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ABSTRACT 

There has long been an interest in the idea of generativity – the concern for and 

commitment towards promoting the well-being of future generations. In Western societies, 

generativity can be characterized through societal contributions and acts dedicated towards 

others. Since the early 1960s, when Erikson proposed generativity as the major developmental 

stage of midlife adulthood, evidence has accumulated showing many benefits for those 

characterized as being generative. Positive associations with high levels of generativity include 

strong motivational inclinations towards public service, better mental health measures, and self-

reported psychological well-being. That is to say, highly generative people seem to be able to 

create positivity for those around them and for themselves. This has given rise to an interest in 

understanding the motivations behind the generative individual’s commitment towards 

generating positive change, and how, in spite of the many possible challenges associated with 

those commitments, generative people are able to maintain high levels of well-being. 

To understand the generative individual, personality researchers have examined the 

qualities which make up ‘hallmark’ characteristics of generativity. In addition to assessing traits, 

a particular stream of personality research has been focused on analyzing the content within the 

autobiographical life narratives of generative people. By examining these autobiographical 

accounts, a person’s narrative identity – their personality relayed through the subjective 

reconstruction of the past, acknowledgement of the present, and projections into the future – may 

be understood. As individuals reside within the context of a sociocultural world, each person’s 

subjective interpretations of lived experiences can be especially revealing of how they make 

meaning from significant events. For instance, recent research suggests that highly generative 

midlife adults tend to construe their lives following a prototypical narrative called the redemptive 
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self, wherein a gifted protagonist with steadfast moral principles overcomes suffering to make a 

positive contribution within society. However, what has not been examined in full are the 

motivational qualities which emerge within the narratives of highly generative people.  

Two central motivational themes have been argued to be the basic modes by which 

individuals relate to their social worlds and seek fulfillment in human living – agency and 

communion. The first theme, agency, refers to the motivational striving towards self-mastery, 

status, achievement, and empowerment. Somewhat orthogonal to this first theme, then, is the 

second motivational theme of communion. Communion encompasses the psychosocial concerns 

regarding affiliation, shared intimacy, relational support, and interpersonal dialogue. The use of 

agentic imagery in life narratives has been positively associated with clinical improvements to 

psychological well-being and health, whereas communion imagery has been linked to positive 

relationships with others and a deeper sense of purpose in life. As fundamental motivational 

themes, narratives rich in agency and communion may respectively provide for the individual an 

internalized private source of psychological support, as well as a sense of social connection to 

and integration within public domains. Yet agency and communion narratives’ relationship to 

generativity and how each of these measures play into longitudinal predictions of well-being 

over midlife adulthood remains unclear. 

To address these questions, this project reports on data collected between 2008-2017 as 

part of a 9-year longitudinal study of 163 late-midlife adults in Chicago. At baseline visit, 

participants were given a structured life narrative interview, with agency and communion coded 

at 3 life story scenes: high point, low point, and turning point. Additionally, participants were 

asked to fill out an extensive, annual, self-report questionnaire including assessments for 

demographic information, generativity, psychological well-being, social well-being, and physical 
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quality of life. A summary score for successful midlife adult aging was constructed using the 

average of their standardized scores for the latter four variables. Using growth curve analyses, 

changes to psychological, social, and physical well-being were modeled using self-reported 

generativity, coded thematic agency, and coded thematic communion as predictors.  

Observed results affirmed a number of this project’s seven main sets of hypotheses. First, 

in examining the construct of generativity, this project had partial evidence suggesting that the 

structure of self-reported generativity scores fell into latent dimensions of promoting the well-

being of others and actively influencing others’ well-being (i.e., “getting along and getting 

ahead”). Second, beyond its concurrent positive relationship to well-being, self-reported 

generativity was associated with longitudinal increases in well-being over the course of mid-late 

life adulthood. Third, self-reported generativity was positively associated with the usage of 

thematic agency (but not communion) in individuals’ life stories. Fourth, thematic agency was 

positively correlated with psychological well-being, while thematic communion was not 

significantly correlated with social well-being. Fifth, narratives assessed to be high in thematic 

agency (but not communion) was associated with successful midlife aging, summarized using 

those measures of generativity, psychological well-being, social well-being, and physical quality 

of life. Sixth, narratives rich in thematic agency were not found to be associated with 

longitudinal increases in psychological well-being. Lastly, narratives rich in thematic 

communion were not confirmed to be associated with increases in social well-being over the 

period of mid-late life adulthood.   



 6 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

The vision that led to this project began long before I started at Northwestern University. 

I was fortunate to attend a private high school that emphasized philanthropy and volunteerism. 

Therefore, from an early age, I was motivated by generative leaders such as Bill and Melinda 

Gates, Warren Buffet, and David Suzuki, who not only prioritized well-being among others in 

their community but did it while “aging successfully” – entering aging adulthood with high 

levels of psychosocial well-being and health. As a result, I developed an aspiration to promote 

well-being in my community and successfully age. Little did I know at that time that these 

personal aspirations could develop into an entire area of research! 

 A decade later, I was fortunate to begin my graduate studies at Northwestern University’s 

Personality, Development, & Health Psychology Ph.D. program (previously known as the 

Personality & Health area) under the mentorship of Dr. Dan McAdams. At the Northwestern 

University Foley Center for the Study of Lives, I was involved with the Foley Longitudinal 

Study of Adulthood project and could target my question about what it means to “age 

successfully.” It was with this project that I was also able to examine markers indicative of 

adaptive and successful aging, how might someone successfully age, and the benefits of this 

successful aging process. Additionally, my fellowships with the Society, Biology, & Health, and 

Innovations in Developmental Sciences clusters, and certificates received in Quantitative 

Statistics and Society, Biology, & Health provided me with the skills and resources necessary for 

this project. 

 As I reflect, then, upon my own narrative leading towards the culmination of this study, I 

feel especially grateful to have been in the presence of such a communal and integrative 

department. With the support of my committee members, I have been encouraged to explore 



 7 
narrative identity and implications of how people think about their lives from a health and 

developmental perspective. Furthermore, armed with a strong and sophisticated quantitative 

background provided by the Psychology department, I have been able to longitudinally examine 

the data collected. Working on this project has allowed me to advance immensely as a multi-

method, personality, development, and health researcher; emphasizing throughout this project 

the importance of generativity and motivational narratives to trajectories of health and 

psychosocial well-being across late-midlife adulthood. While this project has presented some of 

the greatest challenges in my young adult life, it has also provided me with an opportunity for 

personal growth. As such, I eagerly look forward to the next chapter of my career and the 

prospect of applying all that I have gleaned from my time at Northwestern and the Foley Center 

for the Study of Lives. 

 Of course, this project would not have been possible without the help, contribution, and 

support of a long list of highly generative people. First, I’d like to offer thanks to the narrative 

coders for this project: Izora Baltys, Polly Clark, David Dustrup, Erin Kim, and Jennifer Siedjak. 

Without your coordinated time and effort, there would not have been any coded qualitative data 

for this and other Foley projects. Second, I’d like to acknowledge the Foley collaborators, 

interviewers, and administrative staff: Jonathan Adler, Michelle Albough, Raffles Cowan, Keith 

Cox, William Dunlop, Kathrin Hanek, Brady Jones, Regina Logan, Erika Manczak, Brad Olson, 

Hollen Reischer, Lisa Renaud, Clarissa Simon, Keegan Walden, and Joshua Wilt. In addition to 

your dedication to the Foley Longitudinal Study of Adulthood, your encouragement and always 

constructive advice have nourished my well-being and writing throughout these years.  

And now, to those who have made the most substantive contributions to this specific 

study, I give my whole-hearted thanks: Dr. Dan McAdams (committee chair), Dr. Greg Miller 



 8 
(committee member), Dr. Dan Mroczek (committee member), and Dr. Onnie Rogers (committee 

member). To say that this committee had a major impact upon this project is an understatement. 

The feedback provided for my prospectus were essential in helping strengthen the theoretical 

background and the analyses conducted for this dissertation. Needless to say, I lucked out with 

such an all-star dissertation committee representing the Personality, Development, & Health 

Psychology area! Each professor provided invaluable suggestions:  

Greg Miller, I appreciate your encouragements to consider alternative theoretical 

frameworks and create stronger arguments for pathways towards well-being. I feel very fortunate 

to have you serve as a model for thoughtful health and policy research. 

Dan Mroczek, I appreciate your enthusiasm for this project and the analyses conducted. 

Your teachings on multi-level modeling was central to this work and I could not be more grateful 

for your exuberance, support, and guidance on this project.  

Onnie Rogers, I appreciate your thought-provoking questions about identity and 

narratives, as gender and racial issues often get short shrift in research. By shining a light on 

cultural context, I hope that future research may more closely examine contextual differences as 

a factor in study results.  

Lastly, a great, big, thank-you must be given to my mentor, Dan McAdams. Thank you, 

Dan, first and foremost for motivating me to conduct theory-driven research with academic 

excellence, rigor, and integrity. Your trust in my ability to conduct sound and theoretical 

research has enabled me to take risks and boldly explore various analyses, methodologies, and 

areas of psychological research. I continue to be amazed by your tenacious drive and advocacy 

for research on narratives. The field of narrative and identity work would not be the same 



 9 
without your efforts. Thank you again for your role in shaping the foundations upon which I will 

continue to approach research, writing, and scholarship. 

With all this being said, this project simply would not have been possible without the 

dedication and time from the 163 participants enrolled in the Foley Longitudinal Study of 

Adulthood. Life story interviews are qualitatively rich (which sets this type of methodology apart 

from other survey-centric studies on personality) and relies heavily upon the efforts and trust 

from the participant. These participants have provided a wealth of data points throughout the 

years of this study. They have carved out time to travel (sometimes for hours) to be interviewed 

at our lab. Most importantly, they have granted the Foley Center for the Study of Lives access to 

the most intimate details of their lives – meaningful details that I feel blessed to have been privy 

to. I am frequently reminded of this openness from our participants and am overwhelmed with 

gratitude for being in a position where I am entrusted with their incredible life stories.   

At the Foley Center for the Study of Lives, we often state that these stories that the 

interviewees told were not typical day-to-day stories that people recount. Life stories inquiring 

about high, low, and turning points are special in that these scenes deviate from the cannon of 

daily living. There’s a reason why we don’t ask for narrations of an individual’s daily routine 

and ask instead for their significant high, low, and turning points. It is the meaning constructed 

from those defining moments that are most telling of what the individual learns about themselves 

and their narrative identity. Within my personally defining moments during graduate school, I 

have learned the significance of fortitude and, more importantly, having strong personal 

connections who share confidence in my abilities.  

On that end, I would like to acknowledge those around me who have been there during 

my high, low, and turning points. To my parents, you are the source of my determination and 



 10 
resilient work ethic. Thank you for your unwaveringly support throughout, especially 

considering that you both rarely understood what exactly your daughter was researching! To my 

friends, thank you for lending me attentive minds, helping hands, listening ears, and supportive 

shoulders in times of need. To my partner, Geoff, thank you for making me laugh and sticking by 

my side while I tackled some of the greatest challenges I have come to face. I am beyond 

grateful for these meaningful memories created and look forward to the defining moments that 

will continue to form with these individuals.  

 
  
  



 11 
 LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS  

E_F = Energy/Fatigue (i.e., vitality) 
EWB =  Emotional Well-being 
FLSA  = Foley Longitudinal Study of Adulthood  
GH = General Health 
LGS =  Loyola Generativity Scale (McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992) 
MAS = Midlife Adulthood Quality of Life Summary (includes: LGS, PWB, SWB,  
  and PCS) 
MCS =  Mental Component Summary (i.e., emotional QoL) 
MM = Meaning Making (McLean & Pratt, 2006) 
MOS SF-36 =  Medical Outcomes Study 36-Item scale (similar to RAND-36, SF-36) 
P =  Bodily pain 
PCS = Physical Component Summary (i.e., physical QoL) 
PF =  Physical Functioning 
PWB = Psychological Well-being 
QoL = Quality of Life 
RAND-36 = RAND 36-Item Short Form Health Survey (i.e., MOS SF-36 and SF-36) 
RL_E = Role limitations due to emotional health 
RL_P = Role limitations due to physical health 
SF =  Social functioning 
SF-36 =  36-Item Short-Form Health Survey (i.e., MOS SF-36 and RAND-36) 
SF-12 =  12-Item Short-Form Health Survey (Ware, Kosinski, & Keller, 1996) 
SWB  = Social Well-being 
 
 



 

 

12 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT .....................................................................................................................................3 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS .............................................................................................................6 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS ........................................................................................................11 

TABLE OF CONTENTS ...............................................................................................................12 

LIST OF TABLES .........................................................................................................................15 

LIST OF FIGURES .......................................................................................................................16 

INTRODUCTION .........................................................................................................................17 

THE CULTURAL IMPORTANCE AND POWER OF GENERATIVITY .................................................19 

AGENCY AND COMMUNION – TWO CENTRAL MOTIVATORS FOR THE GENERATIVE ADULT .....27 

LIVING A GENERATIVE LIFE: MAINTAINING WELL-BEING IN MIDLIFE ADULTHOOD ................35 

PROJECT HYPOTHESES ..............................................................................................................42 

METHOD ......................................................................................................................................46 

PARTICIPANTS ...........................................................................................................................46 

PROCEDURES ............................................................................................................................47 

SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRES ........................................................................................................50 

Generativity........................................................................................................................50 

Psychological Well-being ..................................................................................................50 

Social Well-being ...............................................................................................................51 

Physical Component Scale .................................................................................................51 

Midlife Adulthood Quality of Life Summary ......................................................................53 

LIFE NARRATIVE INTERVIEW ....................................................................................................58 

Agency ................................................................................................................................59 



 

 

13 
Communion ........................................................................................................................61 

Meaning Making ................................................................................................................63 

Word Count. .......................................................................................................................63 

DATA ANALYSIS .......................................................................................................................64 

Basic Approach ..................................................................................................................64 

Hypothesis Testing .............................................................................................................65 

Demographics as Covariates .............................................................................................68 

RESULTS ......................................................................................................................................70 

DESCRIPTIVE AND PRELIMINARY ANALYSES ............................................................................70 

THE BIOPSYCHOSOCIAL PROFILE OF THE GENERATIVE AMERICAN ADULT ..............................77 

Hypothesis 1: A Two-Factor Model of Generativity..........................................................77 

Hypothesis 2: Generativity and Well-Being During Late-Midlife Adulthood ...................82 

MOTIVATIONAL THEMES WITHIN LIFE STORIES AND ADAPTIVE AGING IN LATE-MIDLIFE 

ADULTHOOD .......................................................................................................................93 

Hypothesis 3: Agency and Communion in the Life Story of Generative Adults ................93 

Hypothesis 4: Agency and Communion as Predictors of Well-Being................................95 

Hypothesis 5: Agency and Communion’s Relationship to Midlife Adult QoL...................99 

MOTIVATIONAL THEMES WITHIN LIFE STORIES AND CHANGES TO WELL-BEING IN LATE-

MIDLIFE ADULTHOOD .......................................................................................................100 

Hypothesis 6: Agency as a Predictor for Trajectories of Psychological Well-Being ......100 

Hypothesis 7: Communion as a Predictor for Trajectories of Social Well-Being ...........103 

SUMMARY OF RESULTS ...........................................................................................................105 

DISCUSSION ..............................................................................................................................108 



 

 

14 
DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS: HYPOTHESES 1 AND 2 ...................................................................109 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS: HYPOTHESES 3-5...........................................................................112 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS: HYPOTHESES 6 AND 7 ...................................................................119 

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS: DEMOGRAPHIC DIFFERENCES IN STUDY VARIABLES ....................119 

LIMITATIONS ...........................................................................................................................122 

IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS ...............................................................................125 

CONCLUSION...........................................................................................................................128 

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................131 

APPENDICES .............................................................................................................................152 

Appendix A – Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS) ..............................................................152 

Appendix B – Psychological Well-being Scale (PWB) ....................................................153 

Appendix C – Social Well-being Scale (SWB) .................................................................155 

Appendix D – Physical Component Summary (PCS) ......................................................156 

Appendix E – Structured Life Story Interview Prompts ...................................................157 

Appendix F – Coding Agency ..........................................................................................158 

Appendix G – Coding Communion ..................................................................................159 

 

  



 

 

15 
 LIST OF TABLES  

Table 1.  FLSA measures by assessment year................................................................................49 

Table 2.  Goodness-of-fit indicators for exploratory models of the MAS ......................................56 

Table 3.  Exploratory model for a 1-factor MAS ...........................................................................57 

Table 4.  Descriptive characteristics of the FLSA sample at baseline ..........................................74 

Table 5.  Bivariate associations and adjusted p-values of variables at baseline ..........................76 

Table 6.  Goodness-of-fit indicators for exploratory models of the 20-item LGS .........................80 

Table 7.  Exploratory model for a 2-factor LGS ............................................................................81 

Table 8.  Growth-curve models for LGS predicting PWB .............................................................88 

Table 9.  Growth-curve models for LGS predicting SWB ..............................................................91 

Table 10.  Correlations and multiple regression models for baseline variables ...........................94 

Table 11.  Growth-curve models for agency predicting PWB .....................................................101 

Table 12.  Growth-curve models for communion predicting SWB ..............................................104 

 

  



 

 

16 
LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1.  Overarching (simplified) model for the dissertation  ....................................................19 

Figure 2.  Seven features of generativity (McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992) ...............................23 

Figure 3.  Model of generativity, agency, communion, and well-being .......................................42 

Figure 4.  Scree plot of the MAS . .................................................................................................55 

Figure 5.  Scree plot of the 20-item LGS ......................................................................................79 

Figure 6.  Correlational heatmap of study predictor and outcome variables ................................86 

Figure 7.  Correlational heatmap of study variables and specific well-being facets  ....................87 

Figure 8.  PWB trajectories as predicted by baseline LGS ...........................................................90 

Figure 9.  SWB trajectories as predicted by baseline LGS ...........................................................92 

Figure 10.  Mediation analyses of agency’s effect upon PWB by LGS ........................................97 

Figure 11.  Mediation analysis of communion’s effect upon SWB by LGS .................................98 

 

  

file://///Users/jenguo/Desktop/Research/Dissertation/Dissertation%20Writing/Dissertation%20draft%202_1_18.docx%23_Toc505325775


 

 

17 
INTRODUCTION 

The word generativity has Latin derivations from genus, meaning the beginning or source 

of something. This etymological root presents itself in generativity within its very definition – to 

generate – to have the ability to originate, produce, or create. Indeed, it is of no small 

coincidence that developmental psychologist, Erik Erikson (1950/1963), positioned generativity 

as the primary psychosocial concern during adulthood. This particular period of human 

development, Erikson stressed, was focused on the creation and building of a legacy which 

benefited future generations. Set as the seventh of eight stages of human psychosocial 

development, generativity coincides with midlife adulthood and addresses the innately human 

“need to be needed” (Erikson, 1950/1963). Accordingly, the primary demand for this particular 

period in human development is: “How can I contribute to the world?” In this manner, the 

achievement of generativity serves as a feature of successful adult maturation. Accordingly, the 

generative individual feels that they are a positive and contributing member within their 

community. 

 The psychosocial stage of generativity comes after the acquisition of intimacy (the 

forming of lasting relationships) during young adulthood and prior to the progression into ego 

integrity (feeling acceptance of having lived a full life) during later adult years. Traditionally, the 

pathway towards attaining generativity was primarily theorized as completed through biological 

procreation and subsequent good parenting (Peterson, Smirles, & Wentworth, 1997). However, 

researchers have also found that this inner desire for symbolic immortality during midlife 

adulthood may be accomplished by extending the self beyond the nuclear family (Becker 1973; 

Kotre, 1984; McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992). As such, acts of generativity can apply to 

successful adaptations within a wide set of roles and responsibilities during adulthood. For 
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instance, these acts and commitments towards caring for others can be “technical” – through 

teaching, mentoring and leadership, or “cultural” – through volunteerism, philanthropy, and 

activism (Hart, McAdams, Hirsch, & Bauer, 2001; Kotre, 1984; McAdams, 2013a; Zacher, 

Rosing, Henning, & Frese, 2011).  

The road to being generative, however, is not always a simple or straight-forward one. 

Mentorship and engagement in sociopolitical activism are not easy tasks for even the most 

seasoned humanitarian. Yet many adults endlessly strive to serve as constructive community 

citizens. What, then, does being generative provide people and what motivates those people to be 

generative? Are there psychosocial benefits of being committed towards promoting the well-

being of others? How are highly generative adults characteristically and motivationally different 

from their less generative peers? Are there certain motivational themes which prevail in the 

autobiographical life stories of individuals who focus on generating positive change? Do those 

motivational narrative themes tap into specific components of psychological and social well-

being?  

Fortunately, these are questions that allow for empirical research to answer. This paper 

will review some of the ways social scientists have examined these questions. This study will 

further examine how individuals concerned with the promotion of others (i.e., highly generative 

adults) stand to benefit psychosocially throughout mid-late life adulthood, and the extent to 

which they narrate their lives along thematically agentic and communal terms. Additionally, the 

study aims to explore how those three variables (i.e., generativity, thematic agency, and thematic 
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communion are related to psychosocial elements of well-being within in the context of adulthood 

in America (see Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Overarching model for the dissertation – a (simplified) model of generativity, agency, 
communion, and well-being 

 
The Cultural Importance and Power of Generativity 

The strong emphasis during midlife adulthood on nurturance and societal contributions 

unto others is reflective of typical human psychosocial development in Western societies. The 

standard expectations of adults in Western cultures are distinctly different from those expected 

from children, adolescents, and aging adults. For instance, in American society, very few 

communities would place an 8-year-old youth as the chair of an organization or as the primary 

caregiver for a member of the next generation. Neither would many Americans consider it 

commonplace for an 80-year-old senior to be spearheading modern technological discoveries or 

starting up new enterprises. Rather, these culturally-engrained demands to care for future 

generations or lead new advancements within the community arise for adults and adults only in 

Western societies. In alignment with Erikson’s developmental stages, McAdams, de St. Aubin, 

and Logan (1993) found that generative concerns and actions were highest among those between 

GENERATIVITY

(concerns, commitments, & acts benefiting others)
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the ages of 37 and 42 in comparison to younger adults in their 20s and older adults in their 70s.1 

Moreover, expressions of generativity garner sociocultural cachet. Acts of generativity such as 

successful biological procreation, guiding parenting practices, the passing on of technical 

knowledge via mentorship, and cultural impartation of values (Kotre, 1984) have each been 

shown to hold significant importance within familial (Pratt, Norris, Hebblethwaite, & Arnold, 

2008; Peterson & Stewart, 1993), educational (Beth, Jordan, Schallert, Reed, & Kim, 2015), 

leadership (Dunham, 2009), mentorship (Erikson, 1950/1963), and career contexts (Wells, 

Taheri, Gregory-Smith, & Manika, 2016).  

Findings in the social sciences consistently underscore the importance of generativity. 

Generative characteristics serve as culturally ubiquitous markers of successful adaptation to the 

responsibilities of midlife adulthood (Hofer et al., 2014; McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992). 

Meanwhile, those adults in this period of life who are unable or unwilling to contribute to the 

next generation via familial or work responsibilities are oftentimes viewed as “at odds” with the 

expected norms of society (McAdams, 2006a; Neugarten & Hagestad, 1976; Rossi, 2001). On 

the other end of this psychosocial development spectrum is stagnation, also otherwise referred to 

as self-absorption. Stagnation is the failure to achieve a generative state, exemplified by feelings 

of disconnection with the community, lack of productivity, and societal disengagement. This 

sense of personal un-fulfillment and discontent is commonly depicted in popular culture as the 

‘midlife-crisis,’ wherein the individual senses some form of self-doubt, inner turmoil, or urge to 

drastically change some part of their life. Consequently, stagnation is theorized to set an 

                                                 
1 Though generativity is postulated as the primary concern of middle adulthood, it is certainly not 
restricted to this particular developmental period. For instance, generativity has been explored 
amongst adolescents, young adults, and aging adults (Ackerman, Zuroff, & Moskowitz, 2000; 
Busch & Hofer, 2011; McAdams et al., 1993; Peterson & Stewart, 1993).  
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individual proceeding onto Erikson’s eighth (and final) stage of psychosocial development for 

despair (i.e., feelings of disappointment and regret for unpursued opportunities). In contrast, 

those who accomplish the task of being generative progress onto the final stage of psychosocial 

development for ego integrity (i.e., having a positive and unifying philosophy towards lived and 

un-lived experiences; Erikson, 1950/1963). Studies, in fact, have supported these theories, 

demonstrating that levels of generativity reliably predict a large proportion of the variance in 

successive levels of ego integrity (Hannah, Domino, Figuerdo, & Hendrickson, 1996; James & 

Zarrett, 2006). 

A standard measure of generativity, the Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS; McAdams & de 

St. Aubin, 1992) has indicated that individual differences between an adult’s conscious concern 

for the next generation may be assessed via their personal generative intentions and strivings. 

Indeed, recent research has shown that those with higher self-reported scores on the LGS are 

more likely to have positive societal engagement with others and motivational inclinations 

towards public service (Cox, Wilt, Olson, & McAdams, 2010; McAdams & Guo, 2015). Beyond 

generativity’s associations to positive societal contributions, a growing number of studies are 

finding that it is also related to important markers of well-being for the individual (McAdams, 

2013b; McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992). For example, high levels of self-reported generativity 

are moderately correlated with life satisfaction, happiness, self-esteem, and coherence in life (de 

St. Aubin & McAdams, 1995; McAdams, Hart, & Maruna, 1998). In this manner, generative 

people are seemingly taking care of themselves in addition to taking care of others. Naturally, 

then, researchers in fields concerning everything from altruism to human development have 

shown interest in studying generativity, asking questions such as: In what ways are highly 

generative people different from their less generative peers? What motivates generative 
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individuals to commit to their often-times challenging goals for bettering their community? And 

what are the long-term effects of having strong generative strivings for people over the course of 

midlife adulthood? 

Research by social scientists has revealed ‘hallmark’ characteristics of the generative 

person. For instance, personality psychologists have noted that generativity is positively 

associated with the Big Five dispositional traits of extraversion and openness to experience, 

alongside certain facets of conscientiousness and agreeableness: competence, achievement 

striving, dutifulness, altruism, and trust (Cox et al., 2010). In comparison, those lower in 

generativity tend to display Big Five facets most commonly associated with trait neuroticism: 

vulnerability, anxiety, depressiveness, and (on the low agreeableness dimension) modesty (Cox 

et al., 2010; de St. Aubin & McAdams, 1995; Peterson et al., 1997). Generative adults also 

exhibit especially strong involvement in religious and political activities, expressing powerful 

interest in affiliation and engagement within their respective communities above and beyond 

demographic factors (Cole & Stewart, 1996; Dillon & Wink, 2004; Peterson et al., 1997; Rossi, 

2001). Dunham (2009) argues that within organizations, highly generative leaders are viewed as 

being better listeners to the concerns of others, more effective at utilizing encouraging 

communication techniques to convey ideas, and more perceptive overall. Other researchers have 

found that generative parents tend to take an authoritative approach to parenting, employing 

disciplined child-rearing practices and supportive child-centered care (Peterson et al., 1997; 

Pratt, Danso, Arnold, Norris, & Filyer, 2001).  

McAdams and colleagues have taken an integrated approach towards examining the 

multi-dimensional features of generativity, wherein the person living in their psychosocial 

environment is assessed via their traits, behavioral acts, and narrative understanding of their 
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generative journey (McAdams, 2001; McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992; McAdams et al., 1998; 

McAdams & Logan, 2004). As illustrated in Figure 2, generativity is organized into the 

following seven interrelated psychosocial features: (1) cultural expectations, (2) inner desires for 

agency and communion, (3) concerns for the next generation, (4) belief in humankind, (5) 

generative commitments, and (6) actions benefiting future generations by way of constructing a 

(7) generativity script. 

  

Figure 2. Seven features of generativity (McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992) 
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According to this framework by McAdams and de St. Aubin (1992), the journey towards 

generativity stems from a cultural demand for midlife adults to take responsibility for leading the 

next generation, often through social roles like being a parent, organizer, or mentor to others. 

Alongside these normative expectations, strong inner desires arise to leave a lasting personal 

legacy (i.e., symbolic immortality; agency) and to be needed in the community (i.e., “need to be 

needed;” communion). The compelling combination of both cultural demand and internal desires 

for generativity form the conscious concern for others. This concern subsequently translates into 

commitment towards generativity, which may be bolstered (or conversely undercut) by the level 

of the individual’s belief in the goodness of humankind.2 Generative actions are then expressed 

through productive creation, maintenance, cultivation, and contributive offerings directed 

towards others. Lastly, a generativity script allows for the individual to cognitively understand 

and coherently relay their generative journey. Specifically, this meaningful narrative provides for 

the individual insight into how they themselves make efforts to be generative, and how their 

generative acts are situated within their own life, their community, and society at large 

(McAdams, 2006a). In this manner, a generativity script provides an overarching examination of 

an individual’s generative motivations, thoughts, and behaviors.  

Following this framework, a notable line of personality research has analyzed 

generativity using narrative methodologies, asking participants to provide autobiographical 

accounts of their life story (i.e., to reconstruct their lived past, acknowledge their present state of 

living, and imagine their life in the future). In-depth, qualitative analyses of autobiographical 

                                                 
2 For those who have a strong belief in the human species, generative commitments may come 
easier as there is stronger conviction that the human race is in a state of progression. In 
comparison, if such a belief is lacking, the individual may find it difficult to remain committed 
due to a sense of hopelessness in the human race; any effort may be in vain. 
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narratives have revealed that highly generative people tend to tell life stories rich in the affective 

theme of redemption, wherein a negative life event or scene subsequently leads into or resolves 

in positive outcomes – termed a redemption sequence (McAdams, Diamond, de St. Aubin, & 

Mansfield, 1997; McAdams, Reynolds, Lewis, Patten, & Bowman, 2001; Walker & Frimer, 

2007). For the narrator, sequences of redemption in autobiographical life stories have been found 

to be psychologically beneficial, showing positive associations with overall satisfaction with life 

and self-esteem (McAdams et al., 2001). Additionally, studies have pointed to other advantages 

(e.g., positive psychosocial development, psychological well-being, and resilience) related to this 

ability to cognitively construct and narrate affirmative conclusions out of adverse events, trauma, 

or personal transgressions (Affleck & Tennen, 1996; Park, 2010).  

Expanding upon the affective theme of redemption in narratives, researchers have 

recently demonstrated that highly generative people tend to narrate redemption sequences within 

a suite of themes. When taken together, this collection of themes forms into a prototypical life 

narrative termed the redemptive self (McAdams, 2006b, 2006/2013). The redemptive self 

consists of five themes: (1) a sense of being blessed or having an early advantage in life; (2) 

empathy for the suffering of others; (3) clear, consistent, and guiding moral ideology; (4) 

redemption sequences exhibiting benefit-finding following some adversity; and (5) integration of 

pro-social goals for the future (McAdams, 2013b; McAdams & Guo, 2015). Derived from 

qualitative case studies and historical American texts dating back to 17th century New England 

Puritan settlements, the redemptive self narrative contains a suite of motifs especially prevalent 

within the context of American culture (McAdams, 2006b, 2011, 2015a, 2015c). This particular 

narrative positions the highly generative adult as understanding their life as heroic tales of 

redemption; a gifted and morally steadfast individual enters the world, experiences challenges 
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and subsequent triumphs, all the while understanding the suffering of others and striving to give 

back to the community (McAdams, 2013b; McAdams & Guo, 2015). In a rigorous analysis of 

157 life story interviews, McAdams and Guo (2015) found that autobiographical narratives 

featuring the redemptive self may be psychosocially adaptive for the narrator. The redemptive 

self narrative supports an individual in maintaining their high levels of generativity in the face of 

difficult challenges by highlighting the narrator’s guiding moral principles and perseverance 

towards bettering others within their community. In contrast, other well-validated narrative 

constructs, such as integrative meaning-making (obtaining lessons learned, vague meaning, and 

insight on the self) – were overall found to be unrelated to levels of psychosocial adaptation at 

midlife.3  

Past and contemporary focus on those who are committed towards promoting the well-

being of others indicate a strong interest in the field to understanding generativity, the chief 

psychosocial concern of midlife adult development in Western society. In order to do this, 

researchers must analyze the motivations behind generative actions, what being generative 

predicts for an individual’s well-being, and the benefits of generative acts and strivings within 

the developmental context of midlife adulthood. In terms of motivations, this may be examined 

through the motivational themes in the individual’s autobiographical life story. In addition, 

longitudinal models can examine how generativity and the motivational strivings of generative 

people track onto psychological and social components of well-being over time. 

                                                 
3 To the exception of a modest, positive association between contamination sequences and 
depression (McAdams & Guo, 2012). 
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Agency and Communion – Two Central Motivators for the Generative Adult 

In considering what motivates the generative individual, two fundamental dimensions 

emerge – agency and communion (Bakan, 1966). These two meta-concepts serve as instrumental 

frameworks under which to study human lives via the conscious values, attitudes, interests, traits, 

and motivations of an individual (McAdams, 1985; Wiggins, Behrends, & Trobst, 2003). As 

posited by McAdams and de St. Aubin (1992), both desires for agency and communion are 

essential in the progression towards subsequent generative concerns, commitments, and actions. 

However, agency and communion have generally been regarded as contrasting, but critically 

significant motivational modalities. Long before the personality theories of the 20th century, 

ancient Greek philosophers posited love (union and affiliation) and strife (conflicting needs for 

love and autonomy) as life’s great cosmic motivators (Russell, 1945; McAdams, Hoffman, Day, 

& Mansfield, 1996). This drive for agency, the human desire for autonomy, is exhibited through 

an individual’s sense of having personal influence upon determining what happens in their life. 

In contrast, communion signifies an individual’s integration within their expanded social 

community through engaging in dialogue and providing care for others. Following an 

evolutionarily psychological perspective on social adaptation, highly generative individuals are 

those who have managed to solve the problem of obtaining unity in the presence of personal 

strife; strategically balancing 'getting along’ (communion) with others in addition to ‘getting 

ahead’ (agency) in their own lives (Buss, 1996; Lewis, 1974).  

Bakan (1966) first coined the term, agency, to describe a person’s individualistic 

motivation to protect, assert, and develop the self. This motivation for self-development is 

cultivated as a person enters adolescence and peaks during adulthood, providing the basis for 

identity formation (Diehl, Owen, & Youngblade, 2004; McAdams & Cox, 2010; Sokol, 
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Hammond, Kuebli, & Sweetman, 2015). As an elemental human concern, agency taps into the 

intrinsic need for autonomy, encompassing a wide range of self-focused psychological concepts: 

self-mastery; control; status; achievement; empowerment; and expansion (Adler, 2012; Adler et 

al., 2015; Bakan, 1966; McAdams et al., 1996). Furthermore, agentic individuals act upon their 

goals, taking purposeful, self-directed actions towards desired outcomes (Bandura, 2006). Past 

research has also linked agency with personality characteristics most commonly associated with 

individualism: assertiveness and need for achievement (McClelland, 1975; McClelland, 

Atkinson, Clark, & Lowell, 1953); surgency – also known as extraversion (Norman, 1963); 

interpersonal and social dominance (Ghaed & Gallo, 2006; Pincus & Hopwood, 2012); power 

motivation (Winter, 1973); and features of Machiavellianism (Christie & Geis, 1970). Recently, 

a study using Big Five personality indices showed that agency was positively related to openness 

to experience, but negatively so to agreeableness and conscientiousness (Diehl et al., 2004). 

Communion, the latter of Bakan’s (1966) two fundamental modes of human existence, is 

related to social intimacy, featuring concerns regarding interpersonal affiliation, nurturance, and 

connections with others (McAdams et al., 1996). Most central to communion is the intrinsic need 

for intimacy, encompassed through a wide range of other-focused psychosocial concepts: love, 

friendship, dialogue, nurturance, and unity (McAdams, 1980; McAdams et al., 1996). Whereas 

the attributes of agency are most salient during early and mid-adulthood, characteristics of 

communion have been found to be most prevalent during the period of later adulthood (Diehl et 

al., 2004). This finding by Diehl and colleagues (2004) provides evidence that the preservation 

and continued fostering of warm, close, and communicative interactions with others are 

particularly important during later adult years. Other studies have suggested that the dimension 

of communion is negatively associated with narcissism (Wiggins & Pincus, 1994) and also 
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contain components of “social goodness,” in the forms of agreeableness, morality and sociability 

(Bruckmüller & Abele, 2013; Leach, Ellemers, & Barreto, 2007; Pincus & Hopwood, 2012). 

With regards to Big Five personality traits, characteristics of communion are positively related to 

positive socioemotional traits of agreeableness, conscientiousness, and gregariousness (Diehl et 

al., 2004; Pincus & Hopwood, 2012).  

Though some psychologists have theorized that both agency and communion were 

important for well-being, the two domains have frequently been positioned as orthogonal 

concepts in tension with one another, such that agentic self-focused interests are in direct 

competition with the communal interest of servicing others. Accordingly, studies have frequently 

dichotomized the two, oftentimes ‘pitting’ agency and communion against one another. For 

instance, one study has illustrated the desirability of each motivation as dependent upon outcome 

profitability, such that agency is more salient in the self-perspective and communion is more 

important in the other-perspective (Abele & Wojciszke, 2007). To distinguish cases when one 

modality specifically exists in the absence of the other, some researchers have referred to 

unmitigated agency as the sole focus on the self to the exclusion of others and unmitigated 

communion as the focus on others to the exclusion of the self (Helgeson, 1994, Helgeson & Fritz, 

1999). In another challenge to the view that agency and communion exist separately, Imhoff and 

Koch (2017) analyzed levels of agency and communion in samples collected from more than 20 

countries, revealing a curvilinear pattern – communion peaks at average levels of agency, while 

either extreme ends of agency are associated with low communion. 

There are others who suggest yet another approach towards viewing agency and 

communion – to consider them as two general and independent dimensions which interact with 

one another in certain social contexts (Frimer, Walker, Dunlop, Lee, & Riches, 2011; Imhoff & 
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Koch, 2017; Leonard, 1997; Wiggins, 1991). For example, Frimer and colleagues (2011) 

provided evidence for “enlightened self-interest” (i.e., the integration of personal ambitions with 

the interests of others) among recipients of a national award for extraordinary volunteerism. 

These award recipients successfully incorporated both strivings for agency and communion 

within their moral identity (Frimer et al., 2011). Following this work, another detailed 

examination of top-ranked moral figures listed in Time Magazine’s “Most Influential People” 

found that those moral exemplars exhibited this enlightened self-interest through a hierarchical 

integration of agency and communion, wherein agency was shaped by communal goals – agency 

was conducted in the service of communion (Frimer, Walker, Lee, Riches, & Dunlop, 2012). In 

contrast, similarly influential comparison subjects ranked lowest in moral qualities personified 

agentic motives in the format of unmitigated agency, embodying agency solely as a means 

towards self-focused ends (Frimer et al., 2012).  

Decades of work in psychology have also indicated that the multidimensional, 

psychosocial concerns of agency and communion are universal – cutting across demographic 

groups and influencing cognition, motivation, and behavior. For example, in a cross-cultural 

study of these two motivational domains, Kashima and colleagues (1995) found that cultural 

differences were, in large extent, due self-perceptions of independence; people residing in 

individualistic cultures tended to report self-concepts in line with independence and assertiveness 

more than those living in collectivist cultures. The same research also discovered that gender 

differences between men and women were best summarized as a function of how they regarded 

themselves as socioemotionally related to others; women were more likely to be intimacy-

oriented, empathetic towards others, and seeking social connections (Kashima et al., 1995). 
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Currently, a significant amount of research on agency and communion in personality 

psychology has been dedicated towards the study of the two domains via narrative methodology 

(see: Adler, 2012; Adler et al., 2015; Adler, Lodi-Smith, Phillippe, & Houle, 2016; Adler et al., 

2017; McAdams, 2015c; McAdams et al., 1996). Narrative methodology consists of analyzing an 

individual’s personality characteristics through their life narrative. Through the integration of 

events from the reconstructed past and the imagined future, a life narrative typically includes 

settings, characters, plots, and themes (McAdams & Guo, 2015). To study a person’s life 

narrative, researchers have focused on asking participants to disclose specific scenes, such as 

momentous high, low, and turning points in their lives. The autobiographical disclosure of these 

specific landmark scenes provides researchers with an intimate dive into an individual’s 

personality and how the individual makes cognitive sense of their life. Qualitative and 

quantitative analyses by trained coders are then used to study a range of associations between 

lexical word categories, thematic ideas (e.g., redemption, contamination, agency, communion, 

meaning making), and variables of interest, such as psychological or social well-being (Adler et 

al., 2016, 2017; McAdams & McLean, 2013). For example, a study by Dunlop and Tracy (2013) 

found that alcoholics with higher thematic rates of self-redemption in autobiographical accounts 

of their last drink tended to enjoy longer subsequent periods of sobriety. 

Behind many of the studies analyzing autobiographical narratives lies the important 

concept of narrative identity. A person’s narrative identity is his or her internalized and evolving 

story of the self that provides a sense of unity, cohesion, and purpose in living (McAdams, 1985; 

McAdams & McLean, 2013). The story combines the reconstruction of the lived past and 

anticipation of the imagined future. In this manner, life stories do not serve as true biographies or 

even as reliable representations of the historical past, but instead as renderings of what the 
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individual believes to be important about their past, their current state, and their imagined future. 

Subjective perception is at the very crux of narrative identity – these profoundly subjective 

interpretations of personal life events, rather than the factual accuracy of those events, reveal rich 

insights into the identity and personality characteristics of the narrator. This approach harkens 

back to earlier methods of implicitly assessing personality such as the Thematic Apperception 

Test (TAT; Morgan & Murray, 1935; McClelland et al., 1953), which was used to reveal 

subjects’ underlying personal motivations, values, and strivings gleaned from themes within the 

stories subjects created after viewing ambiguous images of social scenes.4 

A person’s narrative identity relies on cognitive meaning making and language as 

mediums to form, organize, and share subjectively-understood life events. As a discursive 

process, the construction of narrative identity is contained within the societal and linguistic 

milieu of the individual (Anderson, 1997). It follows, then, that there are vast differences in how 

people cognitively interpret, understand, and imbue meaning upon similar events. Research 

regarding these cultural differences affirm that narrative identity is nested within the contextual 

framework of the narrator’s sociocultural environment and is thus influenced by experienced 

episodic life events (Hammack, 2008; McLean & Syed, 2016). Other researchers examining 

longitudinal and cross-sectional samples of young and mid-aged participants found that narrative 

identity transformed as a function of both maturation within American society and changes to 

employment status during later adulthood (Dunlop, Guo, & McAdams, 2016).  

                                                 
4 Though there are critiques of the validity of projective measures (see: Lilienfeld, Woods, & 
Garb, 2000) such as the TAT, a substantial amount of empirical evidence show that TAT-based 
assessments and thematic measures have high value in studying implicit motivations. In 
particular, the “Big Three” personality motives of achievement, power, and intimacy/affiliation 
have found to be valid and significant in their relationship to important behavioral markers such 
as risk-taking, leadership, and nurturance of others (Woike & McAdams, 2001). 
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Outside of emotional themes that have been commonly examined within mid-life 

Americans (e.g., redemption sequences and the redemptive self composite; see: McAdams 

2006/2013; McAdams & Guo, 2015),5 motivational themes are additional important indicators of 

personal strivings and narrative identity (Adler et al., 2017; McAdams et al., 1996). Individual 

differences in the two chief modalities of human living – agency and communion – have been 

utilized in depth by narrative researchers (see: Adler, 2012; Adler & McAdams, 2007; Adler et 

al., 2008, 2015, 2016; Diehl et al., 2004; McAdams et al., 1996). One alternative approach to 

examining motivations in narrative accounts has involved relationships to well-being and 

development. In a study on self-development narratives, college students’ narratives were coded 

in a 2 (agentic/communal growth) X 2 (intrinsic intellectual/extrinsic socioemotional growth) 

matrix. Results indicated that agentic interactions with intellectual growth goals predicted 

increases in ego development, and communal interactions with socioemotional growth goals 

predicted increases in subjective well-being (Bauer & McAdams, 2010). However, within this 

project’s context of mid-late life adults’ autobiographical life stories, a traditional framework 

using agency and communion is appropriate for assessing well-being. 

In terms of examining motivations for living a generative life in American society, the 

themes of agency and communion are chief concepts of interest. In narrative form, agency is 

illustrated by a narrator’s perception in their ability to enact change in his or her own life, often 

through demonstrations of self-mastery, achievement, responsibilities, and empowerment. 

Specific illustrations of narrative agency include but are not exclusive to story accounts where 

                                                 
5 Redemption sequences and the redemptive self composite are not the only available emotional 
themes to study within narratives assessments. For an overview of other themes studied in 
narrative analyses, see Adler et al. (2015) and Adler et al. (2017). Other narrative variables 
studied by researchers are also outlined in Implications and Future Directions under Discussion. 
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the narrator: accepts or comes to terms with some personal insight; takes control of some 

component of their life; receives some form of recognition for their achievements; accomplishes 

a challenging task; or is ennobled through their association with some larger force. In contrast, 

narratives high in communion are often filled with accounts of interpersonal connection through 

love, friendship, dialogue, and connections to a broader collective or community (McAdams, 

2006a, 2015c; McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992). Examples of thematic communion include 

instances where the narrator expresses: enhancement of romantic or platonic connection with 

others; intimate, non-hostile communication with others; providing nurturance or support for 

others; or a sense of community or alliance with a group of people. 

Nonetheless, it is important to note that agency and communion do not necessarily exist 

in opposition to one another or in the absence of the other (see: Frimer et al., 2011). Consider, for 

a moment, the root definition of “generativity.” Generativity entails both the autonomous 

creation or generation of something (agency) alongside the concern and commitment towards 

nurturing future generations (communion). In this manner, generativity can be theoretically 

associated with what Frimer and colleagues (2011) have termed, “enlightened self-interest,” 

wherein the individual has integrated personal ambitions nested within the interest of promoting 

the wellbeing of others. Simply put, the domains of agency and communion are inextricably tied 

to generativity via the generative individual’s motivation to get along (communion) and get 

ahead (agency). With that being said, however, the relationship between these variables and how 

they relate to increases in well-being warrant further investigation. As adults encounter the 

challenges associated with generative development, how do their levels of generativity and 

motivational strivings play into levels of psychological and social well-being?  
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Living a Generative Life: Maintaining Well-being in Midlife Adulthood 

Before delving into the mechanisms through which generativity impacts well-being and 

the ways motivational narrative themes (i.e., agency and communion) may modulate this, it is 

important to delineate what is meant by “well-being.” Researchers from various disciplines have 

developed an abundant range of well-being classifications under the umbrella of hedonia (the 

experience of positive emotional states and satisfaction of desires; a pleasant life) and 

eudaimonia (the presence of meaning and development of one’s potentials; a meaningful life). 

These categories of well-being include but are not exclusive to: economic well-being (Helliwell, 

2003); physical well-being (Kaplan et al., 1989); emotional well-being (Diener & Larson, 1993); 

spiritual well-being (Ellison, 1983); global life satisfaction (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 

1985); subjective well-being (Diener, 1984); psychological well-being (Ryff, 1989); and social 

well-being (Keyes, 1998). Recent cross-cultural examinations in the psychological sciences by 

Disabato, Goodman, Kashdan, Short, and Jarden (2016), however, have indicated negligible 

evidence for the discriminant validity of commonly utilized well-being measures like the 

Subjective Well-being Scale (SWB; Diener, 1984) and Psychological Well-being Scale (PWB; 

Ryff, 1989). Rather, most assessments of hedonia and eudaimonia reflect a single, overarching, 

and primarily private construct of personal functioning (Disabato et al., 2016; Keyes, 1998). The 

public construct of personal functioning has largely been absent in the well-being literature. 

However, sociological theories and compelling evidence (e.g., Gallagher, Lopez & Preacher, 

2009) regarding the optimal functioning of individuals, structurally embedded in social 

communities, warrants further investigations on the linkages across generative commitments, the 

motivational domain of communion, and social well-being (Keyes, 1998).  
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Researchers in the social sciences have taken an assortment of different frameworks to 

analyze the positive associations between important components of generativity and well-being. 

For instance, Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2000) proposes that an 

individual’s fundamental needs for (1) autonomy, (2) competence, and (3) social relatedness 

must be fulfilled through meaningful and challenging actions before they may experience 

feelings of self-actualization or eudaimonic happiness. Other research, consistent with Terror 

Management Theory (TMT; Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991), has demonstrated that 

adults’ aspirations for symbolic immortality (the personal desire to have made some lasting 

difference in the lives of others or the broader community that endures beyond their own 

lifetime) mediates the relationship between generative behaviors and satisfaction with life (Huta 

& Zuroff, 2007). A third framework, utilized by developmental psychologists, is the 

intergenerational perspective on generativity, wherein generative maturation is a function of the 

quality of interpersonal interactions between older and younger generations (Cheng, 2009; 

Cheng & Chan, 2014). Baseline measures of generativity among aging adults were positively 

associated with well-being a year later, and that perceived respect for generative actions from 

younger generations mediated those effects (Cheng, 2009). Furthermore, the same study showed 

that older adults’ continuing generative concerns as assessed a year later were partially 

dependent upon the attitudes of younger generations, such that perceived unfavorable attitudes 

from youth predicted a downward spiral in later levels of generativity and well-being in older 

adults (Cheng, 2009).  

Another growing body of literature in personality psychology has homed in on the 

concept of narrative identity for understanding how generativity is broadly linked to well-being. 

For example, a quantitative and qualitative analyses of the redemptive self composite, a narrative 
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architype utilized by highly generative midlife adults, indicated that the redemptive self plays a 

supportive and psychosocially adaptive role in guiding the generative adult through difficult 

generative challenges (McAdams 2006/2013; McAdams & Guo, 2015). Results from a 

subsequent study of the redemptive self composite expanded upon those earlier findings, 

demonstrating that those who tell such a narrative are also more likely to possess Big Five 

personality traits associated with socioemotional maturity – high agreeableness, 

conscientiousness, and extraversion, and low neuroticism (Guo, Klevan, & McAdams, 2016). 

Thus, having positive socioemotional traits aids in potentially both promoting the development 

of generativity as well as the maintenance of well-being during mid-life adulthood.6 Other 

examples of narrative variables studied for their associations to well-being include: redemption 

sequences, contamination sequences, and themes of integrative and intrinsic meaning (for a full 

review, see Adler et al., 2016).7 Taken in sum, these and other findings provide nascent signaling 

for the importance of purposeful, communal relationships and agentic actions in generative 

individuals’ ability to maintain well-being. Indeed, it has been widely theorized that the 

motivational domains of agency and communion have some linkage with generative 

development and successive well-being during the stage of midlife adulthood (Ackerman et al., 

2000; de St. Aubin & McAdams, 1995; Grossbaum & Bates, 2002; McAdams, Ruetzel, & Foley, 

1986; Peterson & Stewart, 1993). 

                                                 
6 Conversely, not exhibiting positive socioemotional traits during midlife adulthood violates the 
role expectations (e.g., having a good work ethic, positive interactions with others, mature 
reactions to negative stressors) associated with advancing into this particular life stage, may 
result in social disapproval and lower levels of well-being (Guo et al., 2016). 
7 Despite substantial theory in support of the incremental association between structural aspects 
of narrative identity (i.e., narrative coherence, complexity, foreshadowing, and articulation) and 
well-being, very few empirical studies have looked into or provide support for it (Adler et al., 
2016). 
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Thematic agency, in particular, has captured the attention of personality researchers 

interested in well-being (e.g., Adler & McAdams, 2007; Adler, Skalina, & McAdams, 2008; 

Adler et al., 2015, 2017; Helgeson, 1994; McAdams et al, 1996; Woike & Polo, 2001). 

Researchers have found that even after controlling for the impact of Big Five traits and 

demographic variables, the motivational theme of agency in narrative identity – the narrator’s 

ability to exert some degree of autonomous control over their life experiences, often exemplified 

by aspects of self-mastery, control, achievement, status, or empowerment – emerges as a 

significant and positive predictor of a host of personal well-being measures (e.g., subjective well-

being, eudaimonic and hedonic happiness, psychological well-being, clinical health) in midlife 

adulthood (Adler et al., 2015). Upon closer examination, this strong relationship between agency 

and private, personal functioning is understandable. Agency’s qualitatively characteristic striving 

for independence directly aligns with the dimension of “autonomy,” one of six components 

conceptualized in the renowned Psychological Well-being Scale (PWB; Ryff, 1989). In narrative 

form, autobiographical life stories rich in thematic agency oftentimes touch upon the other facets 

of psychological well-being, namely environmental mastery, personal growth, purpose in life, 

and self-acceptance. Thematic agency, as an incrementally valid measure of purposeful self-

mastery and growth, has a distinctive relationship with psychological well-being not appeared to 

be captured by other individual differences (Adler et al., 2015; Bauer & McAdams 2010; 

Lilgendahl & McAdams, 2011).  

In comparison, only a few studies have reported findings on communion and well-being. 

In studying cases of unmitigated communion (i.e., the focus on others is at the exclusion of the 

self), it was found that problematic health and interpersonal behaviors resulted from the 

individual’s reluctance to ask others for help and their reliance upon others for maintaining self-
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esteem (Helgeson, 1994; Helgeson & Fritz, 1998, 1999, 2000).8 Regarding thematic communion 

in life stories, two studies indicated that themes of communal-growth were correlated with global 

well-being (Bauer & McAdams, 2004) and goals for communal-growth predicted increases in 

subjective well-being 3.5 years later (Bauer & McAdams, 2010). However, this dearth of 

published findings on communion and well-being may very likely be due to a confound in 

research methodology. The measurements for well-being often used by researchers focus on 

private domains versus public domains of optimal personal functioning and thus fail to 

encapsulate the full benefits of communion.  

Operationally differentiating the measure of well-being leads to important theoretical 

implications on the study of narrative identity. As an example, an individual’s level of thematic 

agency is positively tied to life satisfaction and psychological well-being through heightened 

self-esteem, self-competence and self-efficacy. In juxtaposition, an individual’s level of thematic 

communion is theoretically aligned with the concept of social well-being. For instance, 

qualitative analyses of life stories rich in thematic communion highlight scenes in which the 

narrator aims to dialogue, share, help, connect to, and care for others (Adler et al., 2012; Bauer & 

McAdams, 2004, 2010; McAdams et al., 1996). In this manner, communal strivings are 

indicative of an individual’s ability to respond successfully to the multitude of social challenges 

and tasks associated with living in a sociocultural world. Furthermore, developmental 

researchers point to age cohort effects, where components of communion are especially 

                                                 
8 In comparison, unmitigated agency (i.e., the focus on the self at the exclusion of others) leads 
to hostility, cynicism, greed, and arrogance (Helgeson & Fritz, 1999). Similar to unmitigated 
communion, problematic health and relational behaviors result. However, this is largely due to a 
lack of support from others and general view of others (and humanity, broadly) in a negative 
light (Helgeson, 1994; Helgeson & Fritz, 1999, 2000). 
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important for those in mid-late life adulthood (e.g., Diehl et al., 2004). Therefore, successful 

communal strivings contribute positively towards facets of social well-being: social 

actualization, social acceptance, social integration, social contribution, and social coherence 

(Keyes, 1998). This vital distinction between psychological and social well-being may be key for 

understanding communion as it pertains to well-being, or more specifically, optimal personal 

functioning in the public domain. 

Humans reside as actors with personality traits, agents motivated by goals, and authors of 

their life stories within the limitations of a sociocultural world (McAdams, 2013a). Certain 

characteristics of the individual (e.g., motivational modes of agency and communion, level of 

generativity) are associated with differentiated domains of well-being (e.g., psychological and 

social well-being). Under this framework of differentiated well-being, an individual’s optimal 

personal functioning is assessed by their levels of psychological well-being (self-acceptance, 

environmental mastery, purpose in life, positive relations with others, personal growth and 

autonomy; Ryff & Keyes, 1995) alongside their levels of social well-being (social integration, 

social contribution, social coherence social actualization and social acceptance; Keyes, 1998). In 

addition, these variables and their relationship with one another have the capacity to change as 

people age and mature throughout the course of their lifespan. The concept of “successful aging” 

among late-midlife adults, then, may expand beyond traditional biomedical models of disease 

absence to also include psychosocial functioning (Bowling & Dieppe, 2005). Although studies 

have documented the cross-sectional relationship between generativity, themes of agency and 

communion, and well-being, the literature on the effect of generativity and narrative construction 

upon longitudinal indices of well-being are nascent. To understand the generative individual in 

full, researchers must look beyond concurrent models and examine the longitudinal effects of 
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generativity and its associated themes over the period in which generativity is key – the stage of 

mid-late life adulthood.  

This project aims to answer the question of how agency and communion within 

autobiographical narratives relate to levels of generativity and how each of these measures play 

into longitudinal predictions of well-being over mid-late life adulthood. Generativity (as 

comprised of concerns, commitments, and acts) is theorized to be positively related to narrations 

of life stories rich in both themes of agency and communion. Furthermore, generativity, agency, 

and communion are hypothesized to be associated with well-being. For those generative adults, 

agency in autobiographical life narratives theoretically denotes better psychological functioning 

(i.e., self-mastery or control over personal life events). Whereas in those same generative adults, 

narratives rich in thematic communion tend to signify positive personal functioning in the social 

realm (i.e., feeling affiliated and connected with others). The longitudinal component within this 

framework also allows for analyses to determine how the variables of motivational themes and 

generativity potentially relate to changing measures of well-being over the course of midlife 

adulthood. Examining this relationship between personal narratives and generativity is an 

important direction to holistically understanding the ways an individual’s life story and 

commitment towards enacting positive changes for future generations simultaneously support 

psychosocial well-being. The model which guides this project is depicted in Figure 3 (adapted 

from Figure 2). 
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Figure 3. Model of generativity, agency, communion, and well-being 

 

Project Hypotheses 

This project conducted a set of examinations using data collected from 163 American 

adults participating in a 9-year longitudinal study of midlife adulthood. Analyses examined the 

associations between coded thematic agency and communion in participants’ narratives, levels of 

self-reported generativity, and self-reported indicators of biopsychosocial well-being. 

Participants underwent an annual extensive battery of demographic and biopsychosocial 

assessments. In addition, during baseline and Years 5 and 9, participants provided detailed 

autobiographical responses following a structured, lengthy, life narrative interview given by a 

trained interviewer. At the time of analysis for this project, 92% of active participants had just 

completed the study and the rest were close to completing the last assessment of the study. 

GENERATIVITY

Concern (cultural demand, inner desires, 
motivational sources)

Commitment (thoughts, goals, plans)

Action (creating, maintaining, offering)

NARRATION

Agency (self-insight, control, status, 
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Consequently, longitudinal data available for analyses were restricted to self-report well-being 

variables as outcomes only.  

Nonetheless, this rich and extensive collection of data on personality via life stories and 

self-reported well-being provided an exclusive opportunity to explore, broadly, generativity, 

narrative themes of agency and communion, and how these three variables are related to markers 

of adaptive aging over the course of late midlife adulthood. It is also important to note here that 

both theory and research pose questions to the directionality of the relationships between these 

three sets of variables (narrative variables, generativity, and well-being variables). As such, no 

specific hypotheses have been developed pertaining to temporal relationships regarding 

assessments conducted at baseline. However, as the question of temporal order is fundamental to 

some latter portions of this present study, the direction of observed changes will be taken into 

consideration when conducting longitudinal models. These questions regarding directionality 

will be explored later in the Discussion. 

The primary hypotheses of the present study, therefore, can be clustered into three 

groups. The first group contains those hypotheses about the construct of generativity. These 

hypotheses cluster under the more general question: What is the biopsychosocial profile of a 

highly generative individual? The second group contains those hypotheses about the expected 

relationships between highly generative individuals, associated narrative themes within their 

stories, and how they relate to well-being. These hypotheses cluster under the questions: What 

narrative themes are prevalent in the autobiographical life stories of highly generative individuals 

and are they associated with adaptive aging in midlife adulthood? Lastly, the third group 

contains those hypotheses about the expected longitudinal relationships between the motivational 

themes within participants’ narratives and markers of well-being. These hypotheses cluster under 
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the question: How do thematic agency and communion in participants’ narratives relate to 

changes in well-being over the course of late-midlife adulthood? 

Seven distinct hypotheses were tested in the current study: 

What is the biopsychosocial profile of a highly generative American adult? 

1. It is hypothesized that the structure of self-reported generativity scores falls into two 

latent dimensions of promoting the well-being of others (i.e., getting along with 

others) and actively influencing others (i.e., getting ahead in life). 

2. It is hypothesized that higher levels of self-reported generativity as assessed at 

baseline are not only concurrently positively related to psychosocial well-being, but 

also positively associated with subsequently increasing psychosocial well-being over 

the course of late-midlife adulthood. 

What narrative themes are prevalent in the autobiographical life stories of highly 

generative individuals and are they associated with adaptive aging in late-midlife 

adulthood? 

3. It is hypothesized that at baseline, midlife adults who are high in self-reported 

generativity tend to narrate life stories containing motivational themes of agency and 

communion. 

4. It is hypothesized that presence of thematic agency and communion in life narratives 

are positively related with psychological and social well-being, respectively. 

5. Moreover, it is hypothesized that narratives evaluated to be high in thematic agency 

and communion are associated with an indicator of successful midlife aging 

(summarized using scores on self-report scales assessing generativity, psychological 

well-being, social well-being, and physical quality of life). 
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How do thematic agency and communion in participants’ narratives relate to changes in 

well-being over the course of late-midlife adulthood?  

6. It is hypothesized that those narratives coded as high in thematic agency as assessed 

at baseline are associated with increases in psychological well-being over the period 

of late-midlife adulthood. 

7. It is hypothesized that those narratives coded as high in thematic communion as 

assessed at baseline are associated with associated with increases in social well-

being over the period of late-midlife adulthood. 
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Method 

Participants 

The sample for this study consisted of 163 midlife adults participating in the Foley 

Longitudinal Study of Adulthood (FLSA), a 9-year longitudinal study of midlife adulthood in 

America (see: Cox & McAdams, 2014; Manczak, Zapata-Gietl, & McAdams, 2014; McAdams 

& Guo, 2015). Participants were recruited between 2008 and 2009 by a social science research 

firm, aiming for a nonclinical sample from the Greater Chicago area. Recruitment was completed 

through advertisements and postings at local community centers, newspapers, religious 

institutions, and grocery stores. At study entry (interchangeably stated in this manuscript as 

“baseline,” “Year 1,” or “Time 1”), participants were between ages 54 to 59 (M = 56.37,  

SD = 1.01). The sample aimed for a balanced female (64%) to male (37%) and Black (43%) to 

White (55%) ratios for participants. Annual household incomes ranging from under $25,000 to 

over $300,000, were positively skewed with a median income of $75,000–100,000 in fiscal year 

2008. At baseline, all participants had obtained a high school degree, with 68% having attained 

at least a 4-year Bachelor’s degree.  

Retention rate was high (89%) with 145 FLSA cohort members still officially enrolled by 

the beginning of the ninth and last year of the study. Two of the 18 inactive FLSA participants 

passed away during Years 5 and 7 of the study. Baseline analyses comparing differences 

between the inactive and deceased participants to the rest of the active FLSA sample are 

discussed in the Descriptive and Preliminary Analyses section under Results. Full descriptive 

information for the FLSA sample are also presented in Table 4 under the Descriptive and 

Preliminary Analyses section in the Results. 
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Procedures 

At baseline entry to the study, participants completed a 2-hour online or paper self-report 

survey that included demographic information, measures of generativity, and assessments of 

psychological, social, and physical well-being. Following survey completion, participants were 

then individually interviewed in-person by a trained research assistant following the standardized 

life story protocol adapted from previous research on narrative identity (see McAdams et al., 

1997). These 2-3 hour long structured in-person interviews were conducted by either the lab 

director, an advanced degree student, or post-doctoral member associated with the Foley Center 

for the Study of Lives lab. All in-person interviews were held in private rooms either at the Foley 

Center for the Study of Lives lab at Northwestern University’s Evanston campus or at the School 

of Education and Social Policy at Northwestern University’s downtown Chicago campus.9  

Prior to the survey and interview, participants were reminded that any information 

obtained would remain confidential and de-identified except in situations under which the lab 

would be required to report information (i.e., if the participant described explicit plans to hurt 

themselves or others). FLSA participants were also compensated with $75 in the form of a Visa 

gift card first for the completion of each survey and another $75 Visa gift card once they 

completed the full in-person interview. Those participants who took public transit to the 

interview site were reimbursed with 2 one-way Chicago Transit Authority passes and those who 

drove to the interview sites were either given a parking pass or had their parking ticket validated. 

                                                 
9 The School of Education and Social Policy space on the downtown campus was offered during 
Year 9 of the study.  
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 In the following years, participants were annually assessed with a self-report survey 

similar to the one given during baseline.10 A condensed list of measured variables by assessment 

year is represented under Table 1. 

  

                                                 
10 Life story interviews were also conducted in the following years. Variations on the full, 
structured, in-person interviews were administered during Years 5 and 9. Phone interviews were 
conducted during Years 2 through 4 and 6 through 8. However, those phone interviews were 
shorter, focusing on three particular prompts also found in the standard life story interview (high, 
low, and turning points). 
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Table 1  

 
FLSA Measures by Assessment Year 

 
Measures 

Assessment Year (2008 - 2017) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9* 

Demographics          

Age, Sex, Race X         

Education, Income X    X    X 

Narrative Measures**          

Agency X         

Communion X         

Meaning Making (MM) X         

Adaptive Biopsychosocial Indices          

Generativity (LGS) X    X    X 

Psychological Well-being (PWB) X X X X X X X X X 

Social Well-being (SWB) X X X X X X X X X 

Physical QoL (PCS) X X X X X X X X X 

***Midlife Adulthood QoL Summary (MAS) X    X    X 

 
Note: Shaded boxes indicate the variables utilized in analyses for this present study. 
X    =   the variable was assessed.  
*     =   Year 9 assessments had just been completed by 92% of active participants at the time of 

analyses for this project. However, this data from Year 9 hadn’t been submitted yet into 
Qualtrics. As such, only data up to Year 8 was able to be included in the analyses. 

**   =   Life story interviews were also conducted during Years 2 through 4 and 6 through 8. 
However, those were conducted over the phone and were brief in comparison to those 
narratives collected at Baseline; focusing on 3 particular prompts from the standard life 
story interview (high, low, and turning points). 

*** =  The MAS score is comprised of summed standardized scores from the LGS, PWB, 
SWB, and PCS. 

 



 

 

50 
Survey Questionnaires 

 Participants filled out survey materials which included a number of demographic 

measures (i.e., age, sex, race, highest level of educational attainment, and total household income 

that fiscal year) and the following computed variables: 

Generativity. The Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS; McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992) is 

a 20-item self-report scale which measures an adult’s degree of concern for and active 

involvement in promoting the well-being of future generations. The participant rates each item 

on a 4-point scale, ranging from “0 = never applies to me” to “3 = always applies to me.” 

Examples of items in the LGS include: “I have made many commitments to many different kinds 

of people, groups, and activities in my life;” “People come to me for advice;” and “I feel as 

though my contributions will exist after I die.” The LGS has been extensively shown to be a 

psychometrically sound and valid scale, with individual who score high on the LGS predicted to 

also elicit positive parenting behaviors, volunteerism, civic engagement, and psychological well-

being (McAdams, 2013a). The LGS may be viewed under Appendix A – Loyola Generativity 

Scale (LGS). Cronbach’s alpha = .86. 

Psychological Well-being. Developed by Ryff and Keyes (1995), the Psychological 

Well-being (PWB) scale is a 42-item, multidimensional assessment of overall positive 

psychological functioning based off of the original 84-item scale by Ryff (1989). The PWB 

contains six distinct subscales with six items each. Each of the PWB items were scored on a 

Likert scale ranging from 1-6, where “1 = strongly disagree” to “6 = strongly agree:” self-

acceptance (i.e., “When I look at the story of my life, I am pleased with how things have turned 

out”); environmental mastery (i.e., “In general, I feel I am in charge of the situation in which I 
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live”); purpose in life (i.e., “I have a sense of direction and purpose in life”); positive relations 

with others (i.e., “Most people see me as loving and affectionate”); personal growth (i.e., “I think 

it is important to have new experiences that challenge how you think about yourself and the 

world”); and autonomy (i.e., “I am not afraid to voice my opinions, even when they are in 

opposition to the opinions of most people”). The items in the PWB scale are displayed under 

Appendix B – Psychological Well-being Scale (PWB). Cronbach’s alpha = .88. 

Social Well-being. Keyes’ (1998) Social Well-being (SWB) scale assesses positive 

social functioning – the degree to which individuals are overcoming social challenges and 

functioning in their social domain (from the smaller scale of family or the workplace to global 

status as a world citizens). Keyes’s model of social well-being, then, is an interpersonal 

extension beyond the general intrapersonal focus of psychological well-being (Gallagher et al., 

2009). The SWB contains five 3-item subscale dimensions. Each of the SWB items are scored on 

a Likert scale ranging from 1-6, where “1 = strongly disagree” to “6 = strongly agree:” social 

integration (i.e., “I feel close to other people in my community”); social contribution (i.e., “I have 

something valuable to give to the world”); social coherence (i.e., “I cannot make sense of what’s 

going on in the world” 11); social actualization (i.e., “The world is becoming a better place for 

everyone”); and social acceptance (i.e., “I believe that people are kind”). The items in the SWB 

scale are displayed under Appendix C – Social Well-being Scale (SWB). Cronbach’s alpha = .65. 

Physical Component Scale. Participants’ perceived health-related Quality of Life (QoL) 

in the FLSA dataset were assessed during 2008 - 2014 using the 12-Item Short Form Health 

Survey (SF-12; Ware, Kosinski, & Keller, 1996) and from 2014 onwards using the RAND 36-

                                                 
11 Item is reverse coded. 
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Item Short Form Health Survey (SF-36/RAND-36/MOS-36 Version 1; Hays, Sherbourne, & 

Mazel, 1993). The same 12 items from the SF-12 can be found in the SF-36. 

Derived from the Medical Outcomes Study (MOS), the SF-36 is one of the most widely 

used health-related QoL instruments (Hays & Morales, 2001). The SF-36 measures eight health 

categories: physical functioning (PF; 10 items), role limitations caused by physical health 

problems (RL_P; 4 items), role limitations caused by emotional problems (RL_E; 3 items), 

social functioning (SF; 2 items), emotional well-being (EWB; 5 items), energy/fatigue (E_F; 4 

items), bodily pain (P; 2 items), and general health perceptions (GH; 5 items). An additional 

single item in the SF-36 assesses perceived changes to health over the last 12 months. The SF-12 

consists of a subset of seven of the eight categories (excludes SF). Past assessments of the SF-12 

and SF-36 indicate that resulting scores in those categories were comparable in predicting the 

same magnitude of ill-health and degree of change over time (Jenkinson et al., 1997). 

A higher score in each category indicates better health. Scores were also transformed to a 

linear scale of 0 - 100 (percent of total possible score) and then averaged across all items in the 

same category. Furthermore, a physical component summary (PCS; comprised of 7 items from 

the following categories: PF, P, RL_P, and GH) and mental component summary (MCS; 

comprised of 5 items from the following categories: EWB, RL_E, and E_F) score can be derived 

from the SF-12 and -36. In order to maintain consistency across time-points, the PCS score was 

compiled by averaging the physically relevant category scores.12 Each individual’s PCS was then 

standardized to arrive at a meaningful variable indicating the participants’ perceived physical 

                                                 
12 The SF-12 and -36 each have different ways of weighting the PCS and MCS (and the SF-12 is 
missing the category of SF. Therefore, scores were left unweighted to maintain a consistent PCS 
across assessment time points.  
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QoL as compared to their peers during the time of assessment. The PCS scores from the SF-12 

have been shown to be highly reliable, correlating .95 with the PCS from the original SF-36 

(Busija et al., 2011; Ware, Kosinski, & Keller, 1996). The six questions from the SF-12 and SF-

36 which assessed physical, health-related QoL may be viewed under Appendix D – Physical 

Component Summary (PCS). Cronbach’s alpha = .87. 

Midlife Adulthood Quality of Life Summary. In order to obtain an indicator of 

successful aging in late mid-life adulthood, a summary score termed the Midlife Adulthood 

Quality of Life Summary (MAS), was created using variables which were considered important 

from developmental, psychosocial, and health perspectives for adaptive aging during midlife 

adulthood. As such, scores for generativity, psychological well-being, social well-being, and 

physical QoL were considered for the MAS. The MCS from the SF scales were not included 

within the MAS because reliable measurements of psychological and social well-being were 

already obtained as representative indices of psychosocial QoL during each time-point.  

Results from Pearson’s correlation tests pointed towards small to strong associations 

between the LGS, PWB, SWB, and PCS questionnaires (rs from .06 to .57). Following an 

exploratory factor analysis was conducted, with results from scree plot and parallel analyses 

suggesting a single factor for the MAS. This single factor was less complex than a two-factor 

solution and accounted for 43% of the variance. Factor analyses by varimax rotation of minimum 

residuals concluded that a one-factor MAS would contain loading between .11 and .77. Although 

the .11 loading for PCS should ideally be higher for a summary score, conceptually, physical 

QoL is an important variable for a summary score of midlife adulthood QoL. The resulting MAS 

score, which represented adaptive midlife aging, was then generated for each participant by 
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summing the average of their standardized scores on the LGS, PWB, SWB, and PCS. Results 

from the exploratory factor analysis for the MAS are depicted under Figure 4 and Table 2. 

Factor loadings for the MAS are presented under Table 3. Cronbach’s alpha = .66.  
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Figure 4. Scree plot of the MAS. Parallel analysis suggests that the number of factors and the 
number of components = 1. 
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Table 2  
 
Goodness-of-Fit Indicators of Exploratory Models for the Midlife Adulthood QoL Summary 
(MAS) based on Varimax Rotation of Minimum Residuals 

Number of 
Factors χ2 df Proportion 

Variance Fit RMSEA BIC Complexity 

1 152*** 6 43% 0.74 0.090 -9.9 1.0 
2 0 1 50% 0.76 N/A N/A 1.2 

†p <.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; *** p<.001 
Note: Shaded row indicates the number of factors later models were based on. RMSEA = Root 

Mean Square Error of Approximation; BIC = Bayesian Information Criterion. 
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Table 3 
 

Exploratory Model for a One-Factor Midlife Adulthood Quality of Life Summary (MAS): 
Standardized Loadings and Communalities using Minimum Residuals with Varimax Rotation 

Item Loading h2 u2 communality 
SWB 0.77 0.60 0.40 1.00 
PWB 0.76 0.57 0.43 1.00 
LGS 0.74 0.54 0.46 1.00 
PCS 0.11 0.01 0.99 1.00 
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Life Narrative Interview 

Participants in the Foley Longitudinal Study of Adulthood were each administered the 

life story interview by a trained graduate student or postdoctoral fellow (McAdams, 2015b). The 

interview guided the participants though the telling of his or her life story – to consider his or her 

life as if it were a book with chapters, key scenes, and themes. The current study examines three 

discrete scenes within the full interview: (1) high point (the greatest or happiest moment in the 

story); (2) low point (the worst or unhappiest moment in the story); and (3) turning point (the 

moment of a marked, important change in the story). For each narrative response, the 

participants were asked to describe the scene in detail, including what happened, who was 

involved, and what they were thinking and feeling during the time. Participants were also asked 

what they thought the scene said about themselves or about their life story. While these three key 

autobiographical scenes do not capture the complete scope of what constitutes a person’s overall 

narrative identity, responses to these interview prompts have proven to be exceptionally 

revealing of the main themes that characterize narrative identity (McAdams & Manczak, 2015). 

The high, low, and turning point narrative prompts are provided in full under Appendix E – 

Structured Life Story Interview Prompts. 

All participants’ life stories were audio-recorded and transcribed into typed word 

documents. The three scenes (i.e., high, low, and turning point) were then separately analyzed 

along a continual scale for the two motivational themes of agency and communion. A third 

theme of integrative meaning making was also separately analyzed. For this project, thematic 

meaning making served as a point of comparison during analyses due to it conceptually being 
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associated with the overall cognitive processing of events for personal significance versus 

motivational desire.  

Agency and communion were separately examined by a single set of two coders and 

meaning making was analyzed by another set of two coders. Coding reliability was established 

by following standard practices in narrative research – training two coders using widely used, 

reliable, and valid coding systems. In addition, coders avoided coder drift by abiding to coding 

systems and meeting intermittently throughout the coding process to ensure an acceptable level 

of interrater reliability on 20% of aggregated narrative accounts. All four coders were blind to 

both the identifying information of participants and research hypotheses of this project.  

For analyses, scores by theme across the three scenes were totaled and averaged to arrive 

at independent final scores for agency, communion, and meaning making. Subsequent 

standardization of each distinct averaged totals also provided easier interpretation of results. The 

motivational themes of agency and communion, and the integrative theme of meaning making 

were defined on continuous scales as described below: 

Agency. Each narrative scene was rated using a 5-point scale adapted from previous 

studies examining narrative identity (see: Adler, 2012; Adler et al., 2015). In this coding schema 

for agency, participants’ narrative scenes were related to the degree to which they internalized, 

reflected upon, and engaged with their actions. For instance, examples of agency were 

demonstrated through a participant narrating that they obtained a sense of self-mastery (i.e., self-

insight and -control), status, achievement, or empowerment through having experienced that 

particular event (McAdams, 1985; McAdams et al., 1996). Each scene was scored between 0 – 4, 

wherein a “0” indicated that the narrator viewed himself or herself as completely powerless and 
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at the whims of external forces beyond their control. On the other end of the spectrum, a “4” 

signified that the individual portrayed himself or herself as a major driver within their life events. 

A mid-point rating of “2” was generally rare and indicated either the absence of code-able 

language pertaining to agency or when a narrative scene displayed both agentic and non-agentic 

components. The coding manual for agency can be viewed under Appendix F – Coding Agency. 

Coding reliability for two coders achieved good inter-rater reliability ( = .88; ICC2k = .88). 

The following narrative scored a “4” on agency due to the participant’s expression of 

self-mastery and feelings of competence (“I knew that I was competent,” “I recognized my own 

growth”) having achieved momentous personal goals:  

[My high point would be] moving into my first apartment in Chicago. I had accomplished 

my career goals… I knew that I was competent career-wise…my ability to live 

independently, in handling my illness, and in finding my talents…[By] being competent, 

I felt like I had – I recognized my own growth. 

In contrast, the following low point narrative received an agency score of “0” due to the 

participant’s feelings of helplessness (“I just remember crumbling”) and physical manifestations 

of weakness (“not being able to breathe”) during the funeral of their grandmother: 

My grandmother was probably the closest person to me. I was twelve…and just got 

slammed with [her death]. I just remember feeling… like my life’s over … being so hurt 

that my heart felt like it was just crushing in… not being able to breathe at the funeral. 

Like, gasping…I just remember crumbling. 



 

 

61 
Finally, the following turning point narrative scored a “2” on agency because it exemplified an 

ambivalent quality in the participant’s feelings of control; they relied heavily upon their faith to 

direct their decision making (“I could do it all if I just allowed and did it His way”): 

[Four years ago] I … completely decided to do things God’s way … By doing things His 

way, and truly depending on Him to survive … He showed me that He had put me in a 

position where I could do it all if I just allowed and did it His way … abstaining, and 

waiting, and depending on Him, and trusting [Him]. 

Communion. Each narrative scene was rated for communion using a 5-point scale 

adapted from previous studies (see: Adler, 2012; Adler et al., 2015). The coding schema for 

communion encompasses the psychological and motivational ideas concerning love, friendship, 

feelings of belonging, and caring of others. These processes were often described in narratives 

through accounts of love or comradery, non-hostile dialogue, providing support for others, and a 

sense of union or togetherness within the community (McAdams, 1985, McAdams et al., 1996). 

Each scene was scored between 0 – 4, wherein a “0” indicated the participant feeling isolated, 

rejected, completely disconnected from their community, or in rare cases, even disinterested in 

connecting with others. Whereas a “4” signified that the individual portrayed himself or herself 

as being highly connected with others. Again, similar to the coding for agency, a midway rating 

of “2” was rare and was only used in cases when a participant did not provide code-able 

language pertaining to communion or when an account of a scene displayed both communal and 

non-communal features. The coding manual for communion is shown under Appendix G – 

Coding Communion. Coding reliability for two coders achieved good inter-rater reliability  

( = .95; ICC2k = .95). 
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The following high point narrative scored a “4” on communion due to the participant’s 

emotional expression of connection to another, which in this case, was her newborn baby (“I 

mean, this is what life is all about”):  

I would have to say the birth of my child … it was just incredible. I mean, this is what life 

is all about … this love and this warmth. I remember just feeling warm … being so happy 

and yet crying. I mean, every emotion that you can ever imagine comes out, I think, 

during childbirth. 

In contrast, the following turning point narrative received a communion score of “0” due to the 

participant’s feelings of rejection from their community (“[the forced retirement] was a sense of 

betrayal”) and a reluctance to get back into that work community (“It really set me back to the 

point where…I really have not tried to get another job in the industry”): 

Basically being forcibly retired from my last job. I was there seven years … I mean, I 

was in complete, absolute complete denial. It really set me back to the point where … I 

really have not tried to get another job in the industry. You just get on the horse and ride 

away. It was a sense of betrayal. 

Lastly, the following narrative received a “2” on communion due to the individual’s mixed 

feelings about connections with others – on one hand, they chose to be alone after a difficult 

divorce (“I spent so much time by myself”), on the other, they understood they had positive 

connections with others (“people kind of gravitate towards me,” “I accept people…for the way 

they are”): 

[After] the divorce … I spent so much time by myself… feeling so low after our 

relationship broke up … I never thought I was a bad person… I didn’t understand what 
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made people kind of gravitate towards me. And I think I understood that actually ... 

always, I accept people … for the way they are. 

Meaning Making. For comparison’s sake, the additional category of integrative meaning 

making (McLean & Pratt, 2006) was added. Meaning making, a well-validated construct utilized 

in research on narrative identity, encompasses the degree to which the protagonist learned 

something or processed meaning from a personal life event. Past research has found the thematic 

construct of meaning making to be theoretically and empirically unrelated to generativity (see: 

McAdams & Guo, 2015). Each narrative scene was rated on a 4-point scale for the participant’s 

level of meaning making, where “0 = no meaning,” “1 = lesson learned,” “2 = vague meaning,” 

and “3 = insight.” For instance, narratives where the participant gleaned generally behavioral 

lessons that didn’t extend beyond the context of the situation received a code of “1 = lesson 

learned.” A “2 = vague meaning” was given when a participant’s narrative contained slightly 

more sophisticated derivations of meaning from the life event. Lastly, narrative accounts were 

given a “3 = insight” when the participant explicitly delineated implications from their life event 

that more broadly transformed their understanding of themselves, their relationships, or the 

world. Coding reliability for two coders achieved good inter-rater reliability ( = .98; ICC2k 

= .83). 

Word Count. After narratives were transcribed, the Word Count function in Microsoft 

Word was used to determine the length of narrative for each participant. Taken in sum, the three 

scenes ranged from 1,263 to 6,544 words (M = 2,847, SD = 1,546). By scene, word counts were 

as follows: high point (M = 879, SD = 494); low point (M = 1,010, SD = 576); and turning point 

(M = 958, SD = 476). Past research has indicated that word count is rarely meaningfully 
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correlated with narrative themes (Adler et al., 2016). Therefore, word count was not included in 

any analyses beyond descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for the purposes of this 

project. 

Data Analysis 

Basic Approach. There were eight main variables which were analyzed for hypothesis 

testing: generativity, thematic agency, thematic communion, thematic meaning making, 

psychological well-being, social well-being, physical QoL, and the composite variable for 

midlife adulthood QoL. Pre-hypothesis tests first checked for any obvious outlying data and 

potential errors in data entry for those variables. Following, power analyses using the sample’s 

size of 157 with a set α-level of .05 and .80 power concluded that an expected minimum effect 

size was at r = .22. This translated to the current project’s ability to detect small to medium-sized 

effects, aligning with other prior research and meta-analyses indicating small to medium effect 

sizes being reasonably standard within examinations of personality and subjective well-being 

(DeNeve & Cooper, 1998; Diener, Oishi, & Lucas, 2003). Additionally, though attrition and 

disengagement are often major methodological problems in even the most appealing of 

longitudinal studies, fortunately for this project, imputations for missingness were not necessary; 

only between 1 – 8% of the data were missing for each measure over all time points, which 

would have not decreased power significantly.  

To test this project’s seven hypotheses, a series of factor analyses (for hypothesis 1), 

regression (for hypotheses 2, 3, and 5), multi-level (for hypotheses 2, 6, and 7), and mediation 

models (for hypothesis 4) were run. All analyses were based on the available data for the sample 

only, with p-values presented for two-tailed models and confidence intervals set at 95%. Data 
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was analyzed using JMP Pro 13.0.0 and the psych (Revelle, 2017), lme4 (Bates, Mächler, 

Bolker, & Walker, 2015), and lavaan (Rosseel, 2012) packages in R version 3.4.2 (R Core Team, 

2017). 

Hypothesis Testing. In hypothesis 1, the construct of generativity was explored through 

factor analysis.13 Exploration was completed through parallel analysis of scree plots. Following 

factor analyses were conducted using an orthogonal varimax rotation. The decision to use 

varimax rotation was because the hypothesized simple structure of generativity consisted of two 

differentiated factors (Brown, 2009). Comparisons of models’ goodness-of-fit included 

proportion of variance explained, overall fit, RMSEA (Root Mean Square Error of 

Approximation), and BIC (Bayesian Information Criterion).  

For hypotheses 2, 3, and 5, regressions were completed after assumptions for multiple 

regression were confirmed: multivariate normality (i.e., that the variables were normally 

distributed), a linear relationship between the independent and dependent variable, absence of 

multicollinearity (i.e., a substantially high correlation between two variables), and 

homoscedasticity (i.e., that variances of error terms are similarly distributed across all 

independent variables) (McDonald, 2014). Correlation tables of predictor variables ensured that 

the data complied with the assumptions of a generally linear relationship between independent 

and dependent variables. Correlations of variables (apart from those variables of generativity, 

psychological well-being, social well-being, and physical QoL used to form the midlife 

adulthood QoL summary variable) also indicated no issues of multicollinearity, which could 

                                                 
13 The midlife adulthood QoL as a one-factor construct was confirmed prior to hypotheses 
testing; see MAS under Methods. 
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have increased the standard errors of regression coefficients and subsequently reduced the 

estimations for true effects (Farrar & Glauber, 1967). Finally, no stabilizing transformations 

were needed for the standardized data.  

Hierarchical multiple linear regressions models were conducted in order to analyze 

concurrent relationships between variables. For each regression model, at stage 1, the outcome 

variable of interest (i.e., generativity, psychological well-being, social well-being, physical QoL, 

midlife adulthood QoL summary) was predicted by thematic variables (e.g., agency and 

communion). At stage 2 of the models, covariates were added to test whether effects remained 

significant above and beyond the stage 1 results. These covariates included demographics 

variables with potential associations with the outcome variables: race (coded as White or Black), 

sex (coded as male or female), and socioeconomic status (income and educational attainment). 

The resulting regression coefficients for the variables and overall R2 value provided evidence of 

meaningful associations between the variables and the significance of the model, respectively.  

For hypotheses 2, 6, and 7, multi-level models met the three important features for 

longitudinal growth curve analyses, which included: three or more waves of data, an outcome 

(i.e., psychological or social well-being) that could change systematically over time, and a 

reasonable metric for clocking time (i.e., participant age, because this project was focused on 

changes over the span of midlife adulthood) (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002; Singer & Willett, 

2003). Also known as ‘mixed’, ‘random effects’, or ‘hierarchical linear’ modeling, multi-level 

modeling allowed for fixed estimates of sample-level overall trajectories as well as individual-

level random effects.  
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To ensure there was enough variance in scores due to individual within-participant 

variability, single-level models were first calculated: 

(Yai = 0i + ai, where 0i = 00 + u0i) 

Fixed effect of the intercept () is equivalent, then, to the average amount of well-being among 

participant (i) measurements. Random effects in this simple model for the intercept indicated 

how much between-person variability exists over time, whereas the residual indicated the 

amount of within-person variability.  

Next, two-level models were conducted to test whether other variables (; i.e., baseline 

levels of generativity, thematic agency, or thematic communion) explained any statistically 

significant individual differences in the relationship obtained at level 1. In the simple level 1 

model, each measure of well-being was estimated by the grand mean levels of the respective 

measure across all age measurements (a) nested within participants (i). In a two-level model, the 

linear model (level 1) examined the outcomes as expressed through a function of age and 

allowed for the estimation of individual differences in trajectories for outcomes in well-being:  

(Yai = 0i + 1i (ageai – 58.4) + ai) 

By centering age, the intercept, 0i, indicated well-being centered at age 58.4, and the linear 

coefficient, 1i, estimated the rate of change at age 58.4. Any significant random effects denoted 

that individual differences exist in rate of change and hence intra-individual deviations from the 

general trajectory. Furthermore, covariates’ (i.e., generativity, thematic agency, thematic 

communion) impact upon outcome variables were tested through interactions with the time 

measurement of age. Chi-squared testing and analyses of fit using -2LL (-2 Log Likelihood), 
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BIC, and REML (restricted maximum likelihood) indicated which model was best in predicting 

social and psychological well-being trajectories. 

 For hypothesis 4, mediation models assessed narrative themes’ relationship to well-being 

as mediated by generativity. These models followed the four steps in establishing mediation 

models (see: Baron & Kenny, 1986; Judd & Kenny; 1981; James & Brett, 1984). First, a 

significant correlation must exist between the causal and outcome variables, establishing that 

there is an effect that may be mediated. Second, a significant correlation must exist between the 

causal variable and the mediator. Third, the mediator must significantly affect the outcome 

variable while controlling for the causal variable. The fourth step tested for complete mediation, 

where the effect of the causal variable on the outcome variable controlling for the mediator 

should be 0. Meeting all four steps would have suggested a complete mediation, whereas the 

meeting of only the first three steps would indicate a partial mediation of the effect of the causal 

variable upon the outcome variable. 

Demographics as Covariates. With respect to demographic variables, it was difficult to 

form a hypothesis as to the effect of gender, education, income, and race upon the relationship 

between generativity, narrative themes, and wellbeing. There is some literature suggesting that 

there are gender differences, such that women tend to be communally-aligned (see Kashima et 

al., 1995). However, demographic differences in terms of agency and communion in narratives 

has not been fully explored within mid-late life American adults. With that being said, 

demographic variables will be utilized as covariates to see whether the effects between the 

outcome variable of interest (i.e., psychological well-being or social well-being) and the 
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predictor variable (i.e., generativity, thematic agency, thematic communion) remain significant 

within regressions models.  
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 Results  

Descriptive and Preliminary Analyses 

Participants in this study were on average just over 56 years of age (SD = 1.01,  

range = 54 - 59) at the time of the start of the 9-year FLSA. Of the 163 participants (104 female; 

64%) during baseline assessment, 89 participants (55%) identified as White, 71 (43%) as Black, 

and 3 (2%) as “interracial/other.” The total household income of participants varied greatly from 

under $25,000 to over $300,000 during fiscal year 2008. However, the sample’s average 

household income was proportionally high (M = $100,000 - $124,999) compared to the average 

U.S. household. Additionally, FLSA participants were relatively well-educated, with all 

participants having obtained a high school degree and 64% having attained at least a 

baccalaureate by baseline assessment. A full list of descriptive information for this sample 

collected at baseline can be found in Table 4.  

Assessments of the 18 inactive participants at the end of Year 8 compared to the rest of 

the cohort did not show any significant baseline group differences for: sex (F(1,161) = .044,  

p = .83), race (F(1,158) = .084, p = .77), income (F(1,161) = 2.203, p = .14), narrative agency 

(F(1,156) = .131, p = .72), narrative communion (F(1,161) = .023, p = .88), narrative meaning-

making (F(1,161) = .064, p = .80), generativity (F(1,156) = .249, p = .62), psychological well-

being (F(1,153) = .334, p = .56), or social well-being (F(1,154) = .906, p = .34). However, 

inactive participants were generally less educated (F(1,161) = 5.592, p < .05) and reported 

having worse physical QoL (F(1,161) = 8.76, p < .01). Specifically, inactive participants 

reported worse physical functioning (t(161) = 2.41, p < .05), more limitations due to physical 
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health (t(161) = 2.63, p < .01), more bodily pain (t(161) = 2.44, p < .05), and poorer overall 

health (t(161) = 2.68, p < .01).14 

There were a few demographic differences in baseline data found using bivariate 

correlations and independent samples t-tests. Education was positively related with household 

income (r(161) = .32, p < .001), self-reported physical QoL (r(161) = .21, p < .01), and self-

reported levels of generativity (r(156) = .19, p < .05).15 Compared to the White FLSA 

participants, the Black participants scored higher on self-reported measures for generativity 

(MBlack = 45.652, SDBlack = 8.528; MWhite = 41.101, SDWhite = 8.791; t(153) = 3.227, p < .01) and 

psychological well-being (MBlack = 215.462, SDBlack = 24.296, MWhite = 198.138,  

  

                                                 
14 Analyses also compared the two deceased participants to those participants still actively 
enrolled by Year 8 of the study. Assessments of the deceased participants compared to the rest of 
the cohort did not show any significant group differences at baseline in terms of: sex  
(F(1,161) = .182, p = .67), race (F(1,158) = 1.571, p = .21), education (F(1,161) = .007, p = .94), 
income (F(1,161) = .733, p = .39), narrative agency (F(1,156) = .028, p = .87), narrative 
communion (F(1,161) = .814, p = .37), levels of generativity (F(1,156) = .730, p = .39),  
psychological well-being (F(1,153) = .360, p = .55), or social well-being (F(1,154) = .566,  
p = .45). Unsurprisingly, however, there were differentiating factors with regards to physical 
QoL (F(1,161) = 6.26, p = .01), such that the two participants who later passed away suffered 
from lower levels of physical QoL. In particular, these two participants had lower levels of 
physical functioning (t(161) = -2.04, p < .05), more role limitations due to physical health  
(t(161) = -2.13, p < .04), and poorer general health (t(161) = -2.65, p < .01). Another 
distinguishing factor is that the two deceased participants had higher levels of meaning making  
(F(1,156) = 6.078, p = .015). While the sample size is extremely limited, this latter finding 
reflects past research indicating that levels of meaning-making, especially those related to life 
purpose and death-acceptance, increases as individuals prepare for the possibility of soon facing 
death (Reker, Peacock, & Wong, 1987).  
15 Education had significantly positive relationships with three of the four subcategories of 
physical QoL: physical functioning (r(161) = .20, p < .05), general health (r(161) = .19, p < .05), 
and fewer role limitations due to physical health (r(161) = .18, p < .05). 
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SDWhite = 27.7343; t = 4.014, p < .0001).16 Female participants were also more likely to have 

higher levels of psychological well-being as compared to male participants (Mfemale = 210.596, 

SDfemale = 25.909; Mmale = 196.786, SDmale = 28.152; t = 3.089, p < .01).17 Simple bivariate 

associations between all the study predictor, outcome, and covariate variables may also be found 

in Table 5. 

Additional Fisher r-to-z transformations explored whether there were significant 

differences between correlation coefficients found in different groups (i.e., Black versus White 

and female versus male participants) assessed during baseline. While there were no significant 

sex differences, two noteworthy findings emerged with regards to race. First, for the relationship 

between PCS and LGS scores, the finding was only significantly positive only among Black 

participants (rBlack(65) = .316, p < .001; rWhite(88) = -.079, p > .05; z = 2.45, p < .05). The second 

finding concerned PCS and SWB scores, where the relationship was also significantly positive 

only among Black participants (rBlack (65) = .2531, p < .05; rWhite(86) = -.0825, p > .05; z = 2.05, 

p < .05). Therefore, physical QoL was positively associated with both generativity and social 

                                                 
16 Black participants scored significantly higher than White participants in five of the six 
subcategories for psychological well-being: purpose in life (MBlack = 36.70, SDBlack = 4.97;  
MWhite = 30.00, SDWhite = 5.42; t(158) = 4.44, p < .0001); personal growth (MBlack = 37.91,  
SDBlack = 4.61; MWhite = 34.81, SDWhite = 4.86; t(158) = 4.10, p < .0001); autonomy  
(MBlack = 35.10, SDBlack = 5.75; MWhite = 32.06, SDWhite = 6.04; t(158) = 3.230, p < .01);  
self-acceptance (MBlack = 34.79, SDBlack = 5.86; MWhite = 31.72, SDWhite = 6.95; t(157) = 2.95,  
p < .01); and environmental mastery (MBlack = 33.67, SDBlack = 5.92; MWhite = 30.99,  
SDWhite = 6.54; t(157) = 2.68, p < .01). 
17 Female FLSA participants scored significantly higher than their male counterparts on three of 
the six subcategories of psychological well-being: positive relations with other (MFemale = 36.65, 
SDFemale = 5.49; MMale = 33.32, SDMale = 5.99; t(158) = 3.56, p < .001); environmental mastery 
(MFemale = 33.11, SDFemale = 6.35; MMale = 30.46, SDMale = 6.08; t(160) = 2.58, p < .05); and self-
acceptance (MFemale = 33.94, SDFemale = 6.75; MMale = 31.58, SDMale = 6.11; t(160) = 2.20,  
p < .05). 
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well-being for Black late-midlife adults. Whereas for White late-midlife adults, their level of 

physical QoL was not associated with generativity nor social well-being. 
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Table 4  
 
Descriptive Characteristics of the FLSA Sample (N = 163) at Baseline Assessment 

Variable N M SD median range 

Demographic variables 

Age (years)   56.37 1.01 56.16 54 - 59 
Sex           

Female 105         
Male 58         

Race           
Black 70         
White 90         
Other 3         

Educationa 163 3.06 0.96 3.00 1 - 4 
Incomeb 163 5.57 4.27 4.00  1 - 13 

Narrative measuresc 

Agency 158 2.11 0.77 2.00 0.00 - 3.67 
Communion 158 2.50 0.77 2.67 0.33 - 4.00 
Meaning Making (MM) 158 3.89 2.85 3.75 0.00 - 9.00 
Word count 158 2847 1546 3172 1263 - 6544 

Adaptive biopsychosocial indicesd 

Generativity (LGS) 158 43.14 8.92 44.00 17 - 58 
Psychological Well-being (PWB) 155 205.61 27.47 214.00 110 - 248 

Autonomy 163 33.40 6.08 34.00 13 - 42 
Environmental mastery 162 32.18 6.37 33.00 13 - 42 
Personal growth 163 36.19 4.96 37.00 18 - 42 
Purpose in life 163 34.60 5.53 35.00 16 - 42 
Positive relations with others 160 35.46 5.88 37.00 11 - 42 
Self-acceptance 162 33.11 6.61 34.00 13 - 42 

Social Well-being (SWB) 156 64.32 9.79 65.00 29 - 82 
Social acceptance 162 12.40 2.80 12.00  3 - 18 
Social actualization 162 11.75 3.23 12.00  3 - 18 
Social coherence 163 11.69 2.81 12.00  4 - 17 
Social integration 163 13.32 3.74 14.00  3 - 18 
Social contribution 163 15.23 2.78 16.00  5 - 18 
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Physical QoL (PCS)e 163 80.07 23.62 91.00   9 - 100 

Physical functioning (PF) 163 79.45 29.52 100.00   0 - 100 
Role limitation (physical; RL_P) 163 79.45 36.74 100.00   0 - 100 
Bodily pain (P) 163 84.36 25.32 100.00   0 - 100 
General Health (GH) 163 76.46 17.92 75.00  12.5 - 100  

MAS (ZLGS + ZSWB+ZPWB+ZPCS) 163 0.00 0.70 0.11  -2.05 - 1.44 

a  Categories for educational degree obtainment were: 1 = High school, 2 = Associate 
 degree, 3 = Bachelor’s degree, 4 = Graduate degree (post-college). 
b  Categories for family income were: 1 = Under $25,000, 2 = $25,000 – $49,999,  
    3 = $50,000 – $74,999, 4 = $75,000 – $99,999, 5 = $100,000 - $124,999,  
    6 = $125,000 – $149,999, 7 = $150,000 – $199,999, 8 = $200,000 - $274,999,  
    9 = $275,000 – $300,000, 10 = $300,000 and greater. 
c  These were assessed using participants' high, low, and turning point narratives only. 
d  Higher scores on these measures indicate better adaptations during late-midlife  adulthood. 
e  Scores on the PCS were unweighted by population in order to maintain consistent 
 measurements across assessment points (SF-12 during years 1 and 5, SF-36 during year 9).   
    Analyses using PCS used standardized PCS scores only. 
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Table 5 
 
Bivariate Associations and Adjusted p-values Between all Predictor, Outcome, and Covariate Variables 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
1. Sex - 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 .11 1.00 1.00 
2. Race .14† - 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 .08† 1.00 .00** 1.00 .13 
3. Education -.18* -.17* - .00** 1.00 1.00 1.00 .82 1.00 1.00 .39 .42 
4. Income -.04 -.11 .32*** - 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 
5. Agency -.04 .00 .01 -.01 - .00** 1.00 .30 1.00 .48 1.00 .48 
6. Communion -.06 -.08 -.01 .06 .49*** - 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 
7. MM .04 -.11 .16* .07 .13 .12 - 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 
8. LGS .09 .25** .19* .08 .22** .07 .04 - .00** .00** 1.00 .00** 
9. SWB .06 .13 .16* .08 .12 .08 .05 .57*** - .00** 1.00 .00** 
10. PWB .24** .32*** .03 .10 .20* .08 .05 .56*** .59*** - 1.00 .00** 
11. PCS -.04 -.05 .21** .16* .03 -.02 .03 .07 .06 .10 - .00** 
12. MAS .13 .24** .21** .15† .20* .08 .06 .79*** .79*** .81*** .43*** - 

Note: Entries above the diagonal are the resulting Bonferroni-corrected p-values conducted for multiple tests. Entries below the 
diagonal are the simple bivariate associations (with indicated pre-corrected significance values) between all the study predictor, 
outcome, and covariate variables.  
 
For 1. Sex, 0 = male and 1 = female 
For 2. Race, 0 = White and 1 = Black 
 
†p <.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; *** p<.001 
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The Biopsychosocial Profile of the Generative American Adult 

Hypothesis 1: A Two-Factor Model of Generativity 

Before delving into testing the rest of the hypotheses, the construct of generativity was 

first explored through factor analysis on participants’ self-reported baseline scores from 20-item 

LGS. There was partial evidence for the first hypothesis – generativity’s two-factor structure (via 

latent dimensions of promoting well-being for others and actively influencing others’ well-being 

– to “get along and get ahead”): 

Exploratory scree plot and parallel analyses provided initial evidence suggesting a two- 

or three-factor model for generativity (see Figure 5). Following, varimax rotation of minimum 

residuals compared the goodness-of-fit for each model. Comparisons indicated that the two-

factor model accounted for 41% of the variance (5% more than the one-factor model and 5% less 

than the three-factor model), was lower in complexity than the three-factor model, and had the 

lowest Bayesian Information Criterion of all models (see Table 6). The varimax rotation on the 

20-item LGS also allowed for a broadly interpreted two-factor model of generativity such that 

the first factor had a sum of squared loadings of 4.96 and the second factor had loadings of 2.07 

(see Table 7). This grouping of items was similar to that conducted using a post-hoc cluster 

analysis.  

In examining the two factors, it may be argued that the first factor was associated most 

with items about unique social impact and influence (Cronbach’s alpha = .87), and the second 

factor was centered upon items measuring social responsibility and positively contributing 

behaviors towards others (Cronbach’s alpha = .64). However, two notable indicators point 

towards other conclusions based upon this exploratory factor analysis. First, within both factors, 

there were a number of double-loaded items – items with communalities greater than 1.20 – 
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signifying overlap between the factors and that the LGS may serve as a more general 

examination of concerns for positive social contribution. More glaringly, the second factor was 

comprised solely of reverse-scored items. This points to the likely presence of participant 

response style bias towards the items on the LGS. Therefore, the difference between the two 

factors may be a reflection upon participants’ response style over response content. 
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Figure 5. Scree plot of the 20-item LGS. Parallel analysis suggests that the number of factors = 3 
and the number of components = 2. 
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Table 6 

Goodness-of-Fit Indicators of Models for the 20-item LGS (N = 162) Based on Varimax Rotation 
of Minimum Residuals 
Number of 
Factors χ2 df 

Proportion  
Variance Fit RMSEA BIC Complexity 

1 380*** 170 36% 0.73 0.090 -490.1 1.0 
2 250*** 151 41% 0.80 0.068 -518.7 1.2 
3 190*** 133 46% 0.83 0.058 -484.9 1.6 
4 160** 116 48% 0.85 0.055 -428.9 1.9 
5 130* 100 55% 0.86 0.052 -375.8 2.0 
6 100† 85 59% 0.88 0.045 -328.6 2.3 
†p <.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; *** p<.001 
Note: Shaded row indicates the number of factors that the subsequent LGS model was based 
on. RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; BIC = Bayesian Information 
Criterion. 
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Table 7 

Exploratory Model for a Two-Factor Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS): Standardized Loadings 
and Communalities using Minimum Residuals with Varimax Rotation for 20 Items (N = 162)  

Model 
Factor Loadings 

Factor 1 Factor 2 communality 

Factor 1: Social impact/influence (α = .87) 
4. made a difference to many 0.72  1.00 
20. my contributions will exist after death 0.71 0.28 1.30 
12. important skills to teach others 0.70  1.00 
10. made unique contributions to society 0.67  1.00 
16. many commitments to groups 0.64 0.19 1.20 
6. created things impacting others 0.63 0.22 1.20 
8. remembered a long time after death 0.60  1.00 
17. others say I am very productive 0.58 0.24 1.30 
7. try to be creative in most things 0.55  1.10 
19. people come to me for advice 0.54 0.41 1.90 
1. try to pass along knowledge 0.49  1.00 
3. like the work of a teacher 0.44  1.00 
18. responsibility to improve my neighborhood 0.44 0.25 1.60 
11. adopt children if unable to have own 0.20  1.20 

Factor 2: Social responsibility/contribution (α = .64) 
15. done nothing worthy to contribute to others* 0.20 0.71 1.20 
14. actions don't have positive effect on others*  0.57 1.00 
13. done nothing that will survive after death* 0.43 0.56 1.90 
9. society cannot be responsible for others*  0.56 1.00 
5. don't volunteer for charity*  0.27 1.10 
2. feel others don't need me* 0.15 0.23 1.70 

Note. Factor loadings < |.10| are suppressed.  
* = reverse coded items 
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Hypothesis 2: Generativity and Well-Being During Late-Midlife Adulthood 

The second hypothesis was confirmed – self-reported generativity was not only positively 

related to psychosocial well-being as assessed concurrently at baseline, but also positively 

associated with subsequently increasing psychosocial well-being over the course of late-midlife 

adulthood: 

 For baseline assessed measure of psychological well-being, self-reported scores on LGS 

were significantly correlated with those on the PWB (r(149) = .56, p < .0001, padj. < .01). Upon 

further examination, LGS scores were strongly related to all psychological well-being 

subcategories: personal growth (r(156) = .52, p < .0001, padj. < .01); self-acceptance  

(r(156) = .50, p < .0001, padj. < .01); purpose in life (r(156) = .49, p < .0001, padj. < .01); positive 

relations with others (r(154) = .41, p < .0001, padj. < .01); autonomy (r(156) = .40, p < .0001,  

padj. < .01); and environmental mastery (r(156) = .38, p < .0001, padj. < .01). In a post-hoc model 

which included all subcategories of the PWB in the prediction of LGS score, personal growth 

was the only significant predictor ( = .41, p > .05; F(6,149) = 12.51, p < .0001). 

Bivariate correlations on baseline measures indicated that scores for the LGS were 

strongly positively associated with those for the SWB (r(150) = .57, p < .0001, padj. < .01). In 

particular, LGS scores were most strongly related to the social well-being subcategories of: 

social contribution (r(156) = .65, p < .0001, padj. < .01); social integration (r(156) = .49,  

p < .0001, padj. < .01); and social coherence (r(156) = .34, p < .0001, padj. < .01). After 

conducting Bonferroni adjustments, LGS scores were nonsignificantly associated with the two 

remaining subcategories of social well-being of social actualization (r(156) = .17, p < .05, 

padj. > .05) and social acceptance (r(156) = .16, p < .05, padj. > .05). In a post-hoc model which 

included all subcategories of the SWB in the prediction of LGS score (F(5,152) = 30.32,  
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p < .0001), social contribution ( = 1.50, p < .0001), social integration ( = .66, p < .001), and 

social coherence were significant predictors ( = .62, p < .01). 

Generativity’s positive associations with psychosocial well-being as assessed during 

baseline were significant even after controlling for demographic variables (sex, race, educational 

attainment, and income). For psychological well-being, generativity was the strongest predictor 

( = .51, p <.001; F(5, 142) = 18.33, p < .001) followed by sex ( = .36, p < .05) and race  

( = .37, p < .01). For social well-being, generativity was the only independent variable  

( = .56, p < .001; F(5, 143) = 14.01, p < .001). Lastly, while associations between generativity 

and physical QoL were not included in the hypotheses, exploratory analysis indicated that the 

relationship was nonsignificant (r(156) = .07, p > .05). The full table of linear correlations 

between all the study predictor, outcome, and covariate variables may be found in Table 5. A 

correlational heatmap of a select set of study variables (generativity, narrative variables, and 

well-being variables) is depicted in Figure 6. Another heatmap depicting the correlations 

between these variables separated into well-being subcategories is illustrated in Figure 7. 

Beyond these concurrent measurements, longitudinal analyses of linear and quadratic 

models indicated that baseline generativity was also predictive of future trajectories of 

psychosocial well-being. For psychological well-being, the unconditional model (Model 1) 

showed that the average level of PWB at centered age (59.91) was 205.15. The random effects in 

the unconditional model also indicated that there was a substantial amount of total variance 

(25.2%) due to within-individual variability over time (calculated by the estimate of residual 

over total variance).18 In the level-1 linear model (Model 2), there was a general positive increase 

                                                 
18 The high estimates values were due to scoring – the average score on the PWB was about 205. 
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in participants’ levels of PWB as they aged during late-midlife adulthood. Upon further 

examination for curvilinear effects (Model 3), it was shown that age had a significant curvilinear 

effect, where in general, participants annually experienced a .95 linear increase and .21 quadratic 

increase in PWB score due to age. Analyses of fit indicated that the quadratic model for PWB 

had significantly lower restricted maximum likelihood (REML) and -2 log likelihood values, and 

hence a better fit than the linear model (χ2 (4) = 18.49, p > .001). After having detected 

significant variability in PWB due to within-individual differences (Model 1), level-2 models 

examined whether LGS scores as assessed during baseline explained any of the obtain individual 

differences in trajectories from level-1. The first level-2 model (Model 4) did not indicate a 

significant linear interaction between generativity and age. However, the quadratic level-2 model 

(Model 5; random effects  = 511.35, 2 = 182.82, conditional  = .7366) indicated a significant 

curvilinear relationship. As such, those participants who were one standard deviation above 

average in LGS at baseline, beyond having PWB scores that was 12.03 higher, also had positive 

curvilinear effects of .15 in PWB scores due to LGS’s interaction with age. Analyses of fit 

indicated that the quadratic level-2 model was a better fit than the linear level-2 model  

(χ2 (5) = 29.07, p > .001). The full table of multi-level models between generativity and 

psychological well-being over time may be found in Table 8, with Model 5 graphically depicted 

in Figure 8.  

 For social well-being, the unconditional model (Model 6) showed that the average level of 

SWB at centered age was 63.14 and the percentage of total variability due to within-person 

variation over time was sizeable (45.1%). In the linear model (Model 7), there was a general 

positive linear increase of .52 in participants’ levels of SWB as they aged every year during late-

midlife adulthood. Quadratic modelling for curvilinear effects of age (Model 8) were 
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nonsignificant. Following, the level-2 model (Model 9; random effects  = 45.50, 2 = 53.95, 

conditional  = .4575) indicated a significant interaction between generativity and age, wherein 

participants who had higher baseline LGS, beyond having SWB scores that were 5.08 higher per 

standard deviation of LGS overall, also had positive linear effects of .21 in SWB scores over 

late-midlife adulthood. The full table of multi-level models between generativity and social well-

being over time may be found under Table 9, with Model 9 visually depicted in Figure 9. 
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Figure 6. Correlational heatmap of study predictor and outcome variables. 
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Figure 7. Correlational heatmap of study variables (agency, communion, meaning making, and 
generativity) and specific facets within well-being (psychological, social, and physical). Bolded 
texts indicate significant p-values. Asterisks indicate significant p-values post-Bonferroni 
adjustments for multiple tests. 
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Table 8 
 

Parameter Estimates and Standard Errors for Growth-Curve Models of Psychological Well-Being 

Parameter and  
Fit Statistics 

Model 1  
(Unconditional) 

Model 2  
(Linear) 

Model 3  
(Quadratic) 

Model 4  
(Interaction X 
Linear) 

Model 5  
(Interaction X 
Quadratic) 

Fixed Effects 
  Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE 
Intercept 205.150 2.015*** 205.303 2.011*** 204.065 2.057*** 205.147 1.800*** 203.732 1.901*** 
Linear   0.915 0.217*** 0.946 0.220*** 0.856 0.217*** 0.870 0.217*** 
Quadratic     0.209 0.070**   0.238 0.072** 
T1 LGS       12.996 1.853*** 12.029 1.957*** 
T1 LGS X Linear       0.083 0.226 0.060 0.226 
T1 LGS X Quadratic        0.149 0.073* 

Random Effects 
  Estimate SD Estimate SD Estimate SD Estimate SD Estimate SD 

Variances           
Intercept 625.168 25.003 622.555 24.951 629.370 25.087 476.790 21.836 511.352 22.613 
Linear   2.720 1.649 2.821 1.680 2.584 1.610 2.536 1.593 
Quadratic     .067 0.258   0.090 0.300 
Residual 211.109 14.530 189.231 13.756 184.238 13.573 189.812 13.777 182.818 13.521 

Covariances           
Intercept, Linear   0.052  0.001  0.036  -0.043  
Intercept, Quadratic    -0.204    -0.397  
Linear, Quadratic     0.261    0.934  

-2LL 10328.5  10285.2  10266.7  9951.6  9922.6  
BIC 10349.8  10327.8  10337.6  10008.1  10014.4  
REML 10325.3  10283.2  10268.2  9947.9  9925.8  
Observations 1200  1200  1200  1166  1166  
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Groups 162  162  162  157  157  

           
Note: †p <.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; *** p<.001 
Age was centered; thus intercept refers to predicted psychological well-being at age 59.91 and slope refers to rate of change per year.  
-2LL = -2 log likelihood; AIC = Akaike's Information Criterion; BIC = Bayesian Information Criterion; REML = restricted maximum 
likelihood     
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Figure 8. Psychological well-being trajectories (as measured by the PWB at every assessment 
point) as predicted by levels of self-reported generativity (as measured by the LGS at baseline). 
There is a main effect of generativity and a general positive curvilinear increase in psychological 
well-being over time. This curvilinear trajectory is stronger for those higher in generativity. No 
significant effects were seen for the linear relationship between age and self-reported 
generativity. 

Note: Throughout the 9 years of assessment, average PWB is 205.61 (SD = 28.70). 
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Table 9 

Parameter Estimates and Standard Errors for Growth-Curve Models of Social Well-Being 
Parameter and Fit 
Statistics 

Model 6 
(Unconditional) 

Model 7  
(Linear) 

Model 8  
(Quadratic) 

Model 9  
(Interaction X Linear) 

Fixed Effects 
  Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE 
Intercept 63.137 0.694*** 63.252 0.698*** 63.516 0.746*** 63.186 0.586*** 
Linear     0.516 0.103*** 0.512 0.104*** 0.516 0.102*** 
Quadratic         -0.043 0.034     
T1 LGS             5.076 0.596*** 
T1 LGS X Linear             0.214 0.106* 

Random Effects 
  Estimate SD Estimate SD Estimate SD Estimate SD 
Variances                 

Intercept 69.715 8.350 70.382 8.389 74.558 8.635 45.496 6.745 
Linear     0.362 0.601 0.414 0.643 0.305 0.552 
Quadratic         0.002 0.046     
Residual 57.326 7.571 53.497 7.314 53.045 7.283 53.954 7.345 

Covariances                 
Intercept, Linear   0.373  0.350  0.721  
Intercept, Quadratic     -0.364    
Linear, Quadratic     -0.021    

-2LL 8631.3   8574.5   8571.4   8270.9   
BIC 8637.3   8586.5   8591.4   8286.9   
REML 8652.6   8617.0   8642.3   8327.4   
Observations 1200   1200   1200   1165   
Groups 162  162  162   157   
Note: †p <.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; *** p<.001 
Age was centered; intercept refers to the predicted social well-being at age 59.91 and slope refers to rate of change per year. 
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Figure 9. Social well-being trajectories (as measured by the SWB at every assessment point) as 
predicted by levels of self-reported generativity (as measured by the LGS at baseline). There is a 
main effect of generativity and a general positive linear increase in social well-being over time. 
This positive linear trajectory of social well-being over the course of late-midlife adulthood is 
stronger for those higher in generativity.  
 
Note: Throughout the 9 years of assessment, average SWB is 63.32 (SD = 11.28). 
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Motivational Themes within Life Stories and Adaptive Aging in Late-Midlife Adulthood   

Hypothesis 3: Agency and Communion in the Life Story of Generative Adults 

Partial support was found for the third hypothesis. Those midlife adults who were high in 

self-reported generativity as assessed via the LGS during baseline were also likely to have life 

story accounts that were coded to be higher in the motivational theme of agency (though this 

association’s significance diminished post-Bonferroni adjustments; r(151) = .23, p < .001, 

padj. > .05). This relationship remained significant even after controlling for demographic 

variables of sex, race, income, and education level ( = .21, p < .01; F(5,144) = 5.572,  

p < .0001). However, bivariate correlation tests did not reveal significant relationships between 

generativity and thematic communion (r(151) = .08, p > .05). The theme of meaning making, in 

alignment with previous theories and studies about generativity, was not significantly correlated 

with self-reported LGS scores either (r(151) = .04, p > .05). A table of correlations and 

regressions between the coded life story themes and generativity and well-being is displayed 

under Table 10. 
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Table 10 

Correlations and multiple regression results between concurrently assessed thematic categories in life story interviews and measures 
of biopsychosocial adaptation during midlife adulthood 

Self-report indices of biopsychosocial adaptation 

  Generativity Social  
well-being 

Psychological  
well-being 

Physical component  
summary 

Midlife Adulthood 
QoL summary 

  r  r  r  r  r  

Agency .229*** .209** .150† .118 .208** .218** .044 .012 .224*** .198**  
[.09, .35] [.06, .36] [-.02, .28] [-.03, .28] [.07, .34] [.07, .37] [-.16, .19] [-14, .11] [.04, .35] [.14, .96] 

Communion .078 .086 .099 .095 .092 .106 .009 -.005 .099 .095  
[-.08, .21] [-.07, .24] [-.05, .24] [-.06, .25] [-.04, .21] [-.04, .26] [-.12, .18] [-.16, .15] [-.04, .25] [-.15, .68] 

Meaning  
Making 

.043 .039 .062 .017 .05 .073 .052 .012 .074 .054 
[-.13, .22] [-.12, .19] [-.10, .19] [-.14, .18] [-.11, .23] [-.08, .23] [-.09 .22] [-.14, .17] [-.07, .23] [-.27, .57] 

†p <.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; *** p<.001        

Note: For each set of findings, the first number is the Pearson correlation between the theme (agency, communion, or meaning 
making) and the self-reported index of adaptation in midlife adulthood. The second number is the standardized beta of the particular 
narrative theme as it is entered into a multiple regression equation - along with sex, race, education level, and income - in the 
statistical prediction of the indicator of adaptation. Numbers in brackets [ ] are values for bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals. 
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Hypothesis 4: Agency and Communion as Predictors of Well-Being 

 Two mediation models tested the fourth hypothesis that the presence of thematic agency 

and communion would be positively related to psychological and social well-being, respectively. 

Evidence from those models supported the former but not the latter. 

Prior to the first mediation model, regression analyses indicated that agency significantly 

predicted generativity (r(153) = .22, SE = 0.078, p < .01) and that generativity was a significant 

predictor of psychological well-being (r(149) = .55, SE = 0.067, p < .0001). Following, analyses 

supported a full mediation model, as agency was no longer a significant predictor of 

psychological well-being after controlling for the mediator, generativity ( = 0.08, SE = 0.070, 

p > .05; F(2,148) = 34.26, p < .0001). Approximately 31.64% of the variance in psychological 

well-being was accounted for by the predictors (R2 = 0.316). The standardized indirect effect 

(0.221*0.547 = 0.123) was tested using a bootstrap estimation approach with 1000 samples  

(95% C.I. = [0.034, 0.212]). Thus, the indirect effect was statistically significant, with a 1 

standard deviation increase in thematic agency being associated with about a .12 standard 

deviation increase in psychological well-being as mediated by generativity.  

The latter model (which sought to examine whether communion was predictive of social 

well-being as mediated by generativity), did not pass the requirement outlined for mediation 

analyses (see: Baron & Kenny, 1986; James & Brett, 1984; Judd & Kenny, 1981). Initial tests 

did not demonstrate the causal variable’s correlation with the outcome; communion was an 

insignificant predictor of social well-being (r(154) = .105, SE = 0.080, p > .05). Regardless, a 

figure outlining the results of a test of mediation may be viewed under Figure 11.  

Further post-hoc considerations provided alternatives to the originally hypothesized 

mediation models – might participants’ generativity affect their levels of narrative agency or 
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communion in life stories and would those narrative variables mediate participant’s relationships 

between generativity and well-being? Therefore, additional mediation models were tested to see 

whether generativity’s associations with psychological well-being and social well-being were 

mediated by the presence of thematic agency and communion, respectively. These models also 

did not pass the requirements outlined for mediation analyses because the mediating variables 

were not significantly correlated with the outcome variables. As mediator variables, thematic 

agency was unrelated to psychological well-being ( = 0.084, SE = 0.070, p > .05;  

F(2,148) = 34.26, p < .0001) and thematic communion was unrelated to social well-being  

( = 0.067, SE = 0.069, p > .05; F(2,149) = 37.03, p < .0001).  
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Figure 10. Mediation analysis of thematic agency’s effect upon psychological well-being, as 
mediated by generativity. 
 
Note: * p < .05 ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 
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Figure 11. Mediation analysis of thematic communion’s effect upon social well-being, as 
mediated by generativity. 
 
Note: * p < .05 ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Hypothesis 5: Agency and Communion’s Relationship to Midlife Adult QoL 

Partial evidence was provided for the fifth hypothesis that narratives evaluated to be high 

in thematic agency and communion would be associated with an indicator of successful midlife 

aging. This indicator variable, titled the Midlife Adulthood QoL Summary (MAS) for each 

participant was constructed by summing the standardized scores for the following: generativity 

via the LGS, psychological well-being via the PWB, social well-being via the SWB, and 

physical QoL via the PCS (see Table 10). Thematic agency was positively correlated with the 

MAS (r(156) = .224, p < .001), a relationship which remained significant even after controlling 

for demographic variables of sex, race, education level, and income ( = 0.198, p > .01;  

F(5,149) = 6.613, p < .0001). Neither communion (r(156) = .099, p > .05) nor meaning making 

(r(156) = .074, p > .05) were associated with the MAS. 
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Motivational Themes within Life Stories and Changes to Well-Being in Late-Midlife 

Adulthood   

Hypotheses six and seven were tested using similar longitudinal multi-level methods as 

conducted for hypothesis two but did not find supporting results. Table 11 and Table 12 provide 

the results from multi-level longitudinal models for hypotheses six and seven, respectively. Also 

included in Table 11 and Table 12 were the unconditional and level-1 models (labelled as they 

were in the second hypothesis) for ease of reference. 

Hypothesis 6: Agency as a Predictor for Trajectories of Psychological Well-Being  

Results from multi-level modelling did not support hypothesis six – narratives coded as 

high in thematic agency at baseline assessment were not associated with subsequent increases in 

psychological well-being over the period of late-midlife adulthood. Unconditional and level-1 

models conducted in hypothesis 2 indicated a good amount of within-individual differences not 

accounted for by aging (see Hypothesis 2: Generativity and Well-Being During Late-Midlife 

Adulthood for full details). Following, the level-2 model assessing the effects of thematic agency 

(Model 10; random effects  = 616.634, 2 = 188.30, conditional  = .7661) did not a significant 

linear interaction with age. The next level-2 model (Model 11; random effects  = 623.916, 2 = 

188.30, conditional  = .7682) did not find a significant interactive effect of thematic agency and 

curvilinear aging. A full table of models for hypothesis six is illustrated under Table 11. 
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Table 11 

Parameter Estimates and Standard Errors for Growth-Curve Models of Psychological Well-Being 

Parameter and  
Fit Statistics 

Model 1  
(Unconditional) 

Model 2  
(Linear) 

Model 3  
(Quadratic) 

Model 10  
(Interaction X 
Linear) 

Model 11  
(Interaction X 
Quadratic) 

Fixed Effects 
  Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE 
Intercept 205.150 2.015*** 205.303 2.011*** 204.065 2.057*** 205.296 2.023*** 204.063 2.069*** 
Linear   0.915 0.217*** 0.946 0.220*** 0.902 0.219*** 0.941 0.222*** 
Quadratic     0.209 0.070**   0.214 0.071** 
T1 Agency       4.296 2.032* 4.170 2.082* 
T1 Agency X Linear       -0.024 0.221 -0.031 0.224 
T1 Agency X Quadratic         0.023 0.074 

Random Effects 
  Estimate SD Estimate SD Estimate SD Estimate SD Estimate SD 

Variances           
Intercept 625.168 25.003 622.555 24.951 629.370 25.087 616.634 24.832 623.916 24.976 
Linear   2.720 1.649 2.821 1.680 2.824 1.680 2.936 1.714 
Quadratic     .067 0.258   .072 .269 
Residual 211.109 14.530 189.231 13.756 184.238 13.573 188.300 13.722 188.300 13.722 

Covariances           
Intercept, Linear   0.052  0.001  0.049  -0.023  
Intercept, Quadratic     -0.204    -0.103  
Linear, Quadratic     0.261    0.997  

-2LL 10328.5  10285.2  10266.7  10206.4  10186.7  
BIC 10349.8  10327.8  10337.6  10263.0  10278.8  
REML 10325.3  10283.2  10268.2  10202.3  10189.6  
Observations 1200  1200  1200  1192  1192  
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Groups 162  162  162  158  158  
Note: †p <.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; *** p<.001 
Age was centered; thus intercept refers to predicted psychological well-being at age 59.91 and slope refers to rate of change per year. -
2LL = -2 log likelihood; AIC = Akaike's Information Criterion; BIC = Bayesian Information Criterion; REML = restricted maximum 
likelihood     
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Hypothesis 7: Communion as a Predictor for Trajectories of Social Well-Being  

As illustrated under Table 12, hypothesis seven was not supported – narratives coded as 

high in thematic communion at baseline assessment were not associated with subsequent 

increases in social well-being over the period of late-midlife adulthood. Although unconditional 

and level-1 models conducted for hypothesis 2 indicated a sizeable variance due to within-

individual differences (see Hypothesis 2: Generativity and Well-Being During Late-Midlife 

Adulthood for full details), those differences were not due to levels of thematic communion in 

participants’ life stories. The level-2 model (Model 12; random effects  = 70.291, 2 = 52.314, 

conditional  = .5733) did not find a significant linear interactive effect of communion and 

aging. 
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Table 12 

Parameter Estimates and Standard Errors for Growth-Curve Models of Social Well-Being 
Parameter and Fit 
Statistics 

Model 1 
(Unconditional) Model 2 (Linear) Model 12 (Interaction X 

Linear) 
Fixed Effects 

  Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE 
Intercept 63.137 0.694*** 63.252 0.698*** 63.293 0.703*** 
Linear     0.516 0.103*** 0.517 0.103*** 
T1 Communion         0.965 0.703 
T1 Communion X 
Linear         0.065 0.101 

Random Effects 
  Estimate SD Estimate SD Estimate SD 

Variances             
Intercept 69.715 8.350 70.382 8.389 70.294 8.384 
Linear     0.362 0.601 0.399 0.632 
Residual 57.326 7.571 53.497 7.314 52.314 7.233 

Covariances             
Intercept, Linear     0.373   0.729   

-2LL 8631.3   8574.5   8493.9   
BIC 8652.6   8617.0   8550.5   
REML 8630.2   8576.2   8497.4   
Observations 1200   1200   1192   
Groups 163   163   158   
Note: †p <.10; *p<.05; **p<.01; *** p<.001 
Age was centered; thus intercept refers to predicted social well-being at age 59.91 and slope 
refers to rate of change per year. -2LL = -2 log likelihood; AIC = Akaike's Information 
Criterion; BIC = Bayesian Information Criterion; REML = restricted maximum likelihood. 
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Summary of Results 

Prior to examining the biopsychosocial correlates of generativity among late-midlife 

American adults, this project examined the factor structure of generativity as assessed using the 

LGS during baseline measurements of FLSA participants. Exploratory factor analyses found 

highly mixed evidence for the hypothesized two-factor structure of generativity – where a first 

factor is associated with behaviors and concerns regarding unique social impact and influence 

over others (getting ahead) and the second factor is centered around behaviors and concerns 

regarding social responsibility and positive contributions (getting along). Though the resulting 

two-factor model of generativity accounted for 41% of the variance in scores, it is important to 

point out two glaring caveats to this model. First, there was a number of double-loaded items for 

both factors. Secondly, because the second factor wholly consisted of all reverse-scored items, 

there is a large possibility that this two-factor model of generativity is a result of participant 

response style bias. 

Biopsychosocial profile of highly generative American adults. Individuals’ levels of 

self-reported generativity were significantly associated with psychosocial well-being not only as 

concurrently assessed during study baseline, but also subsequently over the duration of late-

midlife adulthood. Regressions of generativity and the different subcategories of psychosocial 

well-being provided a detailed perspective on findings from concurrent measures. Generativity 

was strongly positively related to all subcategories of psychological well-being (rs ranging from 

.38 - .52). Generativity was also strongly positively associated with three of the five 

subcategories of social well-being: social contribution, social integration, and social coherence 

(rs ranging from .34 - .65). However, the positive, small-medium sized, associations generativity 
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had with social actualization and acceptance did not remain significant after correcting for 

multiple tests.  

Furthermore, multi-level models assessing the changes in psychosocial well-being over 

time pointed to significant results due to the interactive effects of generativity (as assessed by 

LGS during baseline) and age. Psychological well-being was observed to increase in terms of 

both linear and curvilinear trajectories as FLSA participants aged (level-1 effects), and as a 

function of LGS scores (level-2 effects). Therefore, participants generally had increasing and 

curvilinear PWB scores, but those who were higher in generativity had steeper linear and 

curvilinear effects on PWB scores as they aged. Social well-being was observed to increase 

linearly as FLSA participants aged (level-1 effect) and as a function of LGS scores (level-2 

effect). Therefore, participants generally had increasing SWB scores as they aged, but those 

participants higher in generativity had a steeper increase in SWB over time as compared to less 

generative participants. 

 Motivational themes of agency and communion within life stories as they relate to 

adaptive aging in late-midlife adulthood. Results from regressions revealed that midlife adults 

who were high in self-reported generativity as assessed using the LGS at baseline also had life 

stories coded to be high in thematic agency. Moreover, results from process models pointed to 

generativity fully mediating the positive effect of agency upon psychological well-being. In 

particular, the standardized indirect effect of the mediation indicated that a 1 standard deviation 

increase in thematic agency in narrative accounts to be associated with about a .12 standard 

deviation increase in psychological well-being as mediated by generativity. Mediation modeling 

to see whether thematic communion’s predictive effect upon social well-being was mediated by 

generativity was unsuccessful, as communion was not significantly correlated with social well-
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being. Alternative post-hoc mediation analyses did not find evidence for generativity’s 

relationship with psychosocial well-being to be mediated by narrative variables. 

 An indicator variable of adaptive midlife aging, titled the Midlife Adulthood QoL 

Summary (MAS), was created for each participant during baseline by summing their 

standardized scores for generativity, psychological well-being, social well-being, and physical 

QoL. Resulting regressions of each narrative theme upon the MAS indicated only a medium-

sized positive relationship for agency, an effect which remained significant even after controlling 

for demographic variables (sex, race, education, and income). In general, then, participants who 

were 1 standard deviation higher in generativity were about 1.20 standard deviations in terms of 

midlife adulthood QoL. 

 Thematic agency and communion in narratives as predictors in modeling changes in 

trajectories of psychosocial well-being. Multi-level models were again conducted to model 

psychological and social well-being, but as predicted by coded thematic agency and communion, 

respectively, in the life narratives of FLSA participants at baseline. However, there was no 

evidence that agency was a significant predictor of observed increases in psychological well-

being. Neither was there evidence that communion was a significant predictor of observed 

increases in social well-being. Therefore, although increases in psychological well-being and 

social well-being were detected over the course of late-midlife adulthood in FLSA participants, 

those changes were not due to within-individual differences in levels of thematic agency or 

communion in autobiographical life stories.  
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Discussion 

This project aimed to study whether the motivational themes within 163 American 

midlife adults’ life stories were associated with generativity (i.e., behaviors and concerns for 

promoting the well-being of others) and psychosocial well-being. Drawing upon theories from 

Bakan (1966), Erikson (1950/1963), and narrative identity (McAdams, 1985; McAdams & 

McLean, 2013), two motivational themes – agency (striving for self-mastery; getting ahead) and 

communion (striving for positive relationships; getting along) – were evaluated in relation to 

markers of successful midlife adaptation. In particular, the present research hypothesized: (1) a 

two-factor model of generativity would reflect the qualities of being able to “get along and get 

ahead;” (2) that self-reported generativity was associated with concurrently and prospectively 

assessed levels of psychosocial well-being; (3) those adults high in generativity were more likely 

to also narrate life stories rich in thematic agency and communion; (4) coded thematic agency 

and communion were related to psychological and social well-being, respectively; (5) thematic 

agency and communion would be related to a composed summary variable of adaptive aging; (6) 

thematic agency would predict changes to prospective levels of psychological well-being; and 

(7) thematic communion would predict prospective levels of social well-being.  

To better test these hypotheses, a summary variable (Midlife Adulthood QoL Summary; 

MAS) was created using those variables theoretically relevant to successful adaptation to aging 

during midlife adulthood. These important markers of adaptive aging included generativity, 

psychological well-being, social well-being, and physical QoL. This is the first study, then, to 

examine the concurrent and prospective associations between these narrative elements of a 

person’s life story, the developmental construct of generativity, and biopsychosocial well-being 

outcomes within the context of late-midlife American adulthood. Furthermore, the longitudinal 
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aspect of this project allowed for a component of temporality by way of participants’ age. Thus, 

observed findings from longitudinal multi-level models allowed for causality to be attributed to 

assigned predictor variables. This project, then, is the first to examine associations between 

elements of generativity, agency and communion within a person’s life story, and 

biopsychosocial health-related outcomes. 

Discussion of Findings: Hypotheses 1 and 2 

The structure of the LGS was analyzed before preliminary examinations of bivariate 

correlations between narrative variables, generativity, and well-being. Factor analysis of the self-

reported generativity scale was important because this project theorized that the motivational 

components behind generative acts and concerns were conceptually tied to the evolutionary 

desires humans have for “getting along and getting ahead” (Buss, 1996; Lewis, 1974). Factor 

analyses using participants’ self-reported scores on the 20-item LGS provided mixed support for 

this hypothesis:  

Using exploratory factor analysis, a two-factor model of generativity encompassed 41% 

of score variance. The first factor for generativity was broadly comprised of items focused on 

unique social impact (i.e., “getting ahead”) and behaviors concerning personal influence upon 

others. For instance, this first factor included items such as “I feel as though I have made a 

difference to many people” (item 4; loading = .72) and “I have important skills that I try to teach 

others” (item 12; loading = .70). Whereas the second factor was roughly comprised of items 

associated with acts of social contribution and responsibility towards helping others (i.e., 

“getting along”). For example, higher loading items for the second factor included items like “In 

general, my actions do not have a positive effect on other people” (item 14; loading = .57) and “I 

believe that society cannot be responsible for providing food and shelter for all homeless people” 
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(item 9; loading = .56). This two-factor model of the LGS generally matched the framework 

utilized in past research on generativity (see Figure 2) and the one hypothesized for this project 

(see Figure 3 and Figure 4). The first factor of unique social impact (i.e., “getting ahead”) aligns 

with the concept of motivational agency – the inner desire for symbolically immortality 

(McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992). The second factor of social contribution (i.e., “getting along”) 

theoretically aligns with motivational communion – the inner “need to be needed” (McAdams & 

de St. Aubin, 1992).  

However, it is important to keep in mind that the LGS factors could very likely be split in 

this manner due to issues in methodology. For example, the second factor was comprised entirely 

of reverse-scored items, pointing to a high possibility of participant response style bias. There 

were also a number of items with communalities above 1.20 (and therefore double loaded onto 

both factors), pointing to the possibility that the LGS is best considered as a general scale for 

assessing personal concerns for positive social contributions. For instance, double-loaded items 

included: “People come to me for advice” (item 19; factor 1 loading= .54; factor 2 loading= .41); 

“I feel that I have done nothing that will survive after I die (reverse-coded)” (item 13; factor 1 

loading = .43, factor 2 loading = .56); “I do not feel that other people need me (reverse-coded)” 

(item 2, factor 1 loading = .15, factor 2 loading = .23); and “I have a responsibility to improve 

the neighborhood in which I live” (item 18; factor 1 loading = .44, factor 2 loading = .25). In the 

future, assessments of the 20-item LGS scale may further tease apart the item structure and 

examine how the scale may be applied in various populations residing in different 

socioeconomic environments.  

Following, bivariate correlations between study variables allowed for a biopsychosocial 

sketch of highly generative adults. In alignment with past research, individuals’ levels of self-
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reported LGS scores were strongly associated with both psychological and social well-being. 

More specifically, LGS scores were strongly associated with all six subcategories of 

psychological well-being (autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, purpose in life, 

self-acceptance, and positive relationships with others). This signified that those higher in 

generativity also generally had more positive views of themselves and their lives, endorsing that 

they felt like they had more control over life circumstances, sense of direction in life, and 

positive personal connections with others. On the other hand, LGS scores were only positively 

correlated with three of the five subcategories of social well-being: social contribution, social 

integration, and social coherence (and was not significantly associated with social acceptance or 

social actualization). As such, those higher in generativity were more likely to endorse feeling 

like they had something valuable to give to the world, feeling close to others in their community, 

and like they could make sense of what’s going on in the world. However, compared to their less 

generative peers, those generative people were no more likely to feel that people were naturally 

kind or that the world was becoming a better place for everyone.   

Next, results from multi-level models indicated that participants’ self-reported LGS 

scores from baseline assessment significantly predicted differences in changes to both 

prospective levels of psychological and social well-being. Across all participants, psychological 

well-being was observed to increase in terms of both linear and curvilinear trajectories over the 

duration of late-midlife adulthood. However, multi-level models pointed to a significant positive 

fixed effect of generativity and interactive effect of generativity and age, such that those who 

were higher in generativity increased in psychological well-being with a steeper curvilinear 

incline over time. For those who were 1 standard deviation lower in self-reported LGS score, 

their scores for psychological well-being changed from 190.05 to 199.77 between ages 54 and 
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66, respectively. Though this difference was equivalent to a .34 standard deviation increase 

within about a decade during midlife adulthood, these lower generativity individuals were still 

slightly below the average individual in terms of psychological well-being. In comparison, those 

who were 1 standard deviation higher in generativity saw a .39 standard deviation increase in 

self-reported psychological well-being from 224.13 to 235.28 during the same time frame. For 

highly generative midlife adults, then, their psychological well-being at age 54 increased from 

1.18 to a 1.24 standard deviation above average by the time they reached age late-midlife 

adulthood at age 66. 

Similarly, observed social well-being scores increased linearly as participants aged. There 

was also an additional fixed effect of generativity and interactive linear effect of generativity on 

social well-being; participants who were high in generativity, as assessed at baseline, tended to 

increase in social well-being at a steeper linear slope as compared to their less generative peers. 

Among those 1 standard deviation lower in self-reported generativity, this pronounced difference 

was associated with an overall change in social well-being from 56.33 to 59.95 over ages 54 to 

66, a .32 standard deviation increase. However, for those individuals 1 standard deviation higher 

in generativity, social well-being scores changed from 63.95 to 72.71 between ages 54 and 66, 

equivalent to a .78 standard deviation increase. Therefore, what was about a .68 standard 

deviation difference in social well-being scores at age 54 increased to about 1.13 by age 66, 

predicted by overall differences in generativity scores assessed at baseline. 

Discussion of Findings: Hypotheses 3-5  

This study also examined levels of self-reported generativity as it relates to coded 

narrative themes of agency and communion. Factor analyses in hypothesis 1 had pointed towards 

two facets within generativity which conceptually aligned with agentic strivings (social influence 
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and impact) and communion strivings (social contribution and responsibility). It is important, 

then, to ask whether these findings are also found in the life story accounts of highly generative 

people. After content analyses of three key scenes (i.e., high, low, and turning point narratives) 

from participants’ autobiographical life story, bivariate correlations were run to examine the 

relationships between narrative themes and generativity. 

For hypothesis 3, results indicated significant positive relationships between thematic 

agency and communion, and between thematic agency and generativity. However, coded 

thematic communion was not found to have any significant relationship to generativity. Three 

primary (and slightly related) reasons for these findings come to mind:  

The first two reasons are related with the saliency of agency and communion strivings in 

narratives among this particular study’s sample. First, generativity may be expressed differently 

in scales as compared to through narrative identity. Although the LGS may place more of an 

emphasis on societal presence and contributions, communion may not be as thematically 

important in the life stories of generative Americans as this study had hypothesized. Conversely, 

thematic agency could be much more fundamentally important, and therefore, salient within the 

narrative accounts of highly generative Americans. As a result, high generativity-scoring 

individuals may prefer telling life stories containing agentic imagery at a higher rate than those 

stories consisting of narrative communion. Secondly, the context of this study is important, as 

motivational themes within life stories may differ from culture to culture. Indeed, although 

research has suggested a universality in humans’ psychosocial desires for agency and 

communion, there have been preferential differences shown among those from different cultures. 

For instance, studies have found that people from individualistic cultures are more likely to view 

themselves as independent agents as opposed to those living in collectivist cultures (Kashima et 
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al., 1995). Thus, the American sample in this study may have provided autobiographical life 

narratives with more focus on independence. Moreover, the focus of this study upon the 

American Baby Boomer generation may have further augmented the individualistic and self-

determining preference characteristic of this sample (Gibson, Greenwood, & Murphy, 2009; 

Sparks, 2012).  

Indeed, these first two reasons were affirmed upon closer examinations of 25 narratives 

among the highest- and lowest-scoring individuals on the LGS and narrative variables. For 

instance, Marcia, a highly-generative participant in the study, was expressive of her self-

independence and ability to take charge, especially in face of difficulties during her young adult 

years in the early 1970s.19 Although Marcia is active in her philanthropic and volunteer efforts, 

even starting an organization benefiting young girls in need, the narrative agency in her 

responses is clearly more salient than that of narrative communion. Additionally, the significance 

of this narrative response as set in the 1970s aligns with the individualistic characteristics very 

much associated with the American Baby-Boomer cohort. The following turning point excerpt 

from her full narrative response exemplifies the high level of agency in her response (coded as 

agency = 4), and the fewer displays of communion (of what exists, demonstrates both communal 

and non-communal elements; coded as communion = 2): 

I think the turning point, the big -- the biggest turning point for me was when I decided to 

leave [the Chicago South Side] ... When I decided to leave my hometown and put all my 

things into my little Plymouth, my little Plymouth car and, and just leave.  I knew I could 

not stay there any longer.  I had graduated college, and I had come back to [the Chicago 

                                                 
19 Minor details of this account (i.e., names and locations) have been modified to assure 
confidentiality. 
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South Side], and I was living with another guy cause I couldn't stand living in my dad's 

house anymore without my mother.  There was another woman there, and I knew I 

couldn't do it.  So I guess I've always been an opportunist… I've, I've seen things, and 

I've felt things… And, you know, being an English major really helped a lot I think 

because you got to study other -- you got to study literature, and I got to see other worlds 

vicariously by reading about them, and then discussing them, and hearing other people's 

stories.  And I'm like I want this.  I want a fuller story to my life.  And [the Chicago 

South Side] wasn't providing that… I was like un-un, this is not how I want my story to 

read.  So I announced to my friends and family that I was leaving… So that was a major 

turning point, leav -- leaving and not being afraid of new adventures and experiences 

knowing that I was going to, I was going to come out on top no matter what…  

In fact, when I was in college, and this might be a turning point, but when I was in 

college, got pregnant again … by the same guy.  And I was like, oh, hell, no.  And when 

the doctor told me that, I'm like, oh, well, where can I get an abortion.  And he was like, 

well, I don't believe in abortion, and I was like, well, do you believe in my death cause I 

will kill myself before I let this happen to my family again.  And he told me, and he knew 

I was serious so he told me where I could go in New York to get an abortion.  I had 

gotten a scholarship from the class.  I graduated '71.  Class of '61 had given me $1,000 to 

do whatever I needed it for.  I was able to take that money, fly to New York, have that 

abortion, come back, and go to class the next day because abortions were not legal…  

This is in seventy -- this was in … '71... I had to fly to New York to have an 

abortion. So that was a huge turning point for me, too, to let me know that I had 
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determination that I knew what my ro -- what my life was -- what road I wanted my life 

to go down.  And that was like, whoa, you did that?  But, yeah.  

Third, there could be a methodological reason for only finding a significant relationship 

between agency and generativity (and not finding such a relationship between communion and 

generativity). Life story accounts coded for agency could often qualify under the concept of 

enlightened self-interest, when the individual integrates their personal ambitions within the 

framework of promoting the wellbeing of others (Frimer et al., 2011). An example of 

enlightened self-interest in a narrative can also be found in Marcia’s high point, where she 

describes her happiness in holding a surprise birthday party for her husband. In this case, 

Marcia’s sense of achievement and responsibility in orchestrating the surprise birthday party is 

emphasized to a larger degree than her description of his happiness (coded agency = 4; coded 

communion = 3): 

I've had so many high points.  Oh, my God.  I've had so many high points.  I think maybe 

-- oh, that's really hard… That's really hard because, you -- I've had so many…  

Okay.  I'm just going to do this one... It was -- I just gave my husband a surprise 

birthday party, and that was a really high point because he thinks that he is -- I like doing 

things for people, and I get a lot of accolades, a lot of accolades.  I'm on the stage a lot.  I 

have commercials on TV so those aren't really high points for me…  

They're just me doing what I'm supposed to do.  But when I gave my husband this 

surprise birthday party a few weeks ago, and he is a joker… So he comes in the house, 

and he comes back to the kitchen.  I got everybody in the kitchen, and he opens the door 

and we say surprise, and he looks.  Oh, my God.  And it was like ah, we got him.  And I 

was just jumping up and down like yes, yes, yes.  That was really important for me 
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because I like making my husband happy, and I know that, you know, the passion is not 

there, but I, I do love him in a way.  And I just like making him happy because he has 

brought a lot of things into my life.  So I know I made him happy.  I gave him a 

wonderful day.  I made my son happy because my son knows how wild I am (laughing; 

28:54) and he wants me to stay married.  So he was so happy when he saw that I had 

done this for my husband.  And my husband's mother was really happy, and everybody, 

oh, it was such a beautiful.  All of our guests had a wonderful time, and so it just made 

me feel really, really good seeing everybody having a good time.  That was a high point.   

In comparison, the converse of enlightened self-interest, is not as common in narratives. Rarely 

would narrated scenes (coded only for communion) include moments when individuals 

performed communal acts nested under the inherent interest to promote their own self 

development or empowerment.  Future research seeking to replicate this project’s findings in 

larger samples and more numerous narrative responses may help further clarify the relationship 

between generativity, narrative agency, and narrative communion. 

Hypothesis 4 was tested and partially supported through mediation modelling; thematic 

agency had a .12 indirect effect on psychological well-being as mediated by generativity. This 

framework was formed given the evidence from past research on thematic agency’s relationship 

to well-being and data from this project regarding generativity’s positive association with agency 

(see hypothesis 3). Theoretically, then, thematic agency was viewed as the motivation behind 

generative concerns and behaviors, and therefore was the predictor variable. Though other 

pathways, such as psychological well-being predicting thematic agency through generativity 

(i.e., those high in psychological well-being through being generative arrive at more agentic life 

stories), may exist, this framework does not align with the project’s concept of agency as a 
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motivational theme driving levels of generativity. In a related vein, the argument may be made 

that the methodology behind collecting life narratives and assessing narrative motivations may 

potentially place narrative agency and communion as arising out of generative concerns and 

behaviors. As a result, alternative mediation frameworks positioning narrative agency and 

communion as mediators between generativity’s relationship with psychological and social well-

being, respectively, were tested post-hoc. However, these models did not pass the requirements 

outlined for mediation analyses because the narrative variables were not significantly correlated 

with the outcome variables of psychosocial well-being.  

Subsequent regression analyses provided some evidence for hypothesis 5, showing that 

agency was associated not only to psychological well-being, but also to a holistic summary 

indicator of adaptive midlife aging. Prior to calculations, factors which would consist of such a 

midlife QoL summary scale were considered. Obvious variables for adaptive aging included 

private and public aspects of well-being (i.e., psychological and social well-being, respectively) 

and physical QoL. However, an addition of generativity as a summary variable allowed for this 

project to examine adaptive aging specific to midlife adulthood. Generativity, an Eriksonian 

quality most salient during midlife adulthood in Western society, provided a developmental 

component not otherwise encompassed within those other three biopsychosocial measures. As 

such, regression analyses examined the relationship of thematic agency and communion with an 

indicator variable for adaptive midlife adult aging, titled the midlife adulthood QoL summary 

(MAS). Each individual’s MAS was calculated during baseline by summing their standardized 

scores for generativity, psychological well-being, social well-being, and physical QoL. Resulting 

regressions of each narrative theme upon the MAS indicated a medium-sized positive 

relationship for agency, an effect which remained significant even after controlling for 
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demographic variables (i.e., sex, race, education, and income). In general, then, participants who 

were 1 standard deviation higher in agency were also about 1.20 higher in standard deviations 

with regards to their midlife adulthood QoL summary score. Thus, those who were successfully 

adapting to the challenges of midlife adulthood and living with high QoL during midlife in 

America were more likely to think about their life stories in agentic terms. Meanwhile, neither 

thematic communion nor meaning making were associated with psychosocial well-being or with 

the indicator of adaptive midlife aging. Consequently, those individuals who had high levels of 

midlife adulthood QoL did not necessarily tell narrative concerning communion (motivational 

drive for positive relationships) or meaning making (cognitively making more meaning, lessons, 

or insights from life events).  

Discussion of Findings: Hypotheses 6 and 7  

 Finally, multi-level models assessed but could not find evidence for thematic agency and 

communion in narratives predicting changes to psychological and social well-being over time 

(hypotheses 6 and 7). Although in general people’s psychological well-being increased over 

time, this increase in psychological well-being was not found to be due to within-individual 

differences in levels of motivational agency in life stories. Also, the broad increases to 

participants’ social well-being over the course of late midlife adulthood was not found to be 

predicted by within-individual differences in levels of motivational communion as assessed 

during baseline.  

Discussion of Findings: Demographic Differences in Study Variables 

In examining demographic differences in this project, a number of gender and racial 

differences emerged. With regards to gender, there were no significant differences between 

correlation coefficients for male and female participants as assessed by Fisher r-to-z 
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transformations. However, female participants were more likely to have higher levels of overall 

psychological well-being. Upon closer examination, these differences were due to female 

participants scoring significantly higher than their male counterparts on three of the six 

psychological well-being subcategories: positive relations with others, environmental mastery, 

and self-acceptance. These findings, particularly those of women having higher positive relations 

with others and self-acceptance, largely reflect past research on gender differences in 

psychological well-being in Western cultures (Li, Kao, & Wu, 2015; Ryff, Lee, Essex, & 

Schmutte, 1994; Ryff & Keyes, 1995). In contrast, divergent findings from a sample in Thailand 

suggests that due to societal strains placed upon women, and as a result, it is men who generally 

enjoy higher levels of psychological well-being (Fuller, Edwards, Vorakitphokatorn, & Sermsri, 

2004). Taken in sum, these findings suggest the importance of societal context, as gender 

differences in findings may not be easily transferable from one culture to another (Fuller et al., 

2004).   

Differences in correlations also emerged between this sample’s Black and White 

participants. Results from bivariate correlations and independent samples t-tests found that 

compare to White participants, Black participants tended to report having significantly higher 

levels of overall psychological well-being and generativity. In particular, Black participants 

scored higher on five of the six subcategories for psychological well-being: purpose in life, 

personal growth, autonomy, self-acceptance, and environmental mastery. These findings do not 

largely align with past research on race differences in levels of psychological well-being – 

studies, generally from the mid 1990’s, often claim that Black participants (especially among 

aging populations) report having lower levels of well-being as compared to White participants 

(see: Blazer, Landerman, Hays, Simonsick, & Saunders, 1998; Fernandez, Mutran, Reitzes, & 
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Sudha, 1998; Travis & Velasco, 1994). However, there has been other research pointing towards 

factors of religiosity and social support as possible positive moderators between race and 

psychological well-being (Blaine & Crocker, 1995; Levin, Chatters, & Taylor, 1995; Levin, 

Taylor, & Chatters, 1994; Lincoln, Chatters, & Taylor, 2003). Indeed, post-hoc analyses of this 

current study’s sample indicated that Black participants were more likely than their White 

counterparts to ascribe to some religious practice. There was also a small (and trending) 

association between being a Black participant in this study sample and reporting higher levels of 

social well-being. Regarding racial differences in generativity, observed results reflect theories 

that the experience of shared suffering, particularly due to systemic racism, was associated with 

attitudes highlighting the importance of inter- and intra-generational communities and service 

(Black & Rubinstein, 2009; Hart et al., 2001). 

Further analyses also indicated that physical QoL was important for both generativity and 

social well-being levels for Black participants. Black late-midlife adults who had higher levels of 

physical well-being (i.e., better general health, physical functioning, fewer physical limitations, 

less bodily pain) also had higher levels of (1) concerns, commitments, and behaviors towards 

promoting others well-being, and (2) sense of social belonging and inclusion. Alternatively, 

these findings may suggest that being generative and having high levels of social well-being are 

important for physical QoL among Black midlife adults. These patterns were not observed 

among this study’s White participants. In general, White late-midlife adults’ physical well-being 

was not particularly related with their levels of generativity and social well-being. As researchers 

continue to explore racial differences and health, critical consideration must be given to systems 

beyond the individual (e.g., social networks, community environments, and cultural contexts) in 

order to gain a clearer picture of pathways towards well-being. 
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Limitations 

This present study was designed to examine, broadly: (1) generativity and its relationship 

with well-being assessed concurrently and prospectively; (2) whether narrated scenes from life 

stories that contained agency and communion imagery were associated with concurrently 

assessed generativity and well-being; and (3) whether those narrative themes of agency and 

communion were related to changes in prospective measurements of well-being. While findings 

were informative of generativity, narrative identity, and well-being during late-midlife 

adulthood, there are a number of limitations, both data- and theory-based which merit 

consideration: 

Limits to the data. There were three main limitations to the data: sample size, 

measurement occasions, and validity of variables. First, the sample size for the current study was 

small. While analyses prior to testing confirmed adequate power for small- to medium-sized 

effects, a smaller sample may have reduced the statistical power required to be able to detect real 

associations, particularly when associations were relatively modest in nature. A smaller sample 

also limited the ability to investigate potential moderators, mediators, and longitudinal models. 

For instance, between group differences for demographic comparisons and other moderation 

analyses (e.g., agency by communion moderation) were low powered due to small cell sizes 

within each subgroup.     

A second data-based limitation was the number of measurement occasions for some 

variables. This placed constraints on longitudinal multi-level analyses, as these models require 

outcome variables with at least three time-point assessments (Raudenbusch & Bryk, 2002; 

Singer & Willett, 2003). For instance, thematic agency and communion were coded during 

baseline only, and thus may only be used as a predictor in longitudinal multi-level analyses (see 
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hypotheses 6 and 7). Self-reported generativity (used as a predictor in longitudinal multi-level 

analyses in hypotheses 2) was assessed during baseline and Years 5 and 9. However, data 

collection from Year 9 was not complete and imputed in Qualtrics for data analysis by the time 

of this writing. As such, neither changes to generativity nor the summary variable for midlife 

adulthood QoL were utilized as outcome variables in multi-level models.  

In addition, measurements in this sample were taken during late-midlife adulthood. To 

best study midlife adulthood, future projects should conduct assessments beginning from early-

midlife adulthood (i.e., the start of generative commitments in American society and transition 

into Erikson’s seventh stage of psychosocial development) continuing onto late-midlife 

adulthood (i.e., the transition from generative concerns into ego integrity, Erikson’s eight and 

final stage of psychosocial development). Doing so would give researchers about 10-20 years of 

additional data, allowing for a more detailed examination into possible changes to generativity 

over the course of midlife adulthood. Multiple measurement occasions coupled with a larger 

dataset would also provide the necessary power for multi-level models to test for other within-

individual differences that may interact with aging. 

The third primary limitation in terms of data concerns the validity of generativity, social 

well-being, and physical QoL. For generativity, there was the problem of potential response style 

bias as the second factor was comprised of all the reverse-scored items. Moreover, there were 

double-loaded items for both factors of social influence and social contribution. Though, the 

issue of double-loading of items was present in both the two- and three- factor solution, and in 

the end, the two-factor solution for generativity provided constructs that were less complex than 

those in the three-factor solution. Future research on generativity could look into increasing the 

construct validity of the LGS by removing items with weak loadings and further delineating 
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those items with high communalities. For the 15-item Social Well-being Scale, overall alpha was 

lower, which was to be expected because there were only 3 items for each of the five 

subcategories. This same issue was present for the 7-item physical QoL scale, which had two 

items for three physical health components and one item for the last component of bodily pain. 

Future research on well-being, then, would benefit from more detailed self-report measures of 

well-being alongside addition biomarkers of physiological well-being.   

Theoretical limitations. Two major theoretical limitations of this project pertain to 

measuring generativity and the thematic components within the narrative identity of those 

participants high in generativity. First, though generativity is theoretically very closely tied to 

acts of caring for and helping other people (factor analyses even pointed towards a potential 

second facet within the LGS of social responsibility and contribution to others), it was 

surprisingly not significantly associated with thematic communion in narratives. This unexpected 

finding may, as discussed earlier in the Discussion, be due to the motivational theme of 

communion as being less clearly associated with generativity within American culture. 

Alternatively, generativity (at least for those midlife American adults) may be more related to the 

concept of enlightened self-interest (i.e., agentic motivations centered upon making a positive 

difference for others). Similarly, generativity as demonstrated in American society may reflect 

instead the feeling that one has the ability to take action to do good things. This may be the 

reason why the relationship between generativity and thematic agency is significantly positive, 

whereas, the relationship between generativity and communion is observed to be absent. 

 Second, there may be other themes within individual’s narrative identity associated with 

generativity and well-being, but not examined within this project. Certainly, outside of 

motivational themes, other themes within life stories have been found to be positively associated 
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with successful midlife adaptation. These narrative themes include emotional themes such as 

redemption sequences and the redemptive self composite (see: McAdams 2006/2013; McAdams 

& Guo, 2015). In terms of motivational themes, however, one area remains relatively unexplored 

– growth goals, the degree to which the protagonist makes intentional efforts to guide their self-

development in a meaningful direction towards personal growth (Adler et al, 2017). Future 

research applying narrative methodology may seek to further explore growth goals as they relate 

to subsequent well-being. In a related vein, non-narrative markers of motivation are potential 

areas of inquiry. For instance, intrinsic versus extrinsic goal-setting and need for achievement are 

variables that can be assessed in relation to psychosocial well-being.  

Implications and Future Directions 

Even acknowledging these limitations, this study provided a useful perspective for 

analyzing well-being in late-midlife adults by focusing on the chief developmental concern 

during that period of life – generativity. Longitudinal multi-level analyses conducted on the 

observed data showed how self-reported generativity played a key role in predicting subsequent 

increasing levels of psychosocial well-being over the course of late-midlife adulthood. 

Furthermore, this study employed qualitative analyses of participants’ narrative identity to 

illustrate how highly generative American adults also tended to narrate life stories rich in themes 

of motivational agency, but not necessarily stories containing narrative communion. In 

consideration of these results, this study successfully utilized a holistic and theoretically-driven 

framework to examine well-being among a non-clinical sample of late-midlife American adults.  

 The next step, then, would be to replicate these findings in a larger sample, specifically 

one spanning the duration of midlife adulthood (often considered as between ages 40 - 65) and 

containing at least three separate measurement occasions to allow for variables to qualify as 
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outcome variables in multi-level analyses. Such a study should reproduce the finding for a 

gradual increase in psychosocial well-being and reveal an overall increase in levels of 

generativity throughout midlife adulthood. If this project’s theory holds, a higher level of 

thematic agency earlier on in midlife adulthood would be associated with predicting a 

subsequent increase in levels of generativity. Additionally, it would be interesting to know 

whether or not different subcategories of generativity (i.e., latent factors of social impact and 

social responsibility) confer similar psychosocial benefits. If not, which subcategory of 

generativity would be more beneficial to well-being, both in terms of overall psychosocial well-

being and within specific facets of psychological and social well-being? Multiple time-point 

assessments of generativity, psychological well-being, social well-being, and physical QoL 

would also allow for longitudinal analyses modeling of a summary variable for midlife 

adulthood QoL. Additionally, assessing participants beyond into late adulthood would offer a 

glimpse into how generativity and narrative themes would correlate during older age, and how 

these variables track onto other important variables during that phase of human living (e.g., ego 

integrity, psychosocial well-being, biological health, and mortality rate).  

It is also possible that the answers to these questions regarding well-being in midlife 

adulthood depend largely on any number of factors, including cultural context and individual 

variations (i.e., race, gender, personality traits, relationship quality, goal motivation, or biological 

health). As research in this field continues, it will be important to begin to search for cultural, 

environmental, biological, and behavioral mediators that may facilitate narrative identity, 

generativity, and well-being outcomes. For example, sociocultural differences between groups 

may result in different ways that individuals will narrate their life stories and subsequently how 

coded narrative themes may be related to outcome measures. As such, a sample of Japanese 



 

 

127 
midlife adults (having lived their lives in an interdependent environment versus independent 

cultural setting in the American Midwest) may frame their life experiences oriented along 

thematic communion, even though scores on self-reported generativity may remain the same. 

Whereas among the generative American sample in this project, their narratives do not reflect 

their desires for communion as saliently as their desires for agency. Following this framework, it 

may also be the case that generativity maps onto emotional well-being differently for those 

Japanese midlife adults – the social cost for not being involved with promoting others’ well-

being may be higher, and therefore, the relationship between generativity and psychosocial well-

being may be stronger than those found with American midlife adults. Furthermore, it would be 

important for researchers to understand the pathways that individual variations in demographic 

background and personality traits may influence these relationships. 

From a therapeutic and practitioner perspective, it would be useful to understand the 

extent to which an individual’s ability to frame life experiences in an agentic manner or to 

develop generative commitments and concerns are modifiable. If these characteristics may be 

consciously changed, then it would be important to evaluate whether helping adults learn to 

construct stories rich in motivational agency would result in successful adaptation to aging 

during midlife adulthood, and whether workshops can be tailored towards promoting generative 

development. 

Lastly, while self-report personality inventories have been most commonly utilized in the 

field of personality psychology, researchers are increasingly interested in studying narrative 

identity. Through the integration of events from the reconstructed past and the imagined future, 

narrative identities comprise of an individual’s personality situated within the context of time 

and sociocultural environment. Consequently, characteristic themes and linguistic components 
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within life narratives are oftentimes associated with important outcome measures beyond 

psychosocial well-being (e.g., educational attainment, work engagement, life satisfaction, and 

mental health). Outside of the motivational themes examined within the parameters of this 

project, researchers have begun and are continuing to code narratives for a number of variables: 

linguistic word choice and structure (Franzosi, 1998; Pennebaker, Mehl, & Niederhoffer, 2003; 

Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2010), narrative coherence (Adler, Waters, Poh, & Seitz, 2018; Reese et 

al., 2011), changes in emotional valence (Cox & McAdams, 2014), integrative meaning making 

(Lilgendahl, McLean, & Mansfield, 2013; McLean & Pratt, 2006), affective themes such as 

redemption and contamination sequences (McAdams et al., 2001), and composite suites of 

themes like the Redemptive self (Guo et al., 2016; McAdams & Guo, 2015). As researchers 

persistently build upon current knowledge on narrative identity, their studies examining narrative 

characteristics may provide further insight on the qualities most associated with high quality of 

life during midlife adulthood and other periods of the human lifespan. 

Conclusion 

The present study assessed the autobiographical life stories and well-being of 163 

participants as part of a nine-year longitudinal study of midlife adulthood in America. 

Participants’ levels of motivational strivings for self-mastery (i.e., agency) and positive 

relationships with others (i.e., communion) in narrated life story accounts, concern for and 

commitment towards promoting others’ well-being (i.e., generativity), and biopsychosocial well-

being were measured during baseline. Biopsychosocial well-being, as measured by self-reported 

physical quality of life, psychological well-being, and social well-being, were also collected 

annually for the duration of the study following baseline. Factor analyses, regressions, multi-

level models were conducted in order to understand generativity, the motivational themes most 
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salient in the narratives of highly generative adults, and how those components are related to 

well-being over the course of late-midlife adulthood.  

Generativity measured using the LGS was explored as a possible two-factor scale – the 

first factor being predominantly focused on unique social influence and the second factor as 

roughly targeting social contribution and responsibility. Notably, within-individual variation in 

generativity (beyond significant associations with concurrently assessed psychosocial well-

being) was also predictive of observed differences in prospective trajectories of both 

psychological and social well-being. In terms of narrative themes, generativity was only 

associated with participant’s levels of thematic agency, as summed across three key narrative 

scenes (high, low, and turning points) during baseline. Agency was also found to be significantly 

associated with psychological well-being as mediated by generativity. Results from multi-level 

models did not provide evidence for within-individual differences in thematic agency or 

communion as predictive of differences in the changes to psychological well-being and social 

well-being over the course of late-midlife adulthood, respectively.  

These findings add to a growing body of personality, development, and well-being 

literature that demonstrate the psychosocial benefits of generativity. Furthermore, this project 

provides tentative evidence for the motivational theme of agency within an individual’s life story 

serving as a foundation upon which generativity concerns and commitments are built. While the 

scope of the present study did not permit causal interpretations to be drawn, it highlights another 

possible mechanism through which narrative identity – how we understand, narrate, and 

internalize the story of our life and our experiences – may motivate our behaviors and 

subsequent levels of well-being. For those researchers and practitioners interested in well-being 

among adults, then, this present study supports work focused on the developmental concern of 



 

 

130 
generativity and specifically emphasizes narrative identity as a key player within the framework 

of psychosocial well-being over the course of late-midlife adulthood in America. Having 

incorporated both holistic theoretical study design and mixed-method analytic strategies, this 

study will hopefully serve as a foundation for future research on narrative identity, 

developmental concerns, and their relationship with biopsychosocial well-being.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A – Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS) 

 
A 2-factor LGS is generally comprised of the following items.  

Factor 1 (social impact/influence): Items 1, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 10, 11, 12, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20 
 Factor 2 (social responsibility/contribution): Items 2*, 5*, 9*, 13*, 14*, 15* 
 
Instructions. For each of the following statements, please indicate how often the statement 
applies to you, by marking either “0,” “1,” “2,” or “3” in the space in front.  
 

“0”  =  the statement never applies to you. 
“1”  = the statement occasionally or seldom applies to you. 
“2”  = the statement applies to you fairly often. 
“3”  = the statement applies to you very often or nearly always. 

 
_____  1.  I try to pass along the knowledge I have gained through my experiences. 
_____  2.  I do not feel that other people need me.* 
_____  3.  I think I would like the work of a teacher. 
_____  4.  I feel as though I have made a difference to many people. 
_____  5.  I do not volunteer to work for charity.* 
_____  6.  I have made and created things that have had an impact on other people. 
_____  7.  I try to be creative in most things that I do. 
_____  8.  I think I will be remembered for a long time after I die. 
_____  9.  I believe that society cannot be responsible for providing food and shelter for all 

homeless people.* 
_____ 10. Others would say that I have made unique contributions to society. 
_____ 11. If I were unable to have children of my own, I would like to adopt children. 
_____ 12. I have important skills that I try to teach others. 
_____ 13. I feel that I have done nothing that will survive after I die.* 
_____ 14. I general, my actions do not have a positive effect on other people.* 
_____ 15. I feel as though I have done nothing of worth to contribute to others.* 
_____ 16. I have made many commitments to many different kinds of people, groups,  
  and activities in my life. 
_____ 17. Other people say that I am a very productive person. 
_____ 18. I have a responsibility to improve the neighborhood in which I live. 
_____ 19. People come to me for advice. 
_____ 20. I feel as though my contributions will exist after I die. 
 
* item is reverse-coded  
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Appendix B – Psychological Well-being Scale (PWB) 

 
Autonomy (Cronbach’s alpha = .88)  =  Items 6, 11, 15*, 22*, 28, 31*, 41 
Environmental mastery (Cronbach’s alpha = .85)  =  Items 2, 7, 12*, 16, 18*, 38*, 42 
Personal growth (Cronbach’s alpha = .86)  =  Items 3*, 19, 23*, 29, 32*, 35, 39* 
Purpose in life (Cronbach’s alpha = .86)  =  Items 8*, 17, 20*, 24*, 26, 33, 36* 
Positive relations (Cronbach’s alpha = .87)  =  Items 1, 5*, 10*, 14, 21, 27, 37 
Self-acceptance (Cronbach’s alpha = .84)  =  Items 4, 9, 13*, 25*, 30*, 34*, 40 
 
The following set of statements deals with how you feel about yourself and your life. Please 
remember that there are no right or wrong answers. Indicate the number that best describes your 
present agreement or disagreement with each statement. 
 

“1”  = strongly disagree 
“2”  =  disagree somewhat 
“3” =  disagree slightly 
“4”  =  agree slightly 
“5”  =  agree somewhat 
“6” =  strongly agree 

 
_____  1. Most people see me as loving and affectionate.  
_____  2. In general, I feel I am in charge of the situation in which I live. 
_____  3. I am not interested in activities that will expand my horizons.* 
_____  4. When I look at the story of my life, I am pleased with how things have turned out.  
_____  5. Maintaining close relationships has been difficult and frustrating for me.* 
_____  6. I am not afraid to voice my opinions, even when they are in opposition to the 

opinions of most people. 
_____  7. The demands of everyday life often get me down.*  
_____  8. I live life one day at a time and don’t really think about the future.* 
_____  9. In general, I feel confident and positive about myself. 
_____  10. I often feel lonely because I have few close friends with whom to share my 

concerns.* 
_____  11. My decisions are not usually influenced by what everyone else is doing. 
_____  12. I do not fit very well with the people and the community around me.* 
_____  13. I feel like many of the people I know have gotten more out of life than I have.* 
_____  14. I enjoy personal and mutual conversations with family members or friends. 
_____  15. I tend to worry about what other people think of me.* 
_____  16. I am quite good at managing the many responsibilities of my daily life. 
_____  17. I have a sense of direction and purpose in life. 
_____  18. I often feel overwhelmed by my responsibilities.* 
_____  19. I think it is important to have new experiences that challenge how you think about 

yourself and the world. 
_____  20. My daily activities often seem trivial and unimportant to me.*  
_____  21. I like most aspects of my personality.  
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_____  22. I tend to be influenced by people with strong opinions.* 
_____  23. When I think about it, I haven’t really improved much as a person over the years.* 
_____  24. I don’t have a good sense of what it is I’m trying to accomplish in life.* 
_____  25. In many ways, I feel disappointed about my achievements in life.* 
_____  26. I enjoy making plans for the future and working to make them a reality. 
_____  27. People would describe me as a giving person, willing to share my time with others. 
_____  28. I have confidence in my opinions, even if they are contrary to the general consensus.  
_____  29. I have a sense that I have developed a lot as a person over time. 
_____  30. I have not experienced many warm and trusting relationships with others.* 
_____  31. It’s difficult for me to voice my own opinions on controversial matters.* 
_____  32. I do not enjoy being in new situations that require me to change my old familiar ways 

of doing things.* 
_____  33. Some people wander aimlessly through life, but I am not one of them. 
_____  34. My attitude about myself is probably not as positive as most people feel about 

themselves.* 
_____  35. For me, life has been a continuous process of learning, changing, and growth. 
_____  36. I sometimes feel as if I’ve done all there is to do in life.* 
_____  37. I know that I can trust my friends, and they know they can trust me. 
_____  38. I have difficulty arranging my life in a way that is satisfying to me.* 
_____  39. I gave up trying to make big improvements or changes in my life a long time ago.* 
_____  40. When I compare myself to friends and acquaintances, it makes me feel good about 

who I am. 
_____  41. I judge myself by what I think is important, not by the values of what others think is 

important. 
_____  42. I have been able to build a home and a lifestyle for myself that is much to my liking. 
 
* item is reverse-coded   
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Appendix C – Social Well-being Scale (SWB) 

 
Social Acceptance (Cronbach’s alpha = .59)  =  Items 1, 6*, 11 
Social Actualization (Cronbach’s alpha = .60)  =  Items 2, 7*, 12* 
Social Contribution (Cronbach’s alpha = .55)  =  Items 3, 8*, 13* 
Social Coherence (Cronbach’s alpha = .68)  =  Items 4*, 9*, 14 
Social Integration (Cronbach’s alpha = .54)  =  Items 5*, 10, 15  
 
Please read each statement below and indicate the number that best corresponds to the degree to 
which you agree with the statement as self-descriptive for you. 
 

“1”  = strongly disagree 
“2”  =  moderately disagree 
“3” =  slightly disagree 
“4”  =  slightly agree 
“5”  =  moderately agree 
“6” =  strongly agree 

 
_____  1. People who do a favor expect nothing in return. 
_____  2. The world is becoming a better place for everyone. 
_____  3. I have something valuable to give to the world. 
_____  4. The world is too complex for me.* 
_____  5. I don’t feel I belong to anything I’d call a community.* 
_____  6. People do not care about other people’s problems.* 
_____  7. Society has stopped making progress.* 
_____  8.  My daily activities do not produce anything worthwhile for my community.* 
_____  9. I cannot make sense of what’s going on in the world.* 
_____ 10. I feel close to other people in my community 
_____ 11. I believe that people are kind. 
_____ 12. Society isn’t improving for people like me.* 
_____ 13. I have nothing important to contribute to society.* 
_____ 14. I find it easy to predict what will happen next in society. 
_____ 15. My community is a source of comfort. 
 
* item is reverse-coded   



 

 

156 
Appendix D – Physical Component Summary (PCS)20 

 
GH (Cronbach’s alpha = .51)  =  Items 1*, 7  
PF (Cronbach’s alpha = .79)  =  Items 2, 3 
RL_P (Cronbach’s alpha = .81)  =  Items 4, 5 
P =  Item 6* 
 
1. In general, would you say your health is:*21 

1= Excellent 2 = Very Good 3 = Good 4 = Fair 5 = Poor 
 
The following questions are about activities you might do during a typical day. Does your health 
now limit you in these activities? If so, how much? 
2. Moderate activities, such as moving a table, pushing a vacuum cleaner, bowling, or playing 

golf.22 
 1 = Yes, limited a lot 2 = Yes, limited a little 3= No, not limited at all 
3. Climbing several flights of stairs.23 
 1 = Yes, limited a lot 2 = Yes, limited a little 3= No, not limited at all 
 
During the past 4 weeks, have you had any of the following problems with your work or other 
regular daily activities as a result of your physical health? 
4. Accomplished less than you would like.24 1 = Yes 2 = No 
5. Were limited in the kind of work or other activities.25 1 = Yes 2 = No 
 
6. During the past 4 weeks, how much did pain interfere with your normal work (including 

work outside the home and housework)?*26 
1= Not at all 2 = A little bit 3 = Moderately 4 = Quite a bit 5 = Extremely 

 
7. During the past 4 weeks, how much of the time has your physical health or emotional 

problems interfered with your social activities (like visiting friends, relatives, etc.)?27 
 1= All of the time 2 = Most of the time 3 = Some of the time  
 4 = A little of the time 5 = None of the time 
 
* item is reverse-coded   

                                                 
20 Final scores were left unweighted by factor correlations in order to maintain consistency 
across measurement time points. Some evidence also indicates that country-specific weights are 
not necessary for utilizing the SF-36 scale (see Jenkinson, 1999). 
21 Q1 in SF-12, Q1 in SF-36 
22 Q2 in SF-12, Q4 in SF-36 
23 Q3 in SF-12, Q6 in SF-36 
24 Q4 in SF-12, Q14 in SF-36 
25 Q5 in SF-12, Q15 in SF-36 
26 Q8 in SF-12, Q22 in SF-36 
27 Q12 in SF-12, Q32 in SF-36 
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Appendix E – Structured Life Story Interview Prompts 

 
The Structured Life Story Interview (high, low, and turning points only) 

Revised February 2008, McAdams, D.P. 
For use at the Foley Center for the Study of Lives, Northwestern University 
 

1. High point: Please describe a scene, episode, or moment in your life that stands out as an 
especially positive experience. This might be the high point scene of your entire life, or else 
an especially happy, joyous, exciting, or wonderful moment in the story. Please describe this 
high point scene in detail. What happened, when and where, who was involved, and what 
were you thinking and feeling? Also, please say a word or two about why you think this 
particular moment was so good and what the scene may say about who you are as a person.  
 

2. Low point: The second scene is the opposite of the first. Thinking back over your entire life, 
please identify a scene that stands out as a low point, if not the low point in your life story. 
Even though this event is unpleasant, I would appreciate your providing as much detail as 
you can about it. What happened in the event, where and when, who was involved, and what 
were you thinking and feeling? Also, please say a word or two about why you think this 
particular moment was so bad and what the scene may say about you or your life. 

 
3. Turning point: In looking back over your life, it may be possible to identify certain key 

moments that stand out as turning points --episodes that marked an important change in you 
or your life story. Please identify a particular episode in your life story that you now see as a 
turning point in your life. If you cannot identify a key turning point that stands out clearly, 
please describe some event in your life wherein you went through an important change of 
some kind. Again, for this event please describe what happened, where and when, who was 
involved, and what you were thinking and feeling. Also, please say a word or two about what 
you think this event says about you as a person or about your life.  
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Appendix F – Coding Agency 

 
Agency 

Revised October 2016. Adapted from Adler’s 4-point scale (2012) 
For use at the Foley Center for the Study of Lives, Northwestern University 
 
Narratives high in agency are fundamentally concerned with the autonomy of the 

protagonist. Highly agentic narratives describe protagonists who can affect their own lives 
(Lysaker), initiate changes on their own (Adler, Skalina, & McAdams), and who achieve some 
degree of control over the course of their experiences (McAdams’ status/victory). This theme is 
related to the degree to which people internalize their actions, reflect on them, and engage in 
them with a full sense of choice (Deci & Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory). This achievement 
may come through self-insight, gaining a sense of control, or a feeling of increased power 
(McAdams’ self-mastery). The theme of agency bears some relationship to internal locus of 
control (Rotter), but it is not identical; for example, if someone feels that they are responsible for 
everything in their life, but they are failing at all of them, they might be rated as high in internal 
locus of control, but low in agency. This theme should be coded only as it pertains to the 
protagonist of the narrative, not other characters.  

 
Code 0-4, where 4 = highest agency 

 
0 = Protagonist is completely powerless, at mercy of circumstances; all action is 

motivated by external powers; or narrative is not written in first person (rare). 
 
1 = Protagonist is somewhat at the mercy of circumstances, with primary control of the 

plot at the hands of external powers.  
 
2 = Recorded where there is no code-able language pertaining to the theme of agency 

(quite rare), or when narrative displays both agentic and non-agentic elements. 
 
3 = Protagonist is minimally at the mercy of circumstances, with the majority of the 

control of the plot in the hands of the protagonist.  
 
4 = Protagonist is agentic, able to affect their own lives, initiate changes on their own, 

and achieves some degree of control over the course of their experiences; may or may 
not include description of some struggle to achieve agentic status.  
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Appendix G – Coding Communion 

 
Communion 

Revised October 2016. Adapted from Adler’s 4-point scale (2012) 
For use at the Foley Center for the Study of Lives, Northwestern University 
 
Narratives that are high in communion are fundamentally concerned with the connection, 

intimacy, love, belonging, union, friendship, and caring of the protagonist. Highly communal 
narratives describe protagonists who experience satisfying romantic and friendship relationships, 
involve nurture and caretaking, and are rich with themes of unity and togetherness (McAdams). 
Social connections may be to individuals, groups, or to society (although connections to specific 
individuals are weighed heaviest towards high communion scores and isolation from society writ 
large are weighted highest in low communion scores). Communion may be revealed in the 
explicit language participants use to describe their relational lives or evidenced in their pronoun 
use (i.e. “we” is more communal than “I”; likewise, “me” versus “them” is less communal than 
“me” versus “him/her,” but these are fairly low-level ways in which communion is instantiated 
in narratives). Participants may discuss their lack of connection to others, which is to be scored 
as low in communion.  

 
Code 0-4, where 4 = highest communion 

 
0 = Protagonist is completely disconnected, isolated, or rejected and strong disconnection 

language is predominant. 
 
1 = Protagonist is mostly disconnected from others, and disconnection language is 

predominant, though some connection language is present; or only mildly negative 
connection language is used. 

 
2 = Recorded where there is no code-able language pertaining to the theme of 

communion (quite rare), or when narrative displays both communal and non-
communal elements. 

 
3 = Protagonist is mostly connected to others and rich connection language is 

predominant, although some disconnection language is present; or only mildly 
positive connection language is used. 

 
4 = Protagonist is highly connected to others and rich connection language is 

predominant. 
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