main assumptions of the theory of vicarious 

life stories that we set out to test (Thomsen & Pillemer, 2017). First, we confirmed that vicarious 

life stories for mothers and distant others are related to personal life stories. Second, we found 

some support for the idea that vicarious life stories provide individuals with a comparison to 

their personal life stories that promotes a positive view of the self; this self-enhancement effect 

appears to be strongest for more distant or fractured rather than close relationships. Vicarious life 

stories for mothers were not less positive than mothers’ personal life stories, suggesting that self-

enhancement cannot fully account for the less positive assessment of vicarious life stories for 

mothers compared to personal life stories. Third, we found that relationships between vicarious 

life stories for mothers and well-being were mixed and these relationships were even weaker for 

more distant others. The proposition that vicarious life stories for distant other are constructed to 

subtly self-enhance and the proposition that vicarious life stories for close other may contribute 

to well-being will need careful scrutiny as future studies emerge.  
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Footnotes 

 1Alpha coefficients are not appropriate for our narrative means, as they do not reflect a 

single underlying dimension. Rather, the means reflect variance from both selected chapters (e.g. 

childhood chapters may differ from adulthood chapters) and individual difference tendencies 

towards more or less of the narrative aspect (e.g. the tendency to imbue narratives with more or 

less positive meaning or agency).  
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Table 1 

Means (SD) for emotional tone, meaning, and themes in personal and vicarious life stories for Studies 1-4 

 Study 1 
 

 Study 2  Study 3  Study 4 

 
 

Personal 
 

Mother 
 

 Personal 
 

Mother 
 

 Personal 
 

Mother 
 

Friend’s 
mother 

 

 Personal Mother Ex Mothers’ 
personal 

Positive 
 

3.43  
(.68) 

3.29  
(.98) 

 3.73a 
 (.70) 

3.30  
(.84) 

 3.89a,b  
(.60) 

3.60b 

 (.65) 
3.40  
(.76) 

 3.90a,c 

(.62) 
3.61c 

(.72) 
3.31 
(.77) 

3.74 
(.69) 

Negative 
 

2.61  
(.68) 

2.77 
 (.89) 

 2.39  
(.76) 

2.66  
(.86) 

 2.34b  
(.63) 

2.43 
 (.67) 

2.59  
(.75) 

 2.35c 

(.66) 
2.49 
(.65) 

2.70 
(.76) 

2.31 
(.69) 

Positive meaning 
 

3.58  
(.76) 

3.67 
 (.79) 

 3.86a 
 (.69) 

3.27  
(.94) 

 4.06a,b  
(.55) 

3.72b 

 (.70) 
3.46 
 (.63) 

 4.13a,c 

(.60) 
3.71c 

(.79) 
3.21 
(.77) 

3.90 
(.62) 

Negative meaning 
 

2.26  
(.72) 

2.39  
(.88) 

 1.98a  
(.79) 

2.34  
(.88) 

 1.93b 

 (.62) 
1.98 
 (.61) 

2.11 
 (.72) 

 1.84c 

(.59) 
1.98c 
(.66) 

2.42 
(.83) 

1.93 
(.63) 

Redemption 
 

- 
 

- 
 

 .12  
(.18) 

.07  
(.17) 

 .45a,b 

 (.26) 
.36  

(.27) 
.31 

 (.27) 
 .44a,c 

(.26) 
.32c 

(.26) 
.22 

(.26) 
.34 

(.25) 
Agency 
 

- -  - -  2.35a,b 

 (.49) 
2.12b 

 (.51) 
1.96 
 (.47) 

 2.41a,c 
(.58) 

2.10 
(.56) 

1.94 
(.63) 

2.16 
(.54) 

Communion 
 

- -  - -  2.40a,b 

 (.47) 
2.21 
 (.39) 

2.16 
 (.40) 

 2.52c 

(.47) 
2.44c 

(.48) 
2.22 
(.53) 

2.58 
(.41) 

Results of t-tests in studies 1 and 2 and Bonferroni post hoc tests in studies 3 and 4 are shown in super script letters in the following way: a 

significantly different from vicarious life stories for mothers; b significantly different from vicarious life stories for friends’ mothers; and c 

significantly different from vicarious life stories for exes.  
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Table 2 

Correlations between Study 1 well-being and life story variables [95% CI for Pearsons r] 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 
PA  NA  SWLS   IPPA 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Personal, positive    .17  -.23  .47**  .33** 
      [-.01, .35] [-.40, -.04] [.32, .61] [.15, .48] 
       
Personal, negative    -.21  .30*  -.47**  -.34** 
      [-.38, -.02] [.12, .46] [-.60, -.31] [-.49, -.16] 
 
Personal, positive meaning   .33**  -.11  .45**  .29* 
      [.15, .48] [-.29, .07] [.29, .59] [.11, .45] 
 
Personal, negative meaning   -.14  .33**  -.44**  -.42** 
      [-.31, .05] [.15, .48] [-.58, -.27] [-.56, -.25] 
 
Mother, positive     .07  -.05  .32**  .42** 
      [-.11, .26] [-.23, .14] [.15, .48] [.26, .56] 
 
Mother, negative    -.07  .18  -.40**  -.50** 
      [-.25, .12] [-.01, .35] [-.55, -.24] [-.63, -.34] 
 
Mother, positive meaning   .23  -.04  .40**  .55** 
      [.05, .40] [-.22, .15] [.23, .54] [.41, .67] 
 
Mother, negative meaning   -.09  .11  -.34**  -.58** 
      [-.27, .10] [-.08, .29] [-.49, -.16] [-.69, -.45] 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
* p < .005; ** p < .0005; PA = Positive affect; NA = Negative affect; SWLS = Life satisfaction; IPPA = Attachment to mother 
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Table 3 
 
Hierarchical multiple regression for Study 1 predicting life satisfaction by attachment security, personal chapters, and mothers’ chapters 

[95% CI for B] 

 
 
Step Predictor variable SWLS 

 
1 Attachment security .34*** 

[.06, .19] 
F statistics 14.28*** 
Adj. R2 .11 

2 Attachment security .13 
[-.02, .11] 

Personal, positive β .18 
[-.73, 4.26] 

Personal, negative β -.13 
[-3.97, 1.34] 

Personal, positive meaning β .18 
[-.31, 3.73] 

Personal, negative meaning β -.15 
[-3.55, .68] 

F statistics 10.27*** 
Adj. R2 .30 
R change .21*** 

3 Attachment security .03 
[-.07, .09] 

Personal, positive β .20 
[-.69, 4.63] 

Personal, negative β -.06 
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[-3.45, 2.10] 
Personal, positive meaning β .10 

[-1.16, 3.09] 
Personal, negative meaning β -.21 

[-4.31, .20] 
Mother, positive β -.19 

[-3.67, .92] 
Mother, negative β -.35* 

[-5.46, -.17] 
Mother, positive meaning β .20 

[-.55, 4.08] 
Mother, negative meaning β .16 

[-.96, 3.60] 
F statistics 6.63*** 
Adj. R2 .32 
R change .04 

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 

SWLS = Life satisfaction  
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Table 4 

Correlations between Study 2 well-being and life story variables [95% CI for Pearsons r]    

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

PA  NA  SWLS   WHO-5 CMDQ-dep CMDQ-anx N 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Personal, positive  -.07  -.29  .36*  .22  -.30*  -.30*  -.43** 
    [-.27, .15] [-.47, -.09] [.17, .53] [.02, .41] [-.48, -.10] [-.48, -.10] [-.59, -.25] 
     
Personal, negative  -.07  .28  -.38**  -.36**  .37**  .29  .36* 
    [-.27, .15] [.07, .46] [-.54, -.19] [-.53, -.17] [-.54, -.18] [.08, .46] [.16, .52] 
 
Personal, positive meaning -.04  -.07  .16  .05  -.13  -.13  -.15 
    [-.25, .17] [-.27, .14] [-.05, .36] [-.16, .25] [-.33, .08] [-.33, .08] [-.34, .06] 
 
Personal, negative meaning -.08  .30*  -.31*  -.34*  .36*  .25  .45** 
    [-.29, .13] [.10, .48] [-.49, -.11] [-.51, -.14] [.16, .53] [.04, .43] [.27, .60] 
 
Personal, redemption  .11  .05  .00  -.01  .07  .05  -.07 
    [-.11, .31] [-.17, .26] [-.21, .21] [-.22, .20] [-.14, .28] [-.16, .26] [-.28, .14] 
 
Mother, positive   .00  -.10  .21  .13  -.16  -.10  .07 
    [-.21, .21] [-.30, .11] [.00, .40] [-.08, .33] [-.36, .05] [-.30, .11] [-.14, .27] 
 
Mother, negative  .05  .15  -.22  -.16  .21  .13  -.03  
    [-.16, .26] [-.06, .35] [-.40, -.01] [-.35, .05] [.00, .40] [-.08, .33] [-.23, .18] 
 
Mother, positive meaning -.19  .09  .00  -.06  .01  .13  .20 
    [-.39, .02] [-.12, .30] [-.21, .21] [-.26, .15] [-.20, .21] [-.08, .33] [-.01, .39] 
 
Mother, negative meaning .04  .09  -.14  -.13  .12  .00  -.04   



Notice: This is the author’s version of a work that was accepted for publication in Journal of Research in Personality. A definitive version was subsequently published in Journal of 
Research in Personality. DOI: 10.1016/j.jrp.2020.103991 

 

58 
 

    [-.17, .25] [-.12, .29] [-.34, .07] [-.33, .08] [-.09, .32] [-.21, .21] [-.25, .16] 
 
Mother, redemption  .25  -.14  .15  .26  -.09  -.10  -.08 
    [.04, .44] [-.34, .08] [-.06, .35] [.05, .44] [-.30, .12] [-.30, .12] [-.28, .14] 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
* p < .005; ** p < .0005 

PA = Positive affect; NA = Negative affect; SWLS = Life satisfaction, WHO-5 = Well-being, CMDQ-dep = depressive symptoms; CMDW-

anx = Anxiety symptoms; N = Neuroticism 
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Table 5 

Correlations between Study 3 personal, mothers’, and friends’ mothers’ life stories [95% CI for Pearsons r] 

 
 

Life story characteristic 

 
 

Positive 
 

Negative 
 

Positive 
meaning 

Negative 
meaning 

Redemption 
 

Agency Communion 

Personal-mothers  
 
 

.20 
[.05, .35] 

.16 
[.01, .31] 

.27** 
[.12, .41] 

.26* 
[.11, .40] 

.30** 
[.15, .43] 

.09 
[-.06, .24] 

.17 
[.02, .32] 

Personal-friends’ mothers  
 
 

.22* 
[.07, .37] 

.27* 
[.12, .40] 

.15 
[-.01, .30] 

.37** 
[.23, .50] 

.08 
[-.08, .23] 

-.02 
[-.18, .13] 

.24* 
[.09, .38] 

Mothers’-friends’ mothers 
 

.24* 
[.08, .38] 

.28** 
[.13, .42] 

.23* 
[.07, .37] 

.17 
[.02, .32] 

.14 
[-.01, .29] 

.03 
[-.13, .18] 

.14 
[-.02, .28] 

 
* p < .005; ** p < .0005 
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Table 6 

Correlations between Study 3 subjective well-being and life story variables [95% CI for Pearsons r] 

 PA NA SWLS WHO-5 CMDQ-
dep 

CMDQ-
anx 

Personal, positive .13 
[-.03, .28] 

-.19 
[-.33, -.03] 

.30** 
[.15, .43] 

.27* 
[.12, .41] 

-.28** 
[-.42, -.14] 

-.24* 
[-.38, -.09] 

 
Personal, negative 
 

-.19 
[-.33, -.03] 

.24* 
[.09, .38] 

-.33** 
[-.46, -.18] 

-.30** 
[-.43, -.15] 

.35** 
[.20, .48] 

.22 
[.06, .36] 

 
Personal, positive meaning .29** 

[.14, .43] 
-.20 

[-.34, -.04] 
.38** 

[.24, .51] 
.30** 

[.15, .43] 
-.36** 

[-.48, -.21] 
-.30** 

[-.43, -.15] 
 

Personal, negative meaning -.25* 
[-.39, -.09] 

.31** 
[.17, .45] 

-.37** 
[-.49, -.23] 

-.33** 
[-.46, -.18] 

.50** 
[.38, .61] 

.37** 
[.22, .49] 

 
Personal, redemption  .18 

[.02, .33] 
-.03 

[-.18, .13] 
.18 

[.03, .33] 
.05 

[-.10, .20] 
-.01 

[-.17, .14] 
.01 

[-.14, .17] 
 

Personal, agency .35** 
[.21, .48] 

-.12 
[-.27, .04] 

.34** 
[.19, .47] 

.32** 
[.17, .45] 

-.29** 
[-.42, -.14] 

-.20 
[-.35, -.05] 

 
Personal, communion .09 

[-.07, .24] 
-.17 

[-.32, -.02] 
.31** 

[.17, .45] 
.21 

[.06, .35] 
-.22* 

[-.37, -.07] 
-.18 

[-.32, -.02] 
 

Mother, positive .07 
[-.09, .22] 

-.05 
[-.21, .10] 

.15 
[-.01, .30] 

.10 
[-.05, .25] 

-.02 
[-.18, .13] 

.02 
[-.14, .17] 

 
Mother, negative -.09 

[-.24, .07] 
.13 

[-.03, .27] 
-.17 

[-.32, -.02] 
-.15 

[-.30, .00] 
.06 

[-.10, .21] 
.06 

[-.09, .21] 
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Mother, positive meaning .17 

[.01, .31] 
-.03 

[-.19, .12] 
.15 

[-.01, .29] 
.17 

[.01, .31] 
-.09 

[-.24, .07] 
.00 

[-.15, .15] 
 

Mother, negative meaning -.12 
[-.27, .04] 

.18 
[.02, .32] 

-.23* 
[-.37, -.08] 

-.17 
[-.32, -.02] 

.16 
[.00, .30] 

.16 
[.00, .30] 

 
Mother, redemption  .11 

[-.04, .26] 
.10 

[-.05, .25] 
.07 

[-.09, .22] 
.06 

[-.09, .21] 
-.08 

[-.23, .08] 
.00 

[-.15, .16] 
 

Mother, agency .03 
[-.12, .19] 

-.05 
[-.20, .11] 

.09 
[-.07, .24] 

.08 
[-.07, .23] 

.06 
[-.10, .21] 

.03 
[-.13, .18] 

       
Mother, communion -.03 

[-.18, .13] 
-.06 

[-.21, .10] 
.13 

[-.03, .28] 
.08 

[-.07, .23] 
-.01 

[-.16, .15] 
-.01 

[-.17, .14] 
 

Friend’s mother, positive -.03 
[-.18, .13] 

-.10 
[-.25, .06] 

.05 
[-.11, .20] 

-.01 
[-.16, .15] 

-.11 
[-.26, .04] 

-.13 
[-.28, .02] 

 
Friend’s mother, negative .06 

[-.10, .21] 
.08 

[-.08, .23] 
-.11 

[-.05, .26] 
-.02 

[-.17, .14] 
.13 

[-.02, .28] 
.13 

[-.02, .28] 
 

Friend’s mother, positive meaning .04 
[-.12, .20] 

-.05 
[-.20, .11] 

.06 
[-.10, .21] 

-.01 
[-.16, .15] 

-.10 
[-.26, .05] 

-.06 
[-.21, .10] 

 
Friend’s mother, negative meaning .04 

[-.12, .20] 
.14 

[-.02, .29] 
-.16 

[-.31, .00] 
.02 

[-.14, .18] 
.17 

[.01, .32] 
.18 

[.03, .33] 
 

Friend’s mother, redemption -.07 
[-.22, .09] 

-.01 
[-.17, .14] 

.00 
[-.16, .15] 

-.03 
[-.18, .13] 

.01 
[-.15, .16] 

-.01 
[-.16, .15] 

 
Friend’s mother, agency -.09 

[-.25, .07] 
-.03 

[-.19, .12] 
.03 

[-.13, .18] 
-.10 

[-.25, .06] 
-.03 

[-.18, .13] 
-.08 

[-.23, .08] 
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Friend’s mother, communion -.02 

[-.18, .14] 
.02 

[-.13, .18] 
.04 

[-.11, .20] 
-.04 

[-.19, .12] 
.01 

[-.15, .17] 
-.01 

[-.16, .15] 
 

* p < .005; ** p < .0005 

PA = Positive affect; NA = Negative affect; SWLS = Life satisfaction, WHO-5 = Well-being, CMDQ-dep = depressive symptoms; CMDW-

anx = Anxiety symptoms 
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Table 7 

Inter-correlations between Study 4 life stories [95% CI for Pearsons r] 

 
 

Life story characteristics 

 
 

Positive 
 

Negative 
 

Positive 
meaning 

Negative 
meaning 

Redemption 
 

Agency Communion 

Personal-vicarious for mothers 
 

.35** 
[.19, .50] 

.39** 
[.24, .53] 

.34** 
[.18, .49] 

.32** 
[.16, .47] 

.26* 
[.09, .41] 

.32** 
[.16, .47] 

.38** 
[.22, .52] 

 
Personal-vicarious for exes 
 

.14 
[-.04, .32] 

.20 
[.01, .37] 

.26 
[.08, .42] 

.29* 
[.11, .45] 

.16 
[-.03, .33] 

.19 
[.01, .36] 

.15 
[-.03, .33] 

 
Personal-personal for mother 
 

.19 
[-.03, .39] 

.10 
[-.11, .31] 

-.03 
[-.24, .19] 

.06 
[-.15, .27] 

.18 
[-.04, .38] 

.04 
[-.18, .25] 

.07 
[-.15, .28] 

 
Vicarious for mothers-personal 
for mother 
 

.35* 
[.15, .52] 

.22 
[.00, .41] 

.26 
[.05, .44] 

.27 
[.06, .46] 

.24 
[.03, .43] 

.32* 
[.11, .50] 

.30* 
[.10, .48] 

Vicarious for mothers-vicarious 
for exes 

.05 
[-.14, .23] 

.05 
[-.14, .23] 

.18 
[.00, .35] 

.22 
[.04, .39] 

.13 
[-.06, .30] 

.15 
[-.04, .32] 

.04 
[-.15, .22] 

* p < .005; ** p < .0005 
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Table 8 

Multiple regressions with characteristics of vicarious life stories for mothers as the outcome variable and characteristics of students’ and 

mothers’ personal life stories as predictor variables [95% CI for B] 

Variable Positive Negative Positive 
meaning 

Negative 
meaning 

Redemption Agency Communion 

        
Students’ personal β .30** 

[.12, .57] 
 

.37*** 
[.16, .54] 

.27* 
[.08, .60] 

.35** 
[.15, .54] 

.26* 
[.05, .48] 

.29** 
[.08, .44] 

.37*** 
[.19, .60] 

Mothers’ personal β .30** 
[.11, .52] 

 

.20 
[-.00, .38] 

.26* 
[.07, .55] 

.25* 
[.05, .41] 

.21 
[-.00, .43] 

.31** 
[.11, .48] 

.27** 
[.08, .52] 

F statistics 11.30*** 
 

9.45*** 6.39** 9.97*** 5.96** 9.45*** 11.49*** 

Adj. R2 .20 
 

.17 .11 .18 .11 .17 .20 

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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Table 9 

 Correlations between Study 4 subjective well-being and life story variables [95% CI for Pearsons r] 

 PA NA SWLS WHO-5 CMDQ-
dep 

CMDQ-
anx 

Personal, positive 
 

.34** 
[.17, .48] 

-.38** 
[-.52, -.21] 

.42** 
[.27, .56] 

.42** 
[.27, .56] 

-.30* 
[-.45, -.13] 

-.32** 
[-.27, -.15] 

 
Personal, negative -.26* 

[-.41, -.08] 
.37** 

[.20, .51] 
-.30* 

[.13, .45] 
-.32** 

[-.47, -.15] 
.24* 

[.07, .40] 
.28* 

[.11, .43] 
 

Personal, positive meaning .30* 
[.13, .45] 

-.27* 
[-.42, -.09] 

.46** 
[.30, .58] 

.33** 
[.16, .48] 

-.25* 
[-.41, -.07] 

-.24 
[-.39, -.06] 

 
Personal, negative meaning -.37** 

[-.51, -.21] 
.53** 

[.39, .65] 
-.45** 

[-.58, -.30] 
-.49** 

[-.62, -.35] 
.46** 

[.31, .59] 
.44** 

[.29, .57] 
 

Personal, redemption  .17 
[-.01, .33] 

-.17 
[-.34, .00] 

.18 
[.01, .35] 

.15 
[-.03, .32] 

-.14 
[-.30, .04] 

-.17 
[-.33, .01] 

 
Personal, agency .33** 

[.16, .47] 
-.31* 

[-.46, -.14] 
.34** 

[.17, .48] 
.34** 

[.18, .49] 
-.29* 

[-.44, -.12] 
-.29* 

[-.44, -.12] 
 

Personal, communion .29* 
[.12, .44] 

-.30* 
[-.45, -.14] 

.31** 
[.15, .46] 

.32** 
[.15, .47] 

-.22 
[-.38, -.05] 

-.26* 
[-.41, -.08] 

 
Vic. mother, positive .10 

[-.07, .27] 
-.25 

[-.41, -.08] 
.22 

[.05, .38] 
.29* 

[.12, .44] 
-.22 

[-.38, -.04] 
-.13 

[-.30, .04] 
 

Vic. mother, negative -.07 
[-.24, .10] 

.22 
[.04, .38] 

-.12 
[-.29, .06] 

-.25* 
[-.41, -.08] 

.26* 
[.08, .41] 

.14 
[-.03, .31] 
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Vic. mother, positive meaning .18 

[.01, .35] 
-.26* 

[-.42, -.09] 
.36** 

[.19, .50] 
.30* 

[.14, .46] 
-.26* 

[-.41, -.09] 
-.21 

[-.37, -.04] 
 

Vic. mother, negative meaning -.08 
[-.26, .09] 

.33** 
[.17, .48] 

-.18 
[-.34, .00] 

-.28* 
[-.43, -.11] 

.30* 
[.13, .45] 

.22 
[.05, .38] 

 
Vic. mother, redemption  .04 

[-.13, .22] 
-.10 

[-.27, .08] 
.04 

[-.14, .21] 
.11 

[-.07, .28] 
-.08 

[-.25, .10] 
-.17 

[-.34, .00] 
 

Vic. mother, agency .08 
[-.09, .25] 

-.15 
[-.32, .02] 

.11 
[-.06, .28] 

.19 
[.01, .35] 

-.14 
[-.30, .04] 

-.09 
[-.26, .08] 

 
Vic. mother, communion .08 

[-.09, .26] 
-.13 

[-.30, .05] 
.16 

[-.02, .33] 
.19 

[.01, .35] 
-.14 

[-.31, .04] 
-.10 

[-.27, .08] 
 

Vic. ex, positive .21 
[.03, .38] 

-.25 
[-.42, -.07] 

.06 
[-.13, .24] 

.22 
[.03, .39] 

-.12 
[-.30, .07] 

-.16 
[-.33, .02] 

 
Vic. ex, negative -.09 

[-.27, .10] 
.31* 

[.13, .47] 
.00 

[-.19, .18] 
-.13 

[-.31, .06] 
.17 

[-.02, .34] 
.19 

[-.01, .36] 
 

Vic. ex, positive meaning .08 
[-.11, .26] 

-.21 
[-.38, -.02] 

.05 
[-.13, .24] 

.11 
[-.07, .29] 

-.11 
[-.29, .07] 

-.18 
[-.35, .00] 

 
Vic. ex, negative meaning -.08 

[-.26, .10] 
.29* 

[.11, .45] 
.02 

[-.16, .21] 
-.11 

[-.28, .08] 
.20 

[.02, .37] 
.22 

[.04, .39] 
 

Vic. ex, redemption .01 
[-.18, .19] 

-.01 
[-.19, .18] 

.04 
[-.15, .22] 

.00 
[-.18, .19] 

.10 
[-.09, .28] 

.02 
[-.17, .20] 

 
Vic. ex, agency .09 

[-.10, .27] 
-.13 

[-.30, .06] 
-.03 

[-.22, .15] 
.08 

[-.11, .26] 
-.04 

[-.22, .15] 
-.07 

[-.25, .11] 
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Vic. ex, communion .06 

[-.12, .24] 
-.04 

[-.22, .15] 
-.17 

[-.34, .02] 
.02 

[-.16, .20] 
-.04 

[-.22, .15] 
-.08 

[-.26, .10] 
 

* p < .005; ** p < .0005 

PA = Positive affect; NA = Negative affect; SWLS = Life satisfaction, WHO-5 = Well-being, CMDQ-dep = depressive symptoms; CMDW-

anx = Anxiety symptoms 
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Table 10 
 
Hierarchical multiple regressions for Study 4 predicting well-being measures by personal chapters and vicarious chapters for mothers 

[95% CI for B] 

 
 
Step Predictor variable NA 

 
SWLS 

 
WHO-5 CMDQ-dep 

1 Personal, positive β -.17 
[-4.42, 1.18] 

.16 
[-1.30, 4.35] 

.32* 
[.17, 4.36] 

-.14 
[-2.56, .96] 

Personal, negative β -.11 
[-3.48, 1.54] 

.26 
[-.12, 4.85] 

.32* 
[.28, 4.03] 

-.31* 
[-3.26, -.11] 

Personal, positive meaning β -.02 
[-2.16, 1.78] 

.29** 
[.80, 4.68] 

.06 
[-1.06, 1.89] 

-.05 
[-1.54, .93] 

Personal, negative meaning β .49*** 
[2.92, 7.21] 

-.36** 
[-5.92, -1.68] 

-.46*** 
[-5.16, -1.93] 

.52*** 
[1.90, 4.61] 

Personal, agency β .04 
[-2.01, 2.77] 

.02 
[-2.13, 2.62] 

.03 
[-1.55, 2.03] 

-.11 
[-2.19, .82] 

Personal, communion β -.06 
[-3.30, 1.86] 

.11 
[-1.08, 4.20] 

.07 
[-1.22, 2.65] 

.01 
[-1.57, 1.66] 

F statistics 8.40*** 
 

9.47*** 8.95*** 6.63*** 

Adj. R2 .26 
 

.29 .28 .21 

2 Personal, positive β -.13 
[-4.22, 1.76] 

.12 
[-1.89, 4.07] 

.33* 
[.05, 4.56] 

-.21 
[-3.06, .68] 

Personal, negative β -.03 
[-3.18, 2.68] 

.14 
[-1.59, 4.18] 

.36* 
[.23, 4.66] 

-.41* 
[-4.05, -.40] 

Personal, positive meaning β -.00 
[-2.05, 2.01] 

.22* 
[.09, 4.07] 

.05 
[-1.20, 1.86] 

-.05 
[-1.55, .98] 
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Personal, negative meaning β .46*** 
[2.49, 6.88] 

-.38*** 
[-6.18, -1.85] 

-.46*** 
[-5.21, -1.90] 

.51*** 
[1.81, 4.58] 

Personal, agency β .06 
[-1.77, 3.03] 

.01 
[-2.25, 2.50] 

.03 
[-1.56, 2.05] 

-.09 
[-2.08, .92] 

Personal, communion β .00 
[-2.76, 2.76] 

.02 
[-2.55, 3.09] 

.03 
[-1.81, 2.36] 

.05 
[-1.33, 2.11] 

Vic mother, positive β -.02 
[-2.68, 2.26] 

-.09 
[-3.20, 1.67] 

-.05 
[-2.15, 1.57] 

.18 
[-.57, 2.51] 

Vic. mother, negative β -.10 
[-3.53, 1.69] 

.06 
[-2.01, 3.12] 

-.15 
[-3.00, .94] 

.24 
[-.24, 3.01] 

Vic. mother, positive meaning β -.10 
[-2.77, 1.16] 

.31* 
[.56, 4.41] 

.09 
[-.96, 2.00] 

-.11 
[-1.74, .71] 

Vic mother, negative meaning β .18 
[-.39, 3.81] 

.04 
[-1.65, 2.47] 

-.02 
[-1.71, 1.45] 

.07 
[-.92, 1.72] 

F statistics 5.76*** 
 

6.50*** 5.88*** 4.87*** 

Adj. R2 .28 
 

.31 .28 .24 

R change .04 
 

.04 .03 .05 

 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 

NA = Negative affect; SWLS = Life satisfaction, WHO-5 = Well-being, CMDQ-dep = depressive symptoms 

 

 



Notice: This is the author’s version of a work that was accepted for publication in Journal of Research in Personality. A definitive 
version was subsequently published in Journal of Research in Personality. DOI: 10.1016/j.jrp.2020.103991 

 

70 
 

 

Appendix A 

Instructions to identity life chapters in Studies 1-4 

”Please think about your/your mother’s/your friend’s mother’s/ex-boy/girlfriend’s or ex-friend’s 

past and identify up to five important chapters in your/her/his life story. A chapter in your/your 

mothers’/your friend’s mother’s/ex-boy/girlfriend’s or ex-friend’s life story refers to a period in 

your/her/his life. Please think about the entire course of your/her/his life up to today. For each of 

the five chapters, please write a title, describe the content, and answer the questions. Chapters 

need not have clear beginning or end. Feel free to include chapters that are parallel, that is, 

different chapters may refer to the same part in your/her/his life story. You can also include 

chapters that are ongoing (please mark “ongoing” below the chapter). There is no right or wrong 

way to identity important chapters in your/your mothers’/your friend’s mother’s/ex-

boy/girlfriend’s or ex-friend’s life – it is up to you which and how many chapters to include. 

Examples of chapters are “schooling”, “teenage years”, “single life”, “being a parent”. But it is 

entirely up to you which and how many chapters you include in your/her/his life story.” 

In study 4, the instructions was adapted instructions to emphasize narration of the chapter 

content by adding the following sentence adapted from McAdams’ (2008) Life Story Interview: 

“In your description please include what happened, where it took place, who else was a part of 

the chapter, what you did and your thoughts and emotions. Try to describe the meaning the 

chapter has had for your life story and what the chapter tells about who you are or were”. In 

addition, we omitted the examples of chapters (e.g. “schooling”), because they might prime 

participants to segment their life stories into chapters using a chronological strategy. 
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Appendix B 

Examples of mothers’ life story chapters 

Childhood-school: “My mother’s parents moved to south Denmark in 1920 after the reunion, my 

grandfather got a job there. My mother was born in 1921, there was an older sister and 7 years 

later another sister was born. They did not have much, but the parents had a certain status due to 

the father’s job. My grandmother was quite severe; my grandfather was milder. My sense is that 

my mother was closer to her father. Mother was the one of the three girls who was more 

extraverted. For example she went ice skating with the boys on the village pond. The family 

meant a lot, both the close family and the extended family. In a village close by, my mother’s 

aunt and uncle lived with their many children, they visited a lot. Every year, the family went on 

Christmas vacation with my grandmothers’ family after the Boxing day church ceremony […] 

My mother did well in school but I think she left school after 7th grade, more schooling was not 

even considered. My mother learned to play the piano and singing and music was a part of life in 

their home […]” (woman, 60 years) 

Hobby: “My mother grew up on a farm with 3 older brothers, where the one closest to her age is 

10 years older. So she was a planned afterthought, a wish from her parents to have a girl. As an 

early birthday present she was given a horse by her father, the horse had a foal. For my mother 

this was the start of a hobby that extended into her adult life, a hobby that gives her the 

possibility of being free, and being a part of the nature, that she loves so much. Later she gives 

up her hobby, much later, and I don’t understand why” (woman, 24 years) 
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