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a b s t r a c t

Age stereotypes as social role expectations for older adults were hypothesized to influence personality
development in later life for specific stereotype domain x personality trait combinations. N = 965
participants aged 50–60 from the Midlife Development in the U.S. (MIDUS) study provided ratings about
‘‘people in their late sixties” in four domains at T1 and completed a personality questionnaire at T1 and at
T2 ten years later. Personality at T2 was regressed on age stereotypes and personality at baseline. Age
stereotypes in the domains Family/Relationships and Wisdom were related to changes in both
Agreeableness and Extraversion over ten years. The findings provide tentative support for the role of
positive age stereotypes in personality development in older age.

� 2015 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Even though personality in adulthood, here defined by the Big
Five personality traits (Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Extraver-
sion, Neuroticism, Openness to Experience, e.g. McCrae & Costa,
2008), is characterized by considerable stability, there is also evi-
dence for change in personality traits even in mid- and later life
(e.g., Kandler, Kornadt, Hagemeyer, & Neyer, 2015; Roberts &
DelVecchio, 2000; Roberts, Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006; Specht,
Egloff, & Schmukle, 2011). It is assumed that besides physiological
maturation processes, personality changes throughout the entire
life span as a function of a person’s interaction with environmental
affordances and demands (i.e. plasticity principle), and that a driv-
ing force of this development is the investment in normative,
age-graded social roles, such as for example the work or parent
role (i.e. social investment principle, Roberts, Wood, & Smith,
2005). Furthermore, social roles are considered to entail a variety
of normative expectations with regard to certain behavior charac-
teristics (e.g. being conscientious in the workplace). Thus, behavior
that is in accordance with the social role is rewarded and rein-
forced (Roberts et al., 2005).

Evidence for the social investment principle in general has accu-
mulated (e.g. Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2007). A method to investigate
these principles is to measure personality around social role and
other developmental transitions (e.g. the start of one’s first job,
getting married, moving, etc.), and examine whether personality

changes as a function of the transition expectation and/or experi-
ence (cf. Hutteman, Hennecke, Orth, Reitz, & Specht, 2014). Some
studies have specifically looked at role transitions in mid- and later
life and mostly focused on the retirement transition as the most
salient social role change in this age group (Löckenhoff,
Terracciano, & Costa, 2009; Specht et al., 2011). For example, these
studies find that Conscientiousness decreases after the retirement
transition, indicating that social role changes have an influence
on older adults’ personality (Specht et al., 2011).

One central feature of social roles is that they can be conceptu-
alized as ‘‘parallel to expectations of a social clock” (Roberts et al.,
2005, p. 174), and thus parallel to societal expectations for behavior
and personal characteristics at a given age. This provides another
possibility to investigate age-graded social role expectations and
personality development in later life, namely by using age stereo-
types as proxy for expectations about the characteristics that are
inherent in the roles of older adults. Age stereotypes are mental
representations of older persons, their typical characteristics, (nor-
mative) behavior, changes, and life situations, and they exist in all
age groups (e.g. Kornadt & Rothermund, 2011). As people grow
older and age stereotypes become self-relevant, they become inter-
nalized into peoples selves, turn into self-fulfilling prophecies
(Stereotype embodiment; Levy, 2009, see for example Madon,
Jussim, & Eccles, 1997, for social psychological research on self-
fulfilling prophecies) and thus influence outcomes such as health
in older age (e.g. Levy, 2009). A central feature of age stereotypes
is their multidimensionality and domain-specificity, which have
received considerable attention in recent research (for an overview,
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see Kornadt & Rothermund, 2015). The predictive value of domain-
specific stereotypes has been shown in several studies that for
example link age stereotypes in the memory domain to memory
functioning, but not physical functioning and vice versa (e.g. Levy
& Leifheit-Limson, 2009).

Up to now, no study has directly related stereotypes of older
adults to aging persons’ personality development. One notable
study that delivers tentative evidence for the possible influence
of age stereotypic expectations as proxy for social role expectations
in adulthood comes from Wood and Roberts (2006). They showed
that the expectations people have for personality traits of grand-
parents (e.g. high agreeableness) matches actual patterns of per-
sonality development in older adulthood. However, this evidence
is limited to the grandparent role, and also rather indirect. The
authors compared patterns of expectations with developmental
patterns but did not directly look at associations of people’s
endorsement of stereotypes about older adults and their own
personality development.

The goal of this study was thus to test the influence of age
stereotypes as social role expectations for older adults on person-
ality development in a group of adults for whom these stereotypes
become relevant. Considering that age stereotypes are domain-
specific (Kornadt & Rothermund, 2011), this relationship should
not be universal. Instead, holding a specific age stereotype should
lead to personality trait development that is consistent with the
content of the stereotype in a domain- and trait specific way. To
the best of my knowledge, there is no research specific to the rela-
tion between personality traits and age stereotypes in the life
domains measured in this study. So in order to develop my
hypotheses, I (1) inspected the respective scales and matched them
by content, and (2) also considered previous research on the rela-
tion between personality and functional domains, i.e. studies relat-
ing personality with life transitions in a certain domain, or the
content of a specific life domain. As a result, I expected the follow-
ing pattern of (positive) relations: Age stereotypes in the domain
Work/Life should be related to Conscientiousness, since Conscien-
tiousness has long been related to transitions in and out of work life
(e.g. Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2007; Specht et al., 2011). Due to its
interpersonal nature, the domain Family/Relationships should be
related to Agreeableness and Extraversion (e.g. Neyer & Lehnart,
2007; Wiggins & Trapnell, 1996). Age stereotypes in the domain
Fitness/Energy should be related to changes in Openness and
Extraversion, reflecting the active and enterprising component
inherent in these traits (e.g. Courneya & Hellsten, 1998; Stephan,
2009). And since conceptualizations of wisdom incorporate for
example knowledge about the self, self-regulation, but also
tolerance and openness (e.g. Staudinger & Kunzmann, 2005),
stereotypes in Wisdom should be related to increases in Openness,
Agreeableness, and decreases in Neuroticism.

2. Method

2.1. Sample

I used data from the Midlife Development in the U.S. longitudi-
nal study (MIDUS I and II; Brim, Ryff, & Kessler, 2004). In 1995/96
(T1), a total of 7108 Americans aged 20–75 completed a phone
interview and 6325 of them also a self-administered questionnaire
that comprised the variables of interest for the present analysis.
Participants of MIDUS I were contacted again in 2004/2005 (T2),
and 4963 (69.8%) persons participated also in the second wave of
data collection. In order to answer my research question, I selected
a subsample from the overall MIDUS sample. In the first step, the
3929 participants that completed the self-administered question-
naire at both time points were selected. In the next step all
participants that were aged 50–60 at T1 (n = 965, Mage = 54.74,

SDage = 3.13) were selected.1 Over the course of the 10-year study
interval, those participants turned 60–70 and were thus close or
‘‘on their way” to the age of the targets for the stereotype ratings
(see below). This is important since for those persons, stereotypes
become more self-relevant and are thus more easily incorporated
into their selves (Levy, 2009). Furthermore, for this group of persons,
social role changes associated with older age are imminent and they
might thus invest in these roles (Roberts et al., 2005). And finally,
personality changes in older age have been reported especially for
people aged 50–65 (Roberts et al., 2006), making this a suitable per-
iod to detect influences on personality change. Of the selected partic-
ipants, 94% were white, 56% female, 73.3% married, 61.6% had at
least some college education, and 62.4% rated their health as some-
what or much better compared to most women/men their age.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Age stereotypes
Age stereotypes were assessed only at T1 via a scale named

‘‘Images of Life Change”. Participants had to rate howwell 13 adjec-
tives (e.g. energetic) and domains (e.g. marriage/close relationship)
described ‘‘people in their late 60ies (65–70 years old)” on a 10-
point scale ranging from 0 (not at all/worst) to 10 (very much/best).
Since to the best of my knowledge, no scale development for these
items has been reported previously, and the assumption that
stereotypes are multidimensional is well supported, an exploratory
principle axis factor analysis with Oblimin rotation was performed
on the total MIDUS sample that completed the age stereotype
questionnaire at T1 (analysis N = 5929). Three factors with an
Eigenvalue > 1were extracted, however, inspection of the scree plot
was ambiguous, and the items for the Family domain had consider-
able loadings on both the Wisdom and Work/Life factors. Therefore,
and due to the theoretical considerations described below, a four-
factor solution (with Eigenvalues of 5.23, 1.52, 1.07 and 0.74,
respectively) was selected that explained 65.83% of the variance
and yielded a simple structure and no cross loadings: Family/
Relationships (three items: contributions to others, marriage/close
relationship, relationship with their children), Fitness/Energy (three
items: willing to learn, energetic, physical health), Work/Life (three
items: work, finances, overall lives), and Wisdom (four items: calm,
caring, wise, knowledgeable). Thus the stereotype domains cover
the major developmental tasks for older adulthood that have been
recently proposed by Hutteman et al. (2014) as a frame for person-
ality development in older age (work, relationships/family, physical
changes), and the domain of Wisdom adds the additional facet of
personality growth in older age that was proposed by Staudinger
and Kunzmann (2005). To support the assumption of a four-factor
structure of the data, a confirmatory factor analysis was performed
on the sample aged 50–60 (N = 965) and the four-factor model with
correlated factors provided an acceptable fit to the data
(v2 = 216.39, df = 65, CFI = .96, rmsea = .06). Latent factors were
computed for each domain from the respective indicators.

2.2.2. Big Five personality traits
Big Five personality traits were assessed at T1 and T2 with the

Midlife Development Inventory adjective list (MIDI, Lachman &
Weaver, 1997). I used the items and factor structure that were
shown to have good measurement properties in all age groups by
Zimprich, Allemand, and Lachman (2012). The five factors were
thus assessed with 24 items: Conscientiousness (three items: orga-
nized, responsible, hardworking); Openness to experience (seven
items: creative, imaginative, intelligent, curious, broad-minded,

1 At T1, the number of participants aged 50–60 that completed the self-
administered questionnaire was N = 1407, so the number of participants at T2
represents a participation rate of 69% for eligible participants.
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