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CHAPTER 1

The Role of Theory
in Personality Research

Dan E McAdams
Jennifer L. Pals

Theory is at the heart of science. A common
misconception has it that scientists mainly
gather objective facts about the world. The
truth of the matter, though, is that scientists
traffic in theory, and shamelessly so. They for­
mulate theories to describe and explain their
interactions with the world, be those interac­
tions the 0 bservations of cancer cells or inter­
views of people with schizophrenia. Over and
over, scientists critically evaluate theories,
eventually refining their conceptions to better
reflect what they see, and sometimes throwing
out their theories altogether when the data sug­
gest that they are downright wrong. In the
broadest terms, scientific theories deeply influ­
ence how scientists approach their observa­
tions (data), and their observations (data) ulti­
mately come to influence the nature of the
theories that scientists construct. It is an intri­
cate dialectic: Observations lead to theories,
which lead to new observations, which change
theories, which result in yet newer observa-
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tions, and on and on. Ideally, the process is
open and progressive. The most secure theory
can, in principle, be shot down in a hurry when
new and repeated observations show it to be
flawed. Over the long haul, the ongoing dialec­
tic between observation and theory should lead
to greater understanding, or what is often
called "scientific progress."

The general process described above, how­
ever, plays itseJ£ out differently in different sci­
entific fields. Physicists, for example, display
different practices and adhere to different sci­
entific conventions than biologists. What
passes for theory in cultural anthropology may
strike an organic chemist as odd. The purpose
of this chapter is to consider some of the com­
lTIOn and peculiar ways in which scientific the­
ory relates to research in the particular sub­
discipline of personality psychology. Like all
scientists, personality psychologists have tradi­
tionally sought to develop the best possible the~

ories for making sense of their observations.
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4 DESIGNING A PERSONALny STUDY

And like all scientists, personality psychologists
have developed a wide array of methods for
observation and analysis to test hypotheses
drawn from those theories. Nonetheless, the
particular ways in which they have done these
things and the problems they have historically
faced are especially characteristic of the field
they have pursued (Caprara & Cervone, 2000i
Wiggins, 2003). Put differently, when it comes
to the role of theory in research, personality
psychology has its unique virtues and chal­
lenges.

In what follows, we first identify the charac­
teristic features of personality psychology and
consider the kinds of theories the field has his­
torically offered. We next argue that a main
function of these personality theories is to pro­
pose scientific constructs that help to describe
and explain psychological individuality. Ac­
cordingly, the validation of constructs lS a cen­
tral task for personality research. The many
different constructs that personality psycholo­
gists have examined may be grouped into three
broad levels or domains-(l) dispositional
traits, (2) characteristic adaptations, and (3) in­
tegrative life stories. In three successi ve sections
of the chapter, we focus on one particular con­
struct from each of these three levels. We exam­
ine the original theory behind the construct, the
development of research methods to operation­
alize the construct, and important theoretical
and empirical issues that have arisen as the
construct has evolved over time. We end the
chapter by considering the ways in which dif­
ferent theoretical constructs and the research
progtams they inspire each apptoach the study
of psychological individuality in a different
way, asking different questions and finding an­
swers in different kinds of causal arguments.
Although some might look with dismay upon
the theoretical and empirical diversity in per­
sonality psychology today, we see it as a sign of
a vibrant and dynamic science.

Personality Psychology
and Personality Theory

What is personality psychology? In the field's
first authoritative textbook, Allport (1937)
considered 49 different definitions of the term
personality before he settled on one he liked.
Since then, many other definitions have been
offered. Rather than propose our own, we pre­
fer to consider what it is that personality psy-

chologists do. What makes the work of person­
ality psychologists different from what other
psychologists do? A survey of conceptual
trends in the history of personality psychology
suggests that the field has traditionally distin­
guished itself from other branches of psychol­
ogy with respect ro three different emphases:
individual differences, motivation, and holism
(McAdams, 1997).

First and probably most important, person­
ality psychologists have always prioritized indi­
vidual differences between people. Whether
considering Freud's oral and anal types,
Eysenck's traits of extraversion and neuroti­
cism, or the self-report scales that make up the
California Psychological Inventory (CPI;
Gough, 1987), variability in human responding
has traditionally captured the imagination of
personality psychologists. To paraphrase a Ca­
nonical passage in the history of personality
psychology, every person is (1) like all other
persons, (2) like some other persons, and (3)
like no other person (Kluckhohn & Murray,
1953, p. 53). If the first panel in this famons
triptych applies to common features of human
nature, numbers 2 and 3 speak to what makes
people different from each other-in particular
those dimensions that make for recurrent and
consistent differences between people. Begin­
ning with Bernreuter's (1931) mulritrait inven­
tory, personality psychologists have designed
hundteds of paper-and-pencil measures to as­
sess individual differences on such dimensions
as dominance, self-sufficiency, sociability, and
neuroticism. The conceptual emphasis on in­
herent variations among persons and the devel­
opment of instruments to assess these consis­
tent variations have traditionally rendered the
correlational method an especially suitable re­
search strategy for studies focused on individ­
ual differences. In the correlational method,
presumably stable and consistent individual
differences in basic dimensions of personality
can be related to corresponding variations in
important behavioral outcomes.

A second traditional emphasis LS motivation.
More than most other fields in the social sci­
ences, personality psychology concerns itself
with the internal engines of human behavior
and experience. This orientation is evident even
in textbooks written before Allport (1937): "It
is surely in the springs of human action, if any­
where, where the key to the problem of person­
ality is to be found" (Garnett, 1928, p. 14).
From Freud's drives to Murray's needs to Rog-
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The Role of Theory in Personality Research 5

ers's self-actualizing tendencies, most influen­
tial personality theories have tried ro identify
the internal factors that energize and give direc­
tion to human behavior. Motivational ap­
proaches focus on the dynamics of action, the
forces that move people to do what they do­
be those forces biological drives, evolved brain
modules, cognitive schemas, or emotional
scripts. Personality psychologists interested in
human motivation have often shown a research
preference for the experimental method. Moti­
vational states may be readily aroused or acti­
vated under controlled laboratory conditions,
and their effects on important dependent mea­
sures may be observed (see, e.g., Atkinson &
Birch, 1978). Of course, experiments have been
used in all branches of empirical psychology,
and personality psychologists of many differ­
ent stripes have employed the experimental
method. But controlled laboratory experiments
have traditionally been a favorite methodologi­
cal choice for personality researchers who ex­
amine the internal forces responsible for ener­
gizing and directing human behavior.

Third, personality psychologists have long
claimed that, unlike most other kinds of psy­
chologists, they focus their attention on the
whole person. The conceptual implications of
this claim are at least twofold. First, personal­
ity psychologists have long sought to encom­
pass a broad range of factors operating at
many different levels in an effort to do justice
to the complexity of the single individual's life.
Second, many personality theories have shown
a fondness for integrative concepts, terms like
Allport's proprium and Erikson's ego identity,
designed to explain how whole persons them-

selves find or construct wholeness, how their
very lives suggest some degree of unity, pur­
pose, and integration. Stern (1924) argued that
a person is a multiform dynamic unity. Murray
(1938) believed that many lives exhibit a unity
thema. More recently, Deci and Ryan (1991)
have described organismic needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness---each of which
serves an integrative function while expressing
an authentic wholeness of self. These concep­
tual commitments to holism and integration
have opened the methodological door to case
studies of individual lives (Runyan, 1982).
Correlational and experimental studies typify
nomothetic research in personality psychol­
ogy-that is, research examining propositions
that apply to persons at large, or to some iden­
tifiable group of persons. In contrast, case stud­
ies typify idiographic research-the study of
one particular person. It is only through the in­
tensive examination of the single case, some
have argued, that the holistic and integrative
nature of personality can be fully seen and ap­
preciated (Nasby & Read, 1997; Schultz,
2005).

As summarized in Table 1.1, personality psy­
chologists develop theories and conduct re­
search on individual differences, human moti­
vation, and the whole person. Personality
psychologists study those broad and socially
consequential features of a person's psychologi­
cal makeup that account for his or her individ­
uality. In that human beings are goal-directed
organisms, furthermore, it is impossible to ar­
ticulate such an accounting without paying
careful attention to motivatiou. In a nutshell,
personality psychologists focus their attention

TABLE 1.1. Three Traditional Emphases in Personality Theory and Research

Emphasis

Individual
differences

Motivation

Holism

Questions

How are persons different from
each other? What is the structure of
human individuality?

Why do persons do what they do?
What do persons want? What
energizes and directs the person's
behavior? What are rhe dynamics of
human action?

How do we understand the whole
person? What does a person's life
mean? What integrates a life?

Traditional concepts

Temperament, traits, types

Instincts, needs, values, goals,
conflicts, complexes, defenses, self­
actualizing tendencies

Ego, self, proprium, style of life,
unity thema, identity, life structure

Method
preferred

Correlational
studies

Laboratory
experiments

Case studies
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6 DESIGNING A PERSONALITY STUDY

on the agential (goal-directed) individuality of
t,uhD!t> persons. They seek ultimately to make
sense of individual persons as integrated and
intentional agents li-ving in a complex social
world (Caprara & Cervone, 2000). Accord­
ingly, personality theories address intri~uing

questions :1hont the most socially consequen­
tial features of psychological individuality,
questions like these: \X'hat makes individual
persons different from each other? Why does
this particular person do what he does (as op­
posed to doing something else). or live the way
she ]ivts las opposed to living some other
way)? Psychologically speaking, what is this in­
dividual person-and any individual pc::rson­
fundamentally about?

In the first half of the 20th century, personal­
ity psychologists formulated a large number of
gr~nd theories designed to describe and explain
the agential individuality of whole person.s
(Hall & Lindzey, 1957). Freud, lung, Adler,
Allport) MurraYI Allgyal, Goldstein, Murphy,
Horney, fromm, Erikson, Sullivan, Ro~ers,

Maslow, Kelly, and a few others drew widely
from case studies, clinical experience, philoso­
phy and literature, common sense, and their
own personal stories to develop all-purpose
personality theories. More influencf:d by the
conventions of laboratory science, MdIer and
Dollard, Rotter, Cattell, and Eysenck devel­
oped grand theories whose inspirations came
largely from existing research findings and/or
the general tenets of rnidcenwry behaviorism.

Following World War II, personality re­
searchers began to encounter important limita­
tion .. in the grand theories developed only a
few years before. For one, many of the state­
ments articulated by Freud, lung, and a num­
ber of other theorists proved too general or too
ambiguous for empiric:tl tests. How do you
measure Freud's Oedipus complex? How do
you evaluate the Jungian claim that all persons
share a collectjve unconscious? In other
instances, researchers found ways to test
specific hypotheses derived from these theo­
ries, and the hypothe~es recei ved little support
(Mendelsohn, 1993; Robios l Gosling, & Craik,
1999). Nonetheless, the grand theories helped
to generate and sustain distincrive research
programs, identified With particular personal·
ity rest:archers, their students, a nd their labora­
tories. For example, Murray's (1938) peIsonol­
ogical theory gave birth to McClell and's (19611
and \'('inter's (1973) more focused research
programs for studying achievement and power

motivation.. which ultimately came to influence
research on personal strivings, eoals, and pro­
jects (see, e.g., Emmons, 1986~ Little, 1999).

The theories developed by personality psy­
chologists in the past 30 years are more focused
on circumscribed domains of human individu­
ality and much more closely tied to systematic
empirical observation than were most of the
classic grand theories. Among the many exam­
ples of influential midlevel theories in personal­
ity psychology today are attachmem theory
(Bowlby, 1969; Fraley, 2002), :socioanalytic
theory (Hogan. 1982), self-determination the­
ory (Dec! & Ryan, 1991), "Various theories of
self-regulation (e.g., Carver & Scheier, 1981),
cognitive-affective systems theory (Mischel &
Shoda, 1995), Loevinger's (1976) theory of ego
development l Block's (1981) theory of ego con­
trol and resiliency, Tomkins's (1979) script the­
ory, the life story model of identity (McAdams,
1985, 2001), and {despite its name} the .Big
Five trait taxonomy (Goldberg, 1993; McCrae
& Costa, 1997). Although many of these theo­
ries offer relativdy broad perspectives on hu­
man individuality, they tend not make the
sweeping .and untestable claims that were so
common in the grand personality theories from
the first half of the 20th century. Some contem­
porary observers lament the field's inability to
merge these many new theorie~ into one
megathcory of everything. Yet many scholars
have argued that science is often best served by
a proliferation of many different theories, some
competing with others, operating at. different
levels of analysis and seeking to explain some­
what different aspects of rt'allty (Lakatos,
1970; Leary, 200S).

Formulating Constructs

A cent.ral function of per~onality theories is to
propose me::lsurahle features of individual vari­
ation. These features are often called constructs
(Wiggins, 1973), and the effort expended in de­
veloping appropriate measures for these fea­
tures and exploring the meaIJings of these mea­
sures in research is essentially the process of
construd LJalidation (Cronbach & Meehl,
1955; Loevinger, 1957; Ozer, 1999). Con­
stIners are convenienr fictions rha[ help us to

describe and explain what cannot be directly
assesseJ. Nobody has ever seen, heard,
smelled, touched, or tasted rhe constructs of
t'"xtraversiou or the need for achievement. In-
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The Role of Theory in Personality Research 7

stead) influential communities of like-minded
behavioral scientists have essentially agreed to
talk about psychological individuality in rerms
of constructs such as extraversion dnd rhe need
for achievement. Even though constructs are
socially consensual fictions, some constructs
turn out to be extraordinarily useful in describ­
ing and explaining reality. And some do not.
Rorer (1990) articulates a widely shared under­
standing of personality constructs:

I believe that one can reasonably argue for an on­
tological realism while holding a pragmatic
constructivist epistemology. Given this view, con­
structs are admittedly construcred, bur reality,
which we canuot know directly, places limirs on
the extent to which differem constructions will
work. Those that work, we keep. With respect to
psychological constructs in particular, there are
probably fluny rhat will work to varying degrees.
(p.713)

Research suggests that many personality
constructs do work to varying degrees, and
some better than others. Those that appear to
work best are usually the ones that have gener­
ated the greatest amoum of research activity.
As more and more empirical studies are con­
ducted on a given construct, the corpus of sci­
entific findings builds up and the scientific
community's understanding of the construct is

further articulated. The construcr becomes em­
bedded in what Cronbach and Meehl (1955)
called a nomological network of research find­
ings. The overall usefulness and validity of the
construct itself1 rherefore, is a function of the
richness and extensiveness of the nomological
network. The nomological network tells the
scientific community "what we now kuow"
about the construct, with the caveat that
knowledge in science (and especially in person­
ality psychology) is always provisional. In prin­
ciple, each new study on the construct makes a
small contribution to what we know, offers a
further extension of or connection within the
nomological network. In this way, the nomo­
logical network (what we know) is always de­
veloping.

There currently exists no broad theory or
conceptual system that elegantly integrates all
of the useful and valid personality constructs
formulated by personality theorists and te­
searchers. But most of the constructs can be
provisionally arranged according to three
broad conceptual domains Or levels (Hooker &
McAdams, 2003; McAdams, 1995, 2006a;
McAdams & Pals, 2006; Sheldon, 2004). As
shown in Table 1.2, level 1 encompasses
dispositional traits, such as those organized
within the popular Big Five framework.
Dispositional traits account for broad individ-

TABLE 1.2. Three Levels of Personality Constructs

Level

Dispositional
tmits

Characteristic
adaptarjons

Life stories

Definition

Broad dimensions of psychological
individuality rhar describe assumedly internal,
stable, and global individual differences in
behavior, rhought, and feeliug. Trairs account
for consistency in individual funcrioning
across different situations and over time.

More particular features of psychological
individuality that descrihe personal
adaptations to motivation"d, social-cognitive,
and developmental challenges and tasks.
Characteristic adaptations are usually
comexwaJized in time, place) situation,
or social role.

Internalized and evolving narratives of the self
that people construct to imegrate the' past,
present, and future :md provide life witn
some sense of unity, purpose, and meaning.
Life stories address the problems of identity
and integration in personality-problems
especially Lharacteristic of modern adulthood.

The Big Five
Cattell's (1943) IS personality traits
Gough's (1987) folk concepts (the CPI)
Ego resiliency and ego control

Motives, goals) and projecrs
Values and beliefs
Cognitive schemas and styles
Ego and psychosocial stages
Relational modes and styles
Identiry statuses
Coping strategies, defense mechanisms

Self-defining memories
Nuclear scripts
Recurrent life narrative themes: agency

and communion
The redemptive self
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8 DESIGNING A PERSONAUTY STUDY

ual differences in behavioral trends across situ­
ations and over time. Typically assessed via
self-report qllf'5tionnaires, traits sketch an out­
line of psychological individuality. Level 1
brings together a wide assortment of character­
istic adaptations, such as motives, goals, inter­
ests, valnes, strategies, and de\'elopmental
tasks. Contextualized in time, place, or social
role, ch:.uacteristic adaptations address what
people want in life and how they go about get­
ting what they want, and avoiding what they
do not want, during particular developmental
periods, in particular situations aud contexts,
and with respect to particular social roles.
ChJr;lcteristic adaptations fill in many of the
details of psychological individuality. Level 3
encompasses the individual's integrative life
story. The life story consists of the person's in­
ternalized and evolving self-narrative(s), serv­
ing to reconstruct the past and imagine the fu­
ture in such a way as to provide life with
meaning) unity, and purpose. Life stories speak
directly to what a whole life, situated in time
and society, means and how the person believes
that meaning has changed over time.

Personality constructs at each of the three
levels in Table 1.2 have attracted active and
vigorous research programs in personality psy­
chology over the past few decades. In what fol­
lows, we examine how one particular construct
at each of these three levels has been formu­
lated, measured, and validated, with an empha­
sis on the research methods employed.

Dispositional naits:
The Case of Extraversion

The most extensively validated construct in all
of personality psychology is probably extraver­
sion. The classic example of a broad dispo­
sitional trait, extraversion refers to how outgo­
ing, sociable, spontaneous, and energetic a
person generally is, with individuals low on
extraversion (that is, high on introversion) seen
as generally withdrawn, retiring, quiet, and de­
liberate. Folk conceptlons of extraversion can
be traced back at least as far as Galen's (200
C.E.) ancient typology of the four tempera­
ments (sanguine and choleric individuals were
relatively extraverted; phlegmatic and melan­
cholic persons were relatively introverted). In
modern times, such pioneers in psychological
science as Wundt, Pavlov, Heymans, Spearman,
Guilford, and Cattell all studied the extraver-

sion-introversion dimension in one way or
another, and Jung popularized the distinction
between extraverred and introverted types in
his clinical writings. The one personality psy­
chologist, however, who is most responsible for
turning extraversion imo a valid scientific con­
struct is Hans J. Eysenck (1947, 1967, 1973).

Eysenck began with i:l clear and simple theory
of extraversion drawn from folk wisdom and the
results of a small bouy of previous research. He
conceived of the trait as a general, bipolar, and
linear continuum UIl which each person may be
positioned, with the end points saved for chose
relatively pure or extreme types- the most
extraverted or most introverted people of all.
How might this individual difference be mea­
sured? Eysenck followed what may be caBed a
commonsense lheory oftrait manifestation. Ac­
cording to this well-accepted view, people know
themselves well enuugh to produce accurate self­
reports regarding the ways in which they are
similar to and uifferent from other people. There
(s nothing deep, dark, or disguised about extra­
version, Eysem..:k reasoned. Its manifestations
should be readily observed in social behavior.
Therefore, individual differences in extraversion
should emerge clearly when people are asked to
observe lhemselves.

Hogan (1976, 1987) distinguishes between
personality from the standpoint of the ob~prvf.r

(Personalichkeit) and personality from the
standpuint of the actor \Personalitiat). Di~pCl­

sltiQnal traits~ like extraversion, are framed
mainly in terms of the former, as dimension~ of
a person's social reputation in the eyes of others
(observers). In se1freport questionnaire~, like
those Eysenclc developed to assess extraver­
sion, individuals implicitly adopt the stand­
point of observer vis-a.-vis their own individu­
ality. Their target of observation i~ the self.
They evaluate each item with reference to the
target, implicitly comparing themsf'lves to oth­
ers they know (or imagine) in order to come up
with an accurate response. The test asks, "Do
you enjoy yourself at lively parties?" Making a
quick self-observation, I say, "Well, sometimes
but not usually, not as much as many people I
know." I answer "no." The test demands,
'"'Rate yourself on a 1-7 scale with respect to
how energetic you are." I think: "More than
most people I know (and observe), certainly
morc than most people my age, though not as
energetic as my wife." I answer "6."

Critics of trait theory love to poke fun at the
items on trait inventories. For those dichoto-
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The Role of Theory in Personality Research 9

mous response formats wherein one is asked to
answer either "yes" or "no" to each item, crit­
ics argue that an accurare answer would most
surely be something like "sometimes" or "it de­
pends" or even "what a dumb question this
is!" However. most people have little trouble
responding. In taking the commonsense role of
self-observer, they realize that each item is ask­
ing about a simplified generality, a broad trend
(Funder, 1995). They realize it is okay to ignore
the specifics ("it depends on who is at the
party") and the exceptions ("I really did enjoy
myself one time at a lively party"). They know
that they could rate other people they know on
these same kinds of items, so why not rate the
self? After all, the logic goes~ the most accurate
observer of the self is probably the self, given
all the opportunities the self has had to observe
what it usually does, how it usually thinks,
what it usually feels.

Working from the premise that people are
able to report accurately on their own traits,
Eysenck followed well-accepted psychometric
conventions in designing and validating trait
questionnaires. The first step is to generate
items that cover the substantive content of the
trait domain (Jackson, 1971; Loevinger, 1957).
Each item on the trait scale covers a small piece
of what theory suggests is the content domain
for the trait. When they are taken together,
however, the items converge on the construct
from a multitude of angles. The many items are
then administered to large samples of respon­
dents. Responses are factor analyzed and sub­
jected to other statistical procedures in order co
refine the scale and determine its structural fea­
tures. In the process, some items are dropped
and new ones added. In Eysenck's case, the re­
sults of these procedures showed that scales
measuring extraversion yielded two related fac­
tors: sociability and impulsivity. Eysenck came
to view these as the two faces of extaversion.
Factor analyses of larger item pools led
Eysenck to conclude further that extraversion
and 1ZeurotiC£sm are two broad and indepen­
dent dimensions of personaJjry, a conclusion
that was originally suggested by Spearman
(1927). In recent years, the Big Five trait taxon­
omy has appropriated versions of these as the
first two dimensions in its five-factor scheme.

Once items have been generated and the
structural fearures of the scale identified, re­
searchers then look for evidence of the scale's
predictive power. Drawing from theory, re­
searchers deduce hypotheses and then test them

in experiments and correlational studies. The
results of these studies come to comprise the
nomological network for the consrfuct. Con­
struct validation largely depends on the extent
to which studies are able to document empiri­
cal association between the construct and ex­
ternal criteria (Loevinger, 1957; Wiggins,
1973). Ozer (1999) spells out the logic of this
step:

Construct validity arguments must have a hard
criterion core. AldlOugh there will rarely, if ever,
be a single unequivocal external criterion for test
validation purposes, there will nearly always exist
a set of externLll nriables, be they behavioral out­
comes, group memberships, age changes, or as­
sessment results using quite different sources of
data (e.g., relation of a self-report scale to ob­
server ratings), that collectively constitute a set of
appropriate criteria. (p. 681)

Beginning with Eysenck, researchers have
published hundreds of studies documenting as­
sociations between extraversion and a wide
range of cognitive~ emotional, and social vari­
ables. For example, extraverts talk more and
sooner in a variety of social interactions than
do introverts; they engage in more eye contact;
they enjoy larger friendship networks and more
social support; they seek out social activities
for leisure time pursuits; they do more gam­
bling; they engage in more sexual activity; and
they are more likely to reside in households
wirh other people rather than to be living
alone. In the occupational realm, extraverts are
more drawn to and tend to excel in jobs that in­
volve dealing directly with other people, such
as sales, marketing, personnel work, and teach­
ing. By contrast, individuals scoring lower in
extraversion (toward the introversion pole)
tend to prefer jobs and professions in which
they are more likely to work alone or in which
social interaction is less sustained and intense,
sharing interests with artists, mathematicians,
engineers, researchers, and the like.

A significant body of research has found that
extraversion is positively associated with re­
ports of feeliug good about life. In other words,
extraverts report greater levels of positive emo­
tion in everyday life than do introverts. This is
most strongly shown when extraversion scale
scores are correlated with reports of mood and
affect aggregated across situations and over
time (see, e.g., Emmons & Diener, 1986).
Extraversion is consistently and positively as­
sociated with measures of snbjective well-
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10 DESIGNING A PERSONA LTTY STUDY

being. Typically, subjective weB-being includes
assessments of both positive and negative af­
fect. Extraversion tends to predict positive
emotions, but tends to be unrelated to negative
emotions. (In contrast, the trait of neuroticism
tends to predict individual differences in nega­
tive emotional states, but not positive emo­
tions.) The empirical associations between
extraversion and positive emotionality have
proven to be so strong ~nd consistent that some
researchers now argue that extraversion is not
so much about social intetaction but is funda­
mentally instead a tendency to experience po~i­

tive affect, or a tendency to approach situations
that offer opportunities [or experiencing posi­
tive affect (WaLsoIl & Clark, 1997). Although
other researchers take issue with this line of
reasoning, it is clear that the meaning of extra­
version as a personality construct has \.:hanged
since the time when Eysenck began his work.
Over the past 50 years, the notion of impulsivi­
ty has migrated to the periphery of the broad
extraversion construct (indeed j some concep­
tions see impulsivity to be part of [low] consci­
entiousness) whereas positive affectivity and
energy level have tended to move more to the
center. Thic; kind of development [s a common
pattern in personality psychology, suggesting
that as new findings come in, the theory behind
a construct may change. Over time, a constrllct
comes to be definrd and understood primarily
in terms of the evolving nomological network
within whii..:h it is embedded.

Beginning with Eysenck, research on extra­
version was strongly influenced by the behav­
iorist theories of learning and conditioning so
popular among empirical psychologists in the
J930s, 19405, and 195Os. Eysenck helieved
that Pavlov's description of the weak nerllOUS

system in dogs characterized the nature of the
central nervous system for individuals low in
extraversion (introverts). Dogs with weak ner­
vous systems experienced a higher stare of rest­
ing arous~ lj rendering them more readily
conditionable in Pavlov's dassical conditioning
experiments. Midcentury behaviorists, such as
Hull (1943), argued that higher aTOllS;)), or
drive, enhanced the acquisition of stimulus­
response (S-R) associations. Such dogs, fut­
rhermore, coulJ tolerate only modest increases
in stimulus arousal before S-R connections be­
gan to break down and they began to withdraw
from the stimulatjon (what Pavlov called lhe
threshold of transmarginal inhibition). Dogs
with strong nervous systems, by contrast, re-

quired more stimulus trials or more potent
stimuli to make classical conditioning happen.
In their cases, lower drive levels retarded the
acquisition of S-R connections. ]n addition,
they could tOlerate greater levels of stimula­
tion increase before they reached the point
of transmarginal inhibition. Correspondingly,
Eysenck figured that extraverts experienced
less resting-state arousal and therefore required
stronger stimulation for conditioning. Labora­
tory experiments involving the classical condi­
tioning of eyeblink responses in introverts and
extraverts provided some initial support for
Eysenck's view.

Eysenck eventually expanded his conception
of extraversion to ~mggest a cortical explana­
tion for differences in arousal levels between
introverts and extraverts. He suggested that the
brain's ascending reticular activating system
(ARAS)-a network of nerve fibers ascending
from the spinal cord to the thalamus and as­
sumed to govern alLenLion and general arousal
levels-is responsible for the differences. For
introverts, the ARAS is dispositionally set at a
telatively high level. ~10re aroused to hegin
with, introverts are morc sensitive to any kind
of stimulation. They can tolerate only relatively
small increases in arousal (think: relatively lit­
tle social stimulation) before they reach an op­
timal level of arousal. Once they reach that
level, they arc likely to engage in withdrawal
behaviors to reduce arousal. In contrast, the
extravert is endowed with an ARAS that is
dispositionally set at a relatively low level. Less
aroused to begin with, the exrraverr needs con­
siderably more stimulation than does the intro­
vert in order to reach a level of optimal arousaL
The extravert is stimulus hungty-on the look­
out for opportunities for social stimulation.

Eysenck's theory of cortical arousal pro­
duced many interesting hyporheses, which led
to hundreds of experiments. Among the IIlosl

famous were studies done with what Eysenck
called the lemon drop test. Based on the general
hypothesis that introverts should react more
strongly to small increments in stimulation as
compared with extraverts, Eysenck predicted
that drops of lemon juice on the tongue should
elicit greater salivation (a stronger response)
for introverts th~n extraverts. Amazingly,
Eysenck (1973) obtained a correlation of -:71
between amount of salivation produced and
5clf-rcport extraversion scores in on~ study I,N
= 100). The finding has been replicated in sub­
sequent studies, though with less statistical
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The Role of Theory in Personality Research 11

magnitude. Other studies with different condi
tions and stimuli provide some support for the
overall idea that introverts are more physiolog­
ically reactive to stimulation at low-to­
moderate levels of arousal. Support has also
been garnered for the general prediction rhat
extraverts seek out higher levels of stimulation
as compared with introverts. However, studies
have not provided support for the basic idea
that introverts and extraverts differ in resting­
state arousal to begin with. Fllrthermore, many
researchers tOda yare skeptical about the via­
hility of the concept of general cortical arousal,
pointing oul that while one region of the brain
may appear underaroused, other regions may
be hi~hly aroused at the same rime (Geen,
1997).

As researchers have developed more sophis­
ticated meLiIOJologies for studying brain activ­
ity, recent efforts to articulate a brain-based ex­
planation for extraversion have shifted from
Eysenck's arousal theory to the conception of a
behavioral approach system (BAS). As a func­
tional system of the brain, the BAS is hypothe­
sized to govern positive approach behaviors in
response to incentives. Important components
of the BAS may be dopamine pathways and
electrical activity in the left anterior portion of
the brain. A small but growing body of re­
search evidence links dopaminergic activity
(Depue1 Luciana, Arbisi, Collins, & Leon,
1994) and frontal-left brain activity (Davidson,
1992; Sutton & Davidson, 1997) to positive af­
fect aud approach behavior in some animals
and humans. It has been proposed that individ­
uals with a relatively strong BAS, being more
sensitive and responsive to positi\re incentives
for reward, may be more likely to be highly
extraverted (and/or hIghly impulsive). Scien­
tists have yet to flesh out an articulated picture
of the BAS or to offer compelling evidence link­
ing the BAS to extraversion directly. Nonethe­
less, this line of investigation may offer promis­
ing leads for future research on the biological
origins of extraversion.

In sum, Eysenck formulated a dear descrip­
tive theory of extraversion and developed mea­
sures of the construct based on a commonsense
conception of tr3it assessment. Strongly influ­
enced by one hrand of midcentury behavior­
ism, Eysenck eventually expanded his theory of
extraversion to encompass psychophysio­
logical features. This second theoretical move
led to hundreds of stlldies conducted by mnny
different scientists and helped to establish a

strong research lradition in personality psy­
chology dedicated to exploring the cortical
underpinnings of basic personality traits. As
findings accrued over many years, the meaning
of extraversion changed substantially and in
ways that Eysenck may I10l have predicted. The
history of the construct, therefore, shows how
a strong initial theory can shape research meth­
odology and design, but also how the findings
of research often feed back to reshape the the­
ory, which in turn stimulates new research.

Characteristic Adaptations:
Loevinger's Stages
of Ego Development

There exists a large and varied collection of
personality constructs whose theoretical under­
pinnings resist their being viewed as broad, sta­
hle~ linear, decontextualized, and noncontin­
gent dimensions of human individuality
accounting for cross-situational consistencies
in behavior, feeling, and thought. Following
Costa and McCrae (1994), we use the term
characteristic adaptations for these important
motivational, social-cognitive, and develop­
mental concepts.

The key factor that keeps us from categoriz­
ing a number of concepts in personality psy­
chology as dispositional traits is context. Con­
text may refer to situation, domain, or role. For
example, personality psychologists often pro­
pose constructs that are meant to apply only to
particular settings in a person's life, rather than
to broad consistencie~ across many settings
(Cervone & Shoda, 1999; Mischel & Shoda,
1995). A person may be dominant only in the
presence of family members or when interact­
ing with children, or anxious only in the pres­
ence of people who remind him of his father or
in the presence of snakes (Thorne, 1989).
Characteristic adaptations may spell our a pat­
tern of consistent individuality that manifests
itself only within a particular social role-the
authoritarian father, the bleeding-hea rt liberal
(MacDermid, Franz, & De Reus, 1998). Many
other characteristic adaptations are contex­
tualized in time. Motivational concepts like
goals (Roberts & Robins, 2000), strivings
(Emmons, 1986), and personal projects (Little)
1999) are contextualized in time, for they all
spell out how a person is currelltly orienting his
or her life for the future. A developmental task
or stage-for example, Marcia's ('1980) idell-
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12 DESIGNING A PERSONALITY STUDY

tity status-qualifies in the same way. A young
adult may be in lhe moratorium status during a
particular period in his or her life. During that
time period, identity moratorium is a key as­
peLt of his or her personality rna keup. A decade
later, however, the developmental issues of
identity may no longer be relevant for constru­
ing the same person's psychological individual­
ity.

One of the most influential developmental
constructs in personality psychology is Jane
Loevinger's (1976, 1979, 1983, 1987\ ego de­
velopment. Drawing from theoretical tradi·
tions in cognitive-developmental psychology
(see, e.g., Kohlberg, 1969) and interpersonal
psychodynamic psychology (Sullivan, 1953),
Loevinger conceived of ego development as the
sequence of changes that plays itself out in lht:
way people make sense of themselves and the
world over the human life course. The ego is
one's overall interpretive frame and existential
stance vis-a-vis the world at any given point in
developmental time (Westenberg, Blasi, &
Cohn, 1998). The interpretive frame encom­
passes many content domains. Loevinger
(1976, p. 26) wrote that "what changes during
the course of ego development is a comple.xly
interwoven fabric of impulse control, charac­
ter, interpersonal relations, and cognitive com­
plexily, among other things."

Loevinger's full conception of ego develop­
ment came many years after she began re1iearch
on the construct. Equipped with only vague ex­
pectations regarding how people's sense of
themselves and the world mig.ht change over
time, Loevinger looked for a research method
that might tap directly into sense making. She
rejected the kind uf self-report questionnaires
used by Eysenck and other trait researchers in
favor of a se'ntence completion test (SCf). On
the SCT, a person actively constructs meanings
in response to sentence srems. The researcher's
challenge is to interpret the constructions in a
psychologically useful "ray. Eysenck and
Loevinger, therefore, followed very different re­
search paths. Whereas Eysenck began with a
clear conception of a stable personality feature,
Loevinger began with general observations of
developmental change. Whereas Eysenck wrote
self-report test items to cover the content do­
main of the feature, Loevinger created oppor­
tunities for illdividuals to express difff'rent
frames for making meaning (through the SCT)
so that she could ultimately derive a conception
of the construct in the devplopmental differ-

ences she observed. "My conception of ego de­
velopment did not precede its measurement by
the SCT; rather, the stages of ego development
Lhat developed from our m::my studies with the
SCT embody and shaped my conception of ego
development" (Loevinger, 1998, p. 353). Put
differently, whereas Eysenck began with theory
and moved to method, Loevinger began mainly
with method (and some general observations
about change) and eventually moved to theory.
Only after administering the SeT to many sub­
jects in a number of different studies did she
eventually come to see what the method was
indeed measuring.

Although Locvinger's concept of the ego is
broad, like a dispositional trait, it is specifically
contextualized in time. Over time, Loevinger
argues, people move through a series of quali­
tatively distinct stages of meaning making.
Young children see the world from a very ego­
centric point of view. Their framework is
driven by impulses, the exigencies of the here
and now, and such superficial concerns as
physical appearance. As they grow up, how­
ever~ they become better able to adopt the per­
spectives of others and, eventually, of society as
a whole. 1n these middle stages of ego develop­
ment, therefore, people's ways of making
meaning are highly sociocentric and conven­
tional; their views conform to and are defined
by social convention and conseusu,'). Later
(higher) stages (which many people do not
reach) show a kind of return to the self, but
now from a more principled and autonomous
perspective. Meaning making becomes espe­
cially complex and involves efforts to balance
conflicting perspeclives in light of deeply held
convictions about self and world (see Hy &
Loevinger, 1996).

Results from the SeT show that children
tend to score lower than adolescents on ego de­
velopment, and adolescents lower than adulls.
Bur among adults, one m~ y still find the full
range of stage scores represented. Therefore,
the construct and the measure ultimately yield
a developmf'nt~ ] typology in adulthood. Stage
scores are estimates of where on the ego devel­
opmental road an adlllL may be located at a
particular time in the adult's life, with each
stage suggesting a distinct type of interpretive
frame or approach for making sense of self and
world.

Loevinger's theory of ego development and
the corresponding SeT merhod of measure­
ment have stimulated a substantial body of per-
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The Role of Theory in Personality Research 13

sonality research over the past three decades.
Testing straightforward predictions about links
between ego stages and discrete behaviors,
however, can be tricky. Unlike extraversion,
ego development is not a linear continuum
with a clearly defined low end. Among well­
educ<lted adults, for example, "low" ego devel­
opment may be the conformist stage, or even
one stage above that. Among junior high stu­
dents, however, the conformist stage may rep­
resent <l rel<ltively high level of ego develop­
ment. Relatedly, many predictions about ego
development are curvilinear. In examining the
entire range of stages, for example, obedience
to authority would be expected to be low at
both the very low and very high stages of ego
development and to peak in the middle. Among
midlife women, John, Pals, and Westenberg
(1998) found that those scoring at the lowest
stages of ego development tended to present a
conflicted personality prototype, those at the
middle levels were rated as especially tradi­
tional, and those scoring in the highest region
of the scheme manifested what the researchers
called an i1ldi~lidtlatedpattern of personality.

The construct of ego development has
proven especially congenial for researchers
more interested in patterns of thought and in­
terpretation than in discrete behaviors per se.
For example, studies have documented positive
associations between ego development and
stages of moral reasoning (Lee & Snarey,
1988), but research on how ego development
predicts prosociaJ, moral, or altruistic behav­
iors is sparse. McAdams, Booth, and Selvik
(1981) found that among religious college stu­
dents, those who reported they had never gone
through a period of strong religious doubt and
those who described such a period but who
suggested they had gotten ,. back on track"
tended to score in the conformist range of ego
development. By contrast, those scoring at
higher levels of ego development tended to say
that they were currently experiencing a period
of religious questioning or that they had once
done so and now saw questioning <IS integral to

a lifelong journey of faith. Helson and Roberts
(1994) showed that women high in ego level
were open to thinking about diff.icult life expe­
riences in new ways; apparently, high ego levels
lead people to construct new schemas in the
face of challenging life experiences. Studies like
these suggest that among young and middle­
aged adults, higher stages of ego development
predict a more complex understanding of life, a

greater tolerance for change and amhiguity,
and an appreciation for life's challenges as op­
portunities for growth (King & Raspin, 2004;
Pals & John, 1998).

Given that ego development taps into how
people think about and make sense of things,
one would expect the construct to ovedap with
the general idea of intelligence. Studies have
shown low but (often) significantly positive
correlations (between +.15 and +.30) between
IQ and ego scores on the SCT. The potential
overlap between ego stage and intelbgence
raises the important issue of discriminant valid­
ity in personality research (Campbell & Fiske,
1959). A measure should measure what it says
it measures, and not anything else. If IQ and
ego scores are highly correlated, then one won­
ders if in fact the SCT is but an alternative mea­
sure of intelligence. The problem is a thorny
one for ego development research, because the
SCT is a verbal measure and more than a modi­
cum of verbal intelligence seems to be required
to produce sentences that are complex enough
to score for higher stages of ego developmenr.
The current view has it that ego development
measures may indeed tap partly into a general
factor of intelligence, but the overlap seems
modest and the problem is probably endemic
to any personality measure that relies so
heavily on verbal construction.

Life Stories: The Redemptive Self

Narrative theories of personality first made
their appeatance in the late 1980s. Although a
few of the classic theories (e.g., Adler, 1927;
Murray, 1938) intimated that human lives
seem to take a storylike shape, it was not until
Tomkins (1979; Carlson, 1981) articulated his
script theory and McAdams (1985) proposed a
life-story model of identity that personality
psychologists began to take seriously the idea
that the stories people tell about their lives are
not simply reflections of personality trends but
are instead features of personality itself. Re­
jecting approaches to personality that empha­
size drives, motives, and even traits, Tomkins
argued that from birth onward human be­
ings unconsciously arrange their lives into
affectively charged scenes and organizing
scripts, which themselves become the struc­
tural features of psychological individuality.
McAdams (1985) asserted that the develop­
ment of what Erjkson (1963) called ego iden-
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14 DESiGNING A PERSONALITY STUDY

tity is largely a matter of constructing and in­
ternalizing an integrative self-narrative to
provide life with some sense of unity, purpose,
and meaning. According to Mt:Adams, people
living in modern societies begin to arrange their
lives into self-defining life stories--complete
with settings, .scenes, characters, plots, ~nd

themes-in the emerging adulthood years (see
also Hermans, 1996; Singer & Salovey, 1993).

Life narrative constructs provide a stark con­
ceptual counterpoint to dispositional traits
(McAdams & Pals, 1006). The contrast mir­
rors the distinction in cognitive psychology be­
tween episodic and semantic memory. Life sto­
ries are framed in episodic terms. They package
information about the self within an episodic
frame, specifying when and where something
happened (setting), who was involved (charac­
ters), how the action unfolded over time (plot),
and what the significance of the episode might
be (meaning). Life swries largely Lonsist of the
self-defining episodes of a person's life-both
those from the past and those imagined for th~

future--and their arrangement into a broader
narrative structure that provides what the nar­
rator him- or herseH believes to be a convincing
explanation for how he or she came to be and
where his or life may be going in the future.
Life stories are expected to change markedly
over the life COlJrse. In contrast, dispositional
traits like extraversion and conscientiousness
nre framed as semantic categories of the self,
and their framing emphasizes stability over
time. An extravert sees him- or herself as gener­
ally outgoing, lively, and spontaneous. In the
same semantic sense in which I "know" my
phone number or the number of elements in the
periodic table (not needing to recall the epi­
sodes from my past in wh.ich I learned this in­
formation), I may also "know" that I am lively
and outgoing and respond accordingly on a
sel£-repon trait questionnaire. Some cognitive
scientists have argued that episodic and seman­
tic information about rhe self are processed in
very different ways and with respect to differ­
ent systems in the brain (see Klein, Loftus, &
Kihlstrom. 1996). It should not be surprising,
then, if dispositional cOnstructs (level 1 in per­
sonality) and narrative constructs (level 3) do
not map neatly onto each other.

Life narrative constructs are typically as­
sessed throngh interviews or open-ended ques­
tionnaires wherein respondents are given an
opportunity to describe key scenes, characters,
and plots in the storie... of their lives. The chal-

lenge for researchers is to develop reliable cod­
ing systems for analyzing the strlJctural and
content features of the narrative responses.
One IDp.thod used in a number of studies is
McAdams's (1985) life story interview. The life
story interview is a 2-hour procedure wherein
In individual provides a narrative accounr of
his or her life-past, present, and imagined fu­
rure--by responding to a series of open-ended
questions. The procedure begins by asking the
respondent to divide his or her life into chap­
ters and provide a brief plot oudine for each.
Next, the interview asks for detailed accounts
of eight key scenes in the story, including a bigh
point, low point, and turning point scene. The
interview protocol goes on to cover main char­
acters in the story, conflict.. [Ind challenges in
the plot, imagined future chapters, and the ba­
sic values and beliefs on which the story's pJot
is developed.

Let us briefly Lonsider one particular re­
search program on life stories, a line of study
that led to McAdams's (1006b) conception of
the redemptive self. The program began with
this question: What kinds of life stories do es­
pecially caring and productive adults in their
midlife years construct? The resea rchefs used
self-rep~rt measures of generativity-an adult's
concern for and commitment to promoting the
well-being of future generations-to identify
especiaJIy generative and less generative midlife
adults, who then participated in individual life
slory interviews.

The researchers then examined cartfuJly the
interview transcripts produced by a small num­
ber of highly generative adults and a matched
subsample of less generative adults. They com­
pared and contrasted the two groups of stories
in an artempt to discern the main thematic dif­
ferences ber:ween them. The researchers were
guided, in part, by the theoretical literature on
generativity available at the time and by their
own hunches regarding what kinds of life sto­
ries these two groups might produce. Mainly,
though, they were guided by the rich narrative
data. The researcht:rs followed guidelines for
what qualitative sociologists call grounded the­
ory methodology, which basicaJ1y involves con­
strm.:tillg thematic categories to characterize
groups and then refining those categories
through successive readings of new data and
repeated efforts to compare and contrast
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). After many meetings
and discussions, the researchers settled on a
sm;tl/ set of themes that seemed ro differentiate
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between the two groups. They designed coding
systems to operationalize these themes, and
they trained new coders to achieve high levels
of intercoder reliability.

The project then moved to a hypothesis­
resting phase. Blind to identifying information
for the respondents, the new coders analyzed a
new sample of 70 life story interviews, 40 told
by adults high in generativity and 30 told by
adults scoring low in generativity. Some coding
adjustments needed to be made along the way
as some of the original categories proved diffi­
cult to apply to the new data. Once all of the
coding was completed, the researchers em­
ployed srandard statistical procedures to evalu­
ate the extent to which the two groups showed
statistically significant differences on the the­
matic categories hypothesized to differentiate
between the two groups. Some of the categories
did show the predicted differences, and some
did not. The most interesting and robust cate­
gory was what the researchers called a redemp­
tion sequence (McAdams, Diamond, de St.
Aubin, & Mansfield, 1997). In a redemption
sequence, a bad or affectively negative (sad, hu­
miliating, fearful, shameful., guilt-provoking)
scene gives way to a positive outcome or inter­
pretation. The negative scene is saved, sal­
vaged, or redeemed by a positive turn of events
or by the narrator's conclusion that some re­
demptive meaning eventually emerged. Highly
generative adults told life stories containing
significantly more redemption sequences as
compared with the life stories told hy less gen­
erative adults.

Subsequent studies have shown that the re­
demptive pattern in life narratives can he reli­
ably observed and scored in written accounts
of self-defining memories, including those
provided by college students (McAdams,
Reynolds, Lewis, Patten, & Bowman, 2001).
Redemptive imagery in life narratives is posi­
tively associated with self-report measures of
subjective mental health for both college stu­
dents and midlife adults. A related line of re­
search has examined how individuals who have
faced difficult life experiences construct stories
to suggest they learned lessons, gained insights,
or experienced positive psychological growth
as a result (Bauer & McAdams, 2004; King,
Scollon, Ramsey, & Williams, 2000; Pals,
2006; Thorne & McLean, 2003). These studies
underscore the importance of (1) acknowledg­
ing and fully expressing strong negative emo­
tions with respect to a negative life scene and

(2) constructing a narrative ending or meaning
for the scene that affirms personal growth or
greater integration of the self (Pals, 2006). The
most redemptive narrative accounts in life
plumb the depths of human experience before
they eventually affirm growth and hope for the
future.

McAdams and Bowman (2001) conducted a
second intensive study of life stories told by
highly generative adults. In this study the re­
searchers sampled about 260 community
adults, ranging in age from 35 to 65 years, ap­
proximately half of whom were African Ameri­
can and half White. Coding of 74 life story in­
terviews chosen from the larger sample, half
from adults scoring bigh in generativity and
half from adulrs scoring low, replicated and ex­
tended the findings from McAdams and col­
leagues (1997). Again, redemption sequences
differentiated between the two groups. In addi­
tion, a set of related narrative features again
emerged as significant differences between the
stories told by highly generative and less gener­
ative adults. These features included (1) early
memories of enjoying a special advantage in
life, (2) early memories of witnessing the suffer­
ing Of oppression of others, (3) moral stead­
fastness and clarity stemming from ideological
commitments made in adolescence, and (4)
prosocial life goals for rhe future.

Along with the redemption theme, this suite
of four narrative features converges on a gen­
eral life story prototype, called tne redemptive
self, that is especially characteristic of the nar­
rative identities constructed by highly genera­
tive adults, both Black and White, male and fe­
male. According to McAdams (2006b), the
redemptive self is an especially well-designed
narrative identity for supporting a generative
approach to life in midlife. The redemptive self
functions to affirm bope and commitment in
the face of the many difficulties and challenges
generativity poses for midlife adults. For exam­
ple, believing one enjoyed an early advantage
in childhood while others suffered may moti­
vate a person to give back to others for the
good fortune he or she has enjoyed. Expecting
that bad things will ultimately be redeemed
may help highly generative adults make the
daunting investments of time, energy, and
money that are often required to make a long­
term, positive contribution to family or com­
munity. Holding to firm beliefs and values con­
solidated in adolescence may help keep away
those nagging doubts and uncertainties that
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16 DESIGNING A PERSONAUTY STUDY

might compromise one's best generative efforts
in the midlife years.

Most recently, McAdams (2006b) has rein­
terpreted the redemprive self in cultural terms,
arguing that this particular life narrative proto­
type has a distinctively American flavor. In
American cultural history and in contemporary
popular culture, the most powerful stories of
redemption employ the di",courses of Christian
atonement (from sin to salvation), political
emancipation (from slavery to freedom), up­
ward social mobility (from rags to riches), life­
long recovery (from illness/addiction to
health), and individual self-developmenl (from
immaturity to the full actualization of the inner
self). Drawing from ~ rich storehouse of cul­
tural scripts, the redemptive self is a character­
istically American kind of life story, well de­
signed to support a generative life for midlife
American adults. Caring and productive
midlife adults living in very different cultural
contexts are likely to construct different kinds
of narratives to make sense of their lives and
support their generative strivings. McAdams
suggests that culture is most closely implicated
in personality at the level of life narrative.
.More so than may be rhe case with dispo­
sitional trajts and characteristic adaptations,
life narrative studies push the personality psy­
chologist to consider the many complex ways
in which psychological individuality is inti­
mately tied with society, history, and culture.

Conclusion: When Theories
(and Their Constructs) Compete

We have argued that an important function of
personality theory is to propose constructs to
account for socially consequential aspects of
psychological individuality. Most constructs
proposed by personality theories may be lo­
cated in one of three different conceptual levels
or domains: dispositional traits, characteristic
adaptations, and integrative life stories. We
have examined the way~ in which theory
informs research and research informs theory
with respect to representative constructs from
each of these three levels. Research programs
examining extraversion, ego development, and
the redemptive self, respectively, illustrate
many of the challenges and opportunities that
personality psychologi~tshave traditionally en­
countered and continue to encounter today.

At the present time, personalhy psychology

is a field wherein many differeut theories, with
their corresponding constructs and prderred
methods, continue to develop, interact, and
sometimes compete. Whereas some research
programs focus exclusively on a single con­
struct, many others attempt to relare different
constructs to each other, to examine patterns of
constructs in indi vidual lives, and/or to charr
the development of patterns over time. Even
though no single grand theory exists to synthe­
size these many different strands of inquiry, the
field of personality psychology continues to
grow and flourish. We believe the field is best
seen today as a broad and diverse set of ~ome­
what overlapping programs of inquiry, each at­
tracting a corresponding community of scien­
tists who combine theory and research in a
characteristic way (Wiggins, 2003). Diiferent
programs and their intellectual communities
have different strengths to offer. No program
or community can do it all, so the judicious sci­
entist or student is well-advised to sample
broadly, to acquaint him- or herself with a wide
range of theories and research traditions.

One of the reasons that different programs
of theory and research have different strengths
to offer is that each asks somewhat different
questions and sets forth somewhat different
forms of scientific argument. One of the main
functions of any program of research and the­
ory in personality psychology is to suggest
what kinds of causal arguments will be con­
Vi1tci1tg to a particular scie1ttificlscholarly com­
mu.nity. Different theoretical traditions favor
particular kinds of causal explanations that
jusr seem "right" to those scientists who con­
sider themselves part of, or at least strongly in­
fluenced by, the tradition. For example, propo­
nents of social learning theories and related
situationist approaches (e.g., Mischel & Shoda,
1995) have never heen impressed with the evi­
dence for cross-situational consistency in
behavior linked to broad personality traits.
Their disdain for trait theories has relalively lit­
tle to do with empirical findings but instead re­
flects their commitment to arguments that priv­
iJege proximal determinants of particular
behaviors displayed in particular socia] situa­
tions-arguments about process and context­
rather than arguments about what general
forms behavioral continuities take from one
situation to the next. (But see Fleeson's, 2004,
effort to reconcile trait and situationist ap­
proaches.) From the standpoint of situationist
approaches, conceptions of personality that
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privilege broad trait continuities are asking the
wrong questions and posing the wrong causal
arguments. Of course, proponents of trait theo­
ries, who aim to describe and explain the basic
tendencies that broadly differeutiate people
from each other, are quick to return the favor
(McCrae & Costa, 1997). They find little of in­
terest in questions asked by social learning the­
ories and related approaches, and they find
their causal arguments unconvincing and even
irrelevant.

Going back to Aristotle, Rychlak (1981) as­
serts that the different causal arguments to be
found in personaliry psychology may be classi­
fied into four groups: (1) material-cause argu­
ments, which explain a phenomenon in terms
of what substances make it up; (2) eff£dent­
cause arguments, which explain a phenomenon
in terms of the events that lead up to it; (3) for­
mal-cause arguments, which specify the design
or form of a phenomenon; and (4) final-cause
arguments, which focus on the function or ulti­
mate reason for a phenomenon. Most theories
and their corresponding programs of construct
validation research address aU four of Aris­
totle's explanations in one wa y or another.
Nonetheless, each approach seems to privilege
one or two of the four, attracting scientists who
find those corresponding kinds of arguments to
be especially convincing.

The different preferences are quite apparent
in the three programs of research reviewed in
this paper. One of rhe reasons the construct of
extraversion has enjoyed so much research at­
tention in the past 50 years is that, beginning
with Eysenck, scientists have proposed and
tested intriguing arguments about material
canse. Whether considering Eysenck's early hy­
potheses regarding arousal and the ARAS or
more recent formulations that foreground a
behavioral approach system in the brain, a
strong research tradition in personality psy­
chology has focused on the psychobiological
underpinnings of extraversion. For scientists
attracted to this tradition, the most interesring
theoretical questions are about brain circuitry,
neurotransmitters, and the patterns of cortical
activity that essentially make up the basic ma­
terial stuff of extraversion. Of course, the brain
is surely involved in ego development, redemp­
tive life narratives, and any other well­
validated personality construct one may name.
But the research programs that have developed
wirh respect to these constructs have had little
to say about material-cause issues.

As a developmental construct, Loevinger's
ego stages chart a kind of efficient-cause se­
quence for the life course. People's overall per­
spectives for making sense of themselves and
the world develop according to a predictable
sequence. [n addition, the particular stage one
finds oneself in at any given point in the life
course provides the basic form or structure,
Loevinger argues, for psychological individual­
ity at that stage. loevinger's research program,
therefore, seems to privilege efficient-ca use and
formal-cause arguments. Scientists attracted to
her program find especially appealing ques­
tions like these: What is the sequence of stages
through which people develop over time? How
do people get to a particular developmental
level? At any given stage in life, what form does
a person's understanding of self and world as­
sume?

Life narrative approaches seem to privilege
formal-cause and final-cause explanations. Be­
ginning in the emerging adulthood years,
McAdams argues, people put their lives to­
gether into narrative forms. An especially com­
pelling form, and one that seems to support a
highly caring and productive life at midlife in
contemporary American society, is the redemp­
tive self. [n a final-cause sense, life stories are
constructed for the sake of personal integra­
tion. People find unity, purpose, and meaning
in life through the psychosocial construction of
life narrative. Furthermore, certain life stories
function to support certain kinds of lives. Sci­
entists attracted to life narrative research may
find questions like these to be especiaUy inter­
esting: What do people think their lives mean?
What kinds of narrative forms do people artic­
ulate in making sense of their lives? Do some
life stories work better than others?

Personality psychologists pursue a great
many questions in their efforts to account for
the psychological individuality of persons. The
different accounts they ultimately offer privi­
lege certain kinds of arguments over others.
One might imagine an ultimate, fully satisfying
accounting of the individual person as provid­
ing compelling arguments regarding material­
cause, efficient-cause, formal-cause, and final­
cause explanations. To understand a person's
individuality is ultimately to idenrify the essen­
tial substances of which that individuality is
made, to chart the developmental sequences
that account for how that individuality has
come to be, to formulate a compelling picture
of the design of that individuality, and to ex-
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plain fully the ends or functions for which that
particular form of individuality exists. What is
the person made up of? How did the person
come to be? \'(That is the person's design or
form? What purpose does that design fUlfill? If
we knew the fuU and unequivocal answers to
these questions, we would no longer need
personality psychology, its theories, its con­
structs, and its research. But we win likely
neyer know all we need to know. Or if we ever
do, that day is surely far in the future. In the
meantime, we have personality theory and re­
search.
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