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Three Lines of Personality Development:  From
Actor to Agent to Author



Line 1:  The Social Actor

All the world’s a stage,
And all the men and women merely players;
They have their exits and their entrances;
And one man in his time plays many parts, 
His acts being seven ages.  At first the infant . . .

--As You Like It

Goffman’s personal front.



The origins of personality as a social actor lie in 

temperament and the attributions that audiences make about 

the actor as an infant  (Shiner & De Young, 2013)

Temperament → adult personality dispositions

Shorthand social reputation





Line 2:  The Motivated Agent

A goal is a dream with a deadline.

-- Napoleon Hill



The Life Course of a Motivated Agent

• Childhood and adolescence:  Theory of mind and the 
development of a prospective, planful motivational 
agenda:  What I want and value.

• Emerging adulthood:  Identity and intimacy agenda; 
exploring and selecting goals;  promotion focus; 
primary control.

• Midlife:  Generativity agenda; managing goal 
conflict; promotion/prevention focus; 
primary/secondary control.

• Later life: Acceptance agenda; health goals, leisure, 
the bucket list; prevention focus; secondary control.



Line 3: The Autobiographical Author

The mind is a narrative machine . . .
-- E. O. Wilson

We tell ourselves stories in order to live.
-- Joan Didion



Narrative 

Identity

An internalized and evolving story of the self that explains 

how I came to be the person I am becoming.

-- An emerging adulthood project, and thereafter

-- Reconstruction of past, imaginative anticipation of future

-- Provides sense of temporal self-continuity

-- Situates a person in the human world and within a moral 

framework

(McAdams & McLean, 2013, Current Directions in Psychological Science).



Negative childhood scene from a 57-year-old woman:

I was in first grade.  And I was told I had this terrible 

illness [rheumatoid arthritis] that would make my knees 

swollen and I was going to have to stay in bed . . . [at 

Catholic school] the nuns, they were so great.  I mean, 

they said, you know, you’re very special to have this.  

God would only do this to somebody very, very special.  

And so that gave a little kid an idea of, oh, so this isn’t 

something that I should be feeling sorry for myself about.  

This should be, well, a gift.  And I was stupid enough that 

I bought it.  So – I’m telling you, it helped!



EA:  Early Advantage. The narrator indicates that he or she 

has experienced an advantage or distinction (physical, 

material, psychological, relational, social) that singles him or 

her out for special positive attention.  

RS:  Redemption Sequence. The narrator describes a 

movement from a demonstrably negative situation to a 

positive outcome.  



Turning point scene from a 55-year-old man:

[after describing a fight in 7th grade]  I think it just says that 

you got to stand up . . . After that I used to do things, like 

we had a boy a block over that had Down’s Syndrome, and 

we didn’t know what Down’s Syndrome was then, but you 

just knew that he was different.  And I don’t use the word 

retarded, I always hated that.  It was like a cause for me to 

defend him because other kids would, kids I didn’t even 

know from other schools, would try to get him to take his 

pants down and things like that.  If I saw it I would go over 

there and defend him.  I didn’t care how many kids there 

were or whatever.  And his name was Tommy . . . 



SS:  Sensitivity to Suffering of Others. The narrator 

expresses awareness of or sympathy for pain or 

problems that other people experience, or shows a 

sensitivity to social injustice, inequality, or other perils, 

dangers, or broad problems in society.  
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The Five Life Story Themes of The Redemptive Self



EA SS MS RS PG

High Point Scene 0 0 1 0 1

Low Point Scene 0 1 0 1 1

Turning Point Scene 1 0 1 1 0

Life Challenge 0 0 0 1 0

Dreams/Hopes for 
the Future

0 0 0 1 1



Correlational and Multiple Regression Results for Relations between Self-
Report Indices of Adaptation and Narrative Themes in Life Story Interviews 

for 157 Midlife Adults  (McAdams & Guo, 2015, Psychological Science)

EA SS MS RS PG Comp

Generativity

r .28*** .34*** .25** .26** .40*** .49***

β .271*** .322*** .223** .259** .367*** .498***

Psych Well-Being

r .25** .24** .23** .23** .31*** .40***

β .213** .199* .211* .202* .238** .365***







A progressive thickening of personality/self over 

the human life course.  

The Overall Picture



(And then perhaps a thinning out in the later 

years?)

??



Thank you!

Collaborators at The

Foley Center for the 

Study of Lives:

Dr. Regina Logan

Dr. Brady K. Jones

Dr. Keith S. Cox

Dr. Erika Manczak

Dr. Jen Guo

David Drustrup

Raffles Cowan

Hollen Reischer

Xiaodi Chen

Ariana Turner

Rembrandt Otto-Meyer

Lane Patterson

Rachel Greene

Funding Sources:

The Foley Family Foundation

The Spencer Foundation

Virtue, Happiness, and Meaning in Life 

Project, through the John Templeton 

Foundation

www.sesp.northwestern.edu/foley/


