
Annual Review of Psychology

Personality Psychology

Brent W. Roberts1,2 and Hee J. Yoon1

1Department of Psychology, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Urbana,

Illinois 61820, USA; email: bwrobrts@illinois.edu, yoon14@illinois.edu

2Hector Research Institute of Education Sciences and Psychology, University of Tübingen,

72072 Tübingen, Germany

Annu. Rev. Psychol. 2022. 73:489–516

First published as a Review in Advance on

September 13, 2021

The Annual Review of Psychology is online at
psych.annualreviews.org

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-020821-

114927

Copyright © 2022 by Annual Reviews.

All rights reserved

Keywords

personality, personality development, personality traits, motivation, skills,

narrative identity

Abstract

Personality psychology, which seeks to study individual differences in

thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that persist over time and place, has ex-

perienced a renaissance in the last few decades. It has also not been reviewed

as a field in the Annual Review of Psychology since 2001. In this article, we seek

to provide an update as well as a meta-organizational structure to the field. In

particular, personality psychology has a prescribed set of four responsibilities

that it implicitly or explicitly tackles as a field: (a) describing what personal-

ity is—i.e., what the units of analysis in the field are; (b) documenting how

it develops; (c) explaining the processes of personality and why they affect

functioning; and (d) providing a framework for understanding individuals

and explaining their actions, feelings, and motivations. We review progress

made over the last 20 years to address these four agendas and conclude by

highlighting future directions and ongoing challenges to the field.
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INTRODUCTION

After conducting himself in ways that most other politicians would feel compelled to apologize

for, President Donald Trump did nothing of the sort.Why was he unwilling to apologize?Why, in

contrast, did someone like Chancellor Angela Merkel of Germany famously commit to being the

bearer of the hard truth when it came to COVID-19, even when the consequences damaged her

standing? How did Frederick Douglas move from being a slave to being a successful abolitionist

and publisher, and how did his experience shape him as an adult? Why are all of these people

different from one another? These are some of the questions the science of personality psychology

tries to answer.

Based on its energy, activity, and productivity, the field of personality psychology has clearly

had a renaissance since the lastAnnual Review of Psychology articles covering the field (Funder 2001,
Swann& Seyle 2005). In 2001, the field was still experiencing the fallout from the person-situation

debate,1 new debates had begun on whether and how personality and personality traits developed,

and the field was still wrestling with the vestiges of the Big Theories that had dominated the

field for decades. Since that time, the person-situation debate has subsided, with most researchers

concluding that both extremes hypothesized at the time were unwarranted (Funder 2008, Lucas

& Donnellan 2009). The riddle of personality development received a thorough treatment with

an explosion of longitudinal studies (Denissen 2014, Graham et al. 2020); and, for the most part,

the grand theorists of the past, such as Freud, Jung, Adler, Rogers, Skinner, and others, were set

aside in favor of more pragmatic models that would guide research programs but would not make

sweeping or untestable assumptions about human nature. The move away from grand theories

and toward understanding the structure and development of personality resulted in a huge influx

of research that continues to this day.

Given the prolific output in personality psychology over the last two decades, the task of or-

ganizing the research is challenging. According to one of the classic perspectives (e.g., Allport

1The person-situation debate surrounds the extent to which behavior is determined by characteristics of the
individual versus characteristics of the situation (Kenrick & Funder 1988).
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1937), personality research has several jobs to do, including (a) identifying the units of analysis of

personality psychology, (b) describing how the components of personality develop and change,

(c) excavating the mechanistic underpinnings of personality, and (d) using that information to un-

derstand not only populations but also individuals.We organize our review along these four broad

tasks. In each section, we review and synthesize recent personality research. We end with a dis-

cussion of basic research issues, including future directions, and the institutional challenges faced

by the field.

WHAT ARE THE UNITS OF ANALYSIS IN PERSONALITY SCIENCE?

One of the primary goals of personality psychology is to describe the panoply of individual differ-

ences that characterize people.Historically, personality psychology has had a penchant for increas-

ing the number of constructs in its repertoire rather than decreasing or integrating them. There

is also a common tendency to equate personality to the study of personality traits. Of course, per-

sonality traits are not everything, nor do they adequately capture the units of analysis commonly

included under the broad umbrella of personality psychology. Looking across some of the salient

models of personality, such as the neo-socioanalytic model (Roberts &Nickel 2020), the Five Fac-

tor Model (FFM; McCrae & Costa 2008), the alternative Big Five (McAdams & Pals 2006), or

the cybernetic Big Five (DeYoung 2015), one can identify at least four distinct domains or units

of analysis: personality traits, motives, skills/abilities, and narrative identity.

Personality Traits

The first domain, personality traits, has been transformed the most over the last few decades

because of the adoption of the Big Five taxonomy (Goldberg 1993). The Big Five taxonomy or-

ganizes traits into the five broad domains of extraversion (assertive and gregarious versus intro-

verted), agreeableness (warm and kind versus cruel), conscientiousness (industrious and responsi-

ble versus undependable), emotional stability (calm and serene versus anxious), and openness to

experience (intellectual and creative versus closed-minded). The fact that the Big Five are a broad

and inclusive taxonomy is an important feature that can be forgotten in the rush to quickly assess

personality traits. That is to say, the Big Five are not discrete, independent dimensions but are

more akin to a raucous family of partially overlapping and increasingly complex groups of facets

(Condon & Mroczek 2016).

The impact of the Big Five on the field of personality psychology cannot be underestimated.

First, it has forced the field to bemore disciplined in asking whether a newly described trait is really

new or not. The most salient recent example of this is the notion of grit (Duckworth et al. 2007),

which was considered to be somewhat novel and unique when first introduced. Recently, research

has clarified that grit is so strongly linked to conscientiousness that it should be considered a facet

of that trait domain rather than something new (Credé et al. 2017).

Second, the structure of the Big Five has helped to organize findings in a way that has moved

the field forward. For example, the understanding that personality traits do predict important life

outcomes would not have been possible if not for the organizing structure of the Big Five (Roberts

et al. 2007, Soto 2019). Substantive relationships were only revealed once the originally unorga-

nized range of measures was organized within the Big Five taxonomy. Finally, this framework has

made the building of connections with other fields, such as clinical psychology, much more ef-

fective. For example, the content overlap of the Big Five and the new dimensional nosology of

personality disorders found in the Personal Inventory for DSM-5 (PID-5) and the Hierarchical

Taxonomy of Psychopathology (HiTOP) is strikingly high (Krueger & Markon 2014).
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This is not to say that work has stopped on the structure of personality traits or that there

is consensus that the Big Five are necessary and sufficient (Mõttus et al. 2020). There remains a

strong case for adding at least one more dimension to the Big Five, with several lines of research

pointing to the importance of an honesty factor (Ashton & Lee 2020,Thalmayer & Saucier 2014).

The honesty factor tends to show up more regularly and reliably in countries other than the

United States, which for various reasons has contributed a disproportionate amount of data on

the structure of personality. Also, the validity of the honesty domain is distinct and incrementally

useful above and beyond that of the remaining Big Five (Zettler et al. 2020). There are also efforts

to introduce other traits, such as those found in the Dark Triad (narcissism, psychopathy, and

Machiavellianism), though the distinctiveness of these three traits from those included in the Big

Six is less clear at the moment ( Jonason et al. 2013).

Motivation

The second domain of personality,motivation, focuses onwhat people desire, either consciously or

unconsciously. The domain of motivation is less well organized than the personality traits domain

largely because it lacks a consensual taxonomy or, for that matter, an accepted mode of assessment.

The notion of motivation covers a wider range of phenomena compared to that of personality

traits, including achievement motivations (Elliot & Harackiewicz 1996), life goals (Kasser 2016),

power motivations (Schultheiss et al. 2005), life values (Schwartz 1994), and vocational interests,

such as realistic and enterprising interests (Nye et al. 2012). The modalities of assessment in mo-

tivation research range from classic projective techniques such as the Thematic Apperception

Test to self-reported vocational interests to idiographic cataloguing of everyday aspirations. The

number of core domains of motives identified by conceptual and empirical attempts has ranged

from three (predictability, acceptance, and competence; Dweck 2017) to four (prominence, inclu-

siveness, negativity prevention, and tradition; Wilkowski et al. 2020) to seven (physiological, self-

protection, affiliation, status, mate acquisition, mate retention, and parenting; Cook et al. 2021).

Clearly, the diversity of organizational systems makes it a challenge to achieve the clarity brought

about by the Big Five taxonomy with regard to personality traits.

Skills/Abilities

The third domain of personality, which we refer to as the skills domain, has traditionally been

dominated by research on cognitive skills or, more aptly, cognitive abilities (Ritchie et al. 2015).

Research on cognitive abilities has continued somewhat unabated through time, and it has been

largely carved off from personality psychology and housed in societies, such as the International

Society for the Study of Individual Differences (ISSID), that focus their energies on the study of

intelligence over other types of constructs (Revelle et al. 2011). Nonetheless, if one of the goals

of personality psychology is to capture individual differences, broadly construed, it would be odd

to omit skills, cognitive or otherwise. The most notable findings on cognitive abilities appear

timeless. The three perennial issues that have dominated research on cognitive functioning are

(a) whether its putative effects are attributable to background factors like socioeconomic status,

(b) its relative importance for predicting various outcomes, and (c) whether and to what extent

it causes bias against specific groups when used in selection systems. The empirical answers,

which also appear timeless, are that cognitive ability and background factors, though related, are

independent in their effects (Kuncel &Hezlett 2010). That is to say, cognitive ability is not wholly

imparted by family socioeconomic status and is not simply an indicator of how affluent one’s

family may have been. Cognitive ability also predicts many outcomes that persons and societies

care about, such as occupational success and physical health (Kuncel et al. 2004). Finally, though
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cognitive ability does not impart bias in the technical, psychometric sense,2 it most certainly leads

to adverse impact when used for selection (Newman & Lyon 2009).

Probably the most notable development in the skills domain is the explosion of activity around

noncognitive skills. The term “noncognitive” was generated by economists (Heckman et al. 2013)

and is uniformly despised by personality psychologists. The emergent focus on noncognitive skills

also reflects a renewed interest in educational science on intra- and interpersonal factors con-

tributing to school performance, described as socioemotional skills, that are not the types of in-

formational or fact-based materials (e.g., math, writing) that have been the traditional focus of

educational policy (Natl. Res. Counc. 2012).

There is currently no consensus taxonomy that organizes the constructs associated with so-

cioemotional skills (Abrahams et al. 2019, Duckworth & Yeager 2015). Socioemotional skills have

suffered from some of the definitional challenges encountered by other domains, like motivation.

Recently, we attempted to draw a clear distinction between personality traits and the social and

emotional skills dominating the discussion of noncognitive skills (Soto et al. 2021). Personality

traits are typically defined as characteristic, and automatic, patterns of thinking, feeling, and

behaving that are consistent over time and across relevant situations (Roberts 2009). They

therefore represent cognitive, affective, and behavioral tendencies: what a particular person tends

to do, averaged across situations (Fleeson & Jayawickreme 2015). In contrast, skills are capacities:

what a person is capable of doing when the situation calls for it. Rather than reflecting a person’s

default pattern of behavior, social and emotional skills represent the tools available in their

psychological toolbox, which they can selectively bring out or put away as needed. For example, a

student who is usually shy and introverted (reflecting their traits) can act as a leader when needed

(reflecting their skills).

We believe the distinction between traits and skills is an important one, especially for inter-

ventions designed to impart skills. There is an emerging move to investigate whether personality

traits can be changed (Roberts et al. 2017), which is somewhat askew of the goals of most edu-

cation and socialization efforts. The latter tend to focus on imparting skills. Training children to

have the capacity for self-control (the skill) is a much different enterprise than training children

to be self-controlled (the trait). The former respects the autonomy of the child, whereas the latter

strikes many as being authoritarian.

Narrative Identity

The last major domain of personality is loosely referred to as narrative identity. The narrative

content of a life reflects the experiences of the individual in their immediate environments, their

relationships, their community, and their society. Unlike the other content domains of personal-

ity, narrative identity is much more concrete, time bound, qualitative, and grounded in individual

experience. The content of narrative identity reflects the particularities of the person’s experi-

ences and their propensity to integrate those experiences into their personality and/or identity

(McAdams 2013). These are the stories of a person’s life, with particular characters and actions

that reflect the actual lived life rather than some extrapolation from that experience as is common

in assessments of personality traits and motivations.

Historically, the actual content of people’s lives has been the focus of some personality psychol-

ogists, in the form of either psychobiographies or life stories (McAdams 2020); however, a more

common approach to understanding narrative identity is to code features of the stories people tell

2That is to say, cognitive ability tends to predict similar outcomes for different groups.
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about their lives, such as their emotional tone (Sengsavang et al. 2018), meaning (Pals 2006), and

motivational content (Adler 2012). Across these efforts, three broad domains of narrative identity

variables have been identified: motivational and affective, autobiographical reasoning (e.g., mean-

ing), and structural (Adler et al. 2016, McLean et al. 2019). Researchers interested in employing

narrative techniques are encouraged to review the recent primer on this methodology provided

by Adler et al. (2017).

One of the long-standing issues faced by narrative researchers has been the question of util-

ity. What does narrative or autobiographical information add beyond what other dimensions of

personality already provide? Relatedly, a dominant theme in the field of narrative identity has

been demonstrating that narrative dimensions add incremental validity to traits and motives when

predicting outcomes like personality development and well-being (Lodi-Smith et al. 2009). For

example, narrative content can be used to predict trajectories of mental health in patients seek-

ing therapy (Adler et al. 2015). A recent meta-analysis concludes that despite the skepticism with

which it is often met, the narrative dimension can and does provide incremental information for

the prediction of important outcomes like well-being above and beyond the Big Five (Adler et al.

2016).

At a minimum, then, personality psychology answers the “what” question with the idea that at

least four construct domains are needed to adequately capture the content of personality psychol-

ogy: traits, motives, skills/abilities, and narrative identity. We could, of course, expand this list to

include other individual difference domains (e.g., meta-perceptions, physical skills, or identity),

but these four seem to be a good compromise between parsimony and inclusiveness.

ATTEMPTS AT INTEGRATING UNITS OF ANALYSIS

Although work on the domain of personality traits has benefited from an organizing taxonomy, it

is fair to say that across traits, motives, skills/abilities, and narratives, the number and types of di-

mensions studied have grown without an overarching organizational structure for the entire field.

The field is vibrant but unintegrated. There have been several attempts at creating overarching

models to bring order to the panoply of constructs in personality psychology, but all have gone

wanting for various reasons. Notably, the FFM3 (McCrae & Costa 2008) proposed that personal-

ity traits are immutable causes of all other types of constructs, including motives and narratives.

According to this model, motives and narratives are more context bound and therefore less basic

to the individual than personality traits, and they are referred to as “characteristic adaptations.”

The more recent BEATs model (where the acronym stands for beliefs, emotion, and action ten-

dencies; Dweck 2017) reversed this ordering, placing goals at the core of personality dimensions

and proposing that they are the causes of personality traits, which emerge from the interaction of

goals with situations. In contrast to these models, both McAdams (McAdams & Pals 2006) and

Roberts (Roberts &Wood 2006) acknowledged that these domains are distinct.McAdams argued

that traits,motives, and narratives aremanifest at different levels of analysis, with the latter two do-

mains being more granular and context-specific than personality traits. Roberts went on to argue

that personality should also include skills as an area of inquiry and that all of the units of analysis

can be conceptualized from broad to narrow, with no real reason to prefer a level of analysis over

another. For example, motives can be broad (e.g., universal harmony) or narrow (e.g., be nicer to

one’s students), just as traits can be broad (e.g., extraversion) or narrow (e.g., propensity to crack

jokes during formal meetings).

3The FFM and the Big Five taxonomy are not interchangeable. The FFM is an attempt at creating a complete
catalog of human variation, whereas the Big Five taxonomy is an organizational structure for trait terms.
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None of these models of personality (or any other) currently dominates the field. In retrospect,

there are both empirical and conceptual issues that inhibited their adoption. On the empirical

front, the modal magnitude of the correlations between the domains identified above remains

too low to assume, for example, that either traits cause goals or goals cause traits (as the average

correlation coefficient, r, is equal to 0.11; Roberts & Robins 2000). Moreover, variables from

these domains tend to predict outcomes independently of one another (Stoll et al. 2017).

Therefore, the models that propose a strong hierarchical relation between these domains are

challenged by the fact that the relations are small and the putative causal effects of the domains

are independent.

The argument that these domains represent different levels of analysis, although it is histori-

cally an accurate description of the modal research in these domains, ignores the fact that all of

these domains can be operationalized along a dimension that goes from broad to narrow (Hooker

&McAdams 2003,Roberts 2007).Narratives can be conceptualized at the levels of society and cul-

ture (McLean et al. 2019).Goals can be operationalized as daily concerns or broad values (Schwartz

1994) and interests (Su et al. 2019). Skills can be conceptualized as overall competence or can be

differentiated into more and more molecular manifestations that are increasingly specific to situ-

ations and contexts (Wirth et al. 2020). Thus, every domain of personality can be conceptualized

and measured at multiple levels of breadth. The fact that the field at various times in history has

preferred broad (e.g., values) or narrow (e.g., strivings) conceptualizations does not mean that any

one level should be preferred or prioritized.

A final reason that these models may have failed to capture the imaginations of researchers is

their descriptive nature. By staying close to the data, these models tend to be overly inclusive and

therefore complex. The complexity of the models does not lend itself to informing hypotheses

to test in subsequent research. Also, in contrast to the grand theories of personality of the past,

none of these theories provides answers to more ultimate questions such as what factors motivate

human behavior. In a nutshell, these theories have failed to answer simple questions like, why do

we find the Big Five, or what are the core motivations that guide most human behavior?

At this juncture, we can identify at least four domains of inquiry for answering the “what” ques-

tion of personality psychology (i.e., traits,motives, skills, and narratives), each providing fodder for

an explosion of new research.We have yet to find an organizing model that satisfactorily explains

why to choose these four domains,what other domainsmight be added, and how to organize them.

PERSONALITY DEVELOPMENT

Personality development is the subarea of personality psychology that has very much led the re-

naissance in personality science. Broadly speaking, research on continuity, change, and factors

associated with change in personality has increased exponentially in the last two decades. This

was the result of fortuitous timing. Just as personality psychology was becoming more widely ac-

cepted, technology and science policy, especially in Europe andOceania,were converging to create

numerous, publicly available longitudinal data sets. The resulting explosion of research has ren-

dered what once was novel—a report on the longitudinal continuity and change in personality—

somewhat mundane. Fortunately, it has also resulted in a much better empirical foundation to

draw initial inferences about personality development.

Of course, one reason for the emphasis on longitudinal studies in personality psychology is

that consistency is definitional to the field (Fraley & Roberts 2005). The most frequently given

definitions of personality or personality traits all include consistency as a defining feature. Thus,

the motivation to examine longitudinal patterns of continuity and change in personality is high.

Given their primacy, longitudinal studies of personality traits abound and have been suc-

cessfully summarized in numerous meta-analytic reports (e.g., Anusic & Schimmack 2016,
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Ardelt 2000, Bazana & Stelmack 2004, Ferguson 2010, Roberts & DelVecchio 2000, Roberts

et al. 2006b, Schuerger et al. 1989). Based on these reviews, we now know that personality traits

demonstrate moderate to high rank-order consistency (i.e., correlations between 0.40 and 0.60)

over reasonably long periods of time (i.e., 4 to 10 years), and that the longer one tracks rank-order

consistency, the lower consistency gets (e.g., Damian & Roberts 2015), but consistency seems to

plateau above zero (Fraley & Roberts 2005). Personality traits increase in rank-order consistency

with age, peaking sometime after age 25,with some evidence for decreases in very old age (Lucas&

Donnellan 2011). In addition, rank-order consistency does not vary markedly across the Big Five

traits, the assessment method (i.e., self-reports, observer ratings, and projective tests), or gender.

Research on the consistency of motives, skills, and narratives has been less systematic, but

nonetheless it has produced dozens of studies. To the extent that vocational interests are exem-

plary constructs in the motivation domain, we know that they are actually more consistent than

personality traits at a younger age (Low et al. 2005) and show similarly high levels of consistency

over decades (Nye et al. 2020, Schultz et al. 2017). Though less often studied, other motivational

constructs, such as major life goals (Atherton et al. 2021) and values (Dobewall & Aavik 2016,

Vecchione et al. 2016), are as consistent as personality traits over comparable time intervals. Skills,

at least in terms of the traditional measures of cognitive ability, appear to be more consistent than

any other domain in personality (Deary et al. 2004, Tucker-Drob & Briley 2014), with estimates

of consistency exceeding 0.80 for samples older than 20 years of age. Admittedly, and oddly, there

has yet to be a systematic review of the consistency of the skill domain. Finally, the narrative do-

main, despite being cast as qualitatively less stable than, for example, personality traits, has shown

varied levels of consistency. In some cases, the consistency demonstrated by narrative dimensions

was indistinguishable from that of personality traits (McAdams et al. 2006), whereas in other cases

the levels of continuity were much lower (Dunlop et al. 2016).

Given the definitional role consistency plays in the field of personality, these results provide

unequivocal evidence that we find enough continuity across all ways of conceptualizing personality

to support the core definitional assumption of the field. Some may mistakenly point to variability

across moment-to-moment situations as challenging to the idea of personality, but this was never

an assumption of personality psychology. No personality psychologist ever claimed that person-

ality is defined by absolute cross-situational stability—for example, that extraverted people would

talk the same amount at a bar or at a funeral. And,when examined both in the short and in the long

run, researchers find, of course, that we shift our behavior from moment to moment but retain

over time a strong, rank-order consistency in our behavior (Fleeson 2001). Empirically, the levels

of continuity in personality constructs are high enough to warrant the conclusion that personality

exists and persists.

Understanding personality development entails more than determining whether constructs are

consistent. It also entails focusing on other types of continuity and change, includingwhether there

are normative gains or losses with age (Roberts et al. 2008). The prevailing perspective on person-

ality traits is that childhood and adolescence hold little significance for systematic gains and losses,

whereas the transition to young adulthood is the crucible of personality trait change (e.g., Borghuis

et al. 2017, Göllner et al. 2017, Mroczek & Spiro 2003, Roberts et al. 2006b). Meta-analytic esti-

mates of longitudinal mean-level changes across the life course show significant change in all trait

domains in young adulthood (Roberts et al. 2006). Social dominance (a subdomain of extraversion),

agreeableness, conscientiousness, and emotional stability show steady increases through midlife.

More recent cross-sectional (Lucas&Donnellan 2011) and longitudinal (Damian&Roberts 2015,

Oltmanns et al. 2020, Vecchione et al. 2012) work has replicated this general pattern.

Not only do mean-level changes in abilities, motives, and narratives exist, but the fact that they

develop differently than personality traits also highlights the fact that these domains are distinct.
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It is known that cognitive abilities track a different path developmentally than personality traits.

Fluid abilities tend to peak early in the life course and decline thereafter, whereas crystalized

abilities tend to peak in midlife and then drop off (Schaie & Strother 1968). We know far less

about longitudinal changes in social and emotional skills. Measures of motivation, when assessed

as the importance or salience of a goal, show a very consistent pattern of no mean-level change

or decrease across the life course (Atherton et al. 2021, Stoll et al. 2021). When measured as

interests, motivation shows a more complex picture, possibly as a result of the smaller number

of long-term studies in adulthood. Those that do exist show heterogeneous patterns, with some

interest domains, like realistic and investigative interests, showing declines in young adulthood

and increases later in life (Hoff et al. 2018). One of the few longitudinal studies of values found

values such as universalism and conformity to be increasing in young adulthood and plateauing

thereafter (Schultz et al. 2017).

Less is known about changes in narrative constructs, but there are some aging and longitudi-

nal studies. It is assumed that personal narratives emerge in adolescence (Bohn & Berntsen 2013,

Habermas & de Silveira 2008) and becomemore coherent with age. Consistent with that position,

an aging study of narrative content found that narrative coherence increased with age, especially

from adolescence to young adulthood (Köber et al. 2015). Redemptive content in narratives ap-

peared to increase during college but to remain unchanging in midlife (Dunlop et al. 2016).

Of course, not everyone changes in the same direction or to the same degree; some people

change less or more than their peers (e.g., De Fruyt et al. 2006). Moreover, some people show

stability, as defined by long-term trajectories that are flat (or near flat) in functional form (Mroczek

et al. 2021). Thus, a third way of examining personality development is to investigate individual

differences in change (Mroczek 2014, Roberts & Mroczek 2008). There is robust evidence for

the existence of individual-level change across the life course, even into old age (Graham et al.

2020, Schwaba & Bleidorn 2018).

One reason to focus on individual differences in personality change is that such an approach

raises a most interesting question: Do life experiences cause people to develop in idiosyncratic

ways? Most of the research on the relation between life experiences and individual differences in

change focuses on experiences in relationships, work, and health. For example, achievement and

work-related experiences have been linked to changes in personality traits across the life course.

Children who increase their effort on homework show commensurate increases in conscientious-

ness (Göllner et al. 2017). Achieving more at work through attaining higher status is associated

with increases in the social dominance facet of extraversion and sometimes in conscientiousness-

related traits (Le et al. 2014, Roberts et al. 2003). Being more invested and committed to one’s

work is associated with increases in conscientiousness (Hudson et al. 2012). People who are called

upon to be leaders at work increase more in extraversion (Wille et al. 2012). In addition, positive

experiences at work are reliably associated with increases in emotional stability (Le et al. 2014,

Scollon & Diener 2006, van Aken et al. 2006).

Marital and family experiences, too, are associated with changes in personality traits. For ex-

ample, forming serious partnerships is associated with decreases in neuroticism and increases in

conscientiousness and self-esteem (Lehnart et al. 2010). Similarly, men who get married or re-

married in late middle age and old age tend to decrease in neuroticism over time (Mroczek &

Spiro 2003). Genetically informed research supports the argument that marriage is a cause of

personality trait change (Burt et al. 2010). Holding genetic confounds constant, getting married

purportedly causes decreases in antisocial behavior, which is strongly associated with the domains

of agreeableness and conscientiousness (Hopwood & Bleidorn 2018).

Other relationship experiences are also associated with personality trait change. Individu-

als who experience satisfying and fulfilling relationships become more emotionally stable and
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conscientious (Lehnart & Neyer 2006, Robins et al. 2002, Scollon & Diener 2006). Negative

relationship experiences, such as difficulties in one’s sex life, are associated with increased neuroti-

cism (Lüdtke et al. 2011). Receiving more support from family members during adolescence is

associated with increases in agreeableness (Branje et al. 2004).

Negative life experiences in general, whether in aggregate or in particular, are also associated

with increases in neuroticism (Laceulle et al. 2012, Lüdtke et al. 2011). Clinical issues are also

associated with personality trait change or the lack of normative personality trait change. For

example, continuing or increasing substance use and abuse are associated with failure to increase

in conscientiousness andwith decrease in emotional stability (Lee et al. 2015). Similarly, changes in

mental health and depression are associated with decreases inmost of the Big Five traits, emotional

stability in particular (Chow & Roberts 2014). Clearly, when people have negative experiences,

especially ones that play out over time, personality changes.

On a more positive note, travel abroad is associated with positive personality trait change. In

one study,Germans who traveled to another country were more likely to increase in agreeableness

and openness and decrease in neuroticism (Lüdtke et al. 2011). A second study of German sojourn-

ers (students who studied abroad) found strikingly similar results. Sojourners grewmore agreeable

and open, and less neurotic, the longer they stayed abroad (Zimmermann & Neyer 2013). These

findings point to proactive measures people and institutions can take to foster positive develop-

mental trends in students.

Whereas a disproportionate amount of research has focused on individual differences in trait

change, a growing number of studies have focused on motives, skills, and narratives. They found,

for example, that individuals who achieved life tasks related to relationships and work decreased

more on goals related to family and work (Salmela-Aro et al. 2007).Greater fit between one’s work

environment and one’s interest profile predicted changes in the corresponding interests (Nye et al.

2020), whereas losing one’s job was associated with increases in enterprising interests (Schultz

et al. 2017). The transition to parenthood was associated with changes in goals, in contrast with

the findings of research on personality traits that showed little or no changes associated with

becoming a parent (van Scheppingen et al. 2016). In particular, new mothers increased their goals

related to family and health and decreased their achievement-related aspirations (Salmela-Aro

et al. 2000).Going through cancer treatment was differentially related to changes in life goals, such

that cancer patients decreased on achievement and leisure aspirations but remained unchanged on

their health-related goals (Pinquart et al. 2007).Of course, changes in goals are also associated with

changes in personality traits (Hudson et al. 2020). In particular, changes in economic goals were

positively related to changes in extraversion, and changes in family goals were associated with

changes in agreeableness (Atherton et al. 2021).

There has been less work on changes in cognitive ability and other skills, but there is evi-

dence that experience does relate to individual differences in change in these domains, too. For

example, a recent meta-analysis showed that participating in higher education was associated with

increases in cognitive ability (Ritchie &Tucker-Drob 2018).Of course, because of the importance

of declines in cognitive functioning in old age, much research has focused on factors that miti-

gate these normative losses. For example, maintaining better physical functioning in old age is

associated with less cognitive decline (Tabbarah et al. 2002). Also, in old age, decline in physical

functioning, especially in areas like visual and auditory functioning, is related to faster declines in

cognitive functioning (Valentijn et al. 2005). Similarly, susceptibility to mental health issues, such

as schizophrenia, is associated with faster declines in cognitive ability with age (McIntosh et al.

2013).

In addition to the increased number of longitudinal studies of personality traits, motives, and

skills, there is now a good number of longitudinal studies examining individual differences in
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narrative content over time. An examination of the factors associated with changes in redemptive

and contamination themes over time found that changes in employment status were associated

with decreases in redemptive content in narratives (Dunlop et al. 2016). In contrast, Köber et al.

(2015) found that narrative coherence increased with age, but they failed to find anything that

could help explain the increase in coherence.They found no relation between changes in narrative

coherence and negative life experiences, confiding in others, or even an intervention intended to

increase coherent thinking. Although studies examining individual differences in narrative change

are less common, the few available to date seem to indicate that this aspect of personality is similar

to traits, motives, and skills.

In sum, personality—be it conceptualized as traits, motives, skills, or narratives—is a develop-

mental phenomenon. People show profound levels of continuity that are high enough to support

the definitional nature of personality, but they also show maturational changes in all domains as

well as individual differences in their personal trajectories and changes in response to life experi-

ences.The combination of continuity and change can be confusing to some, given that the field has

been dominated by theoretical models that pit one against the other. However, the clear message

emerging from the voluminous longitudinal empirical database is that personality is consistent,

changing, apparently responsive to experience, and a profoundly important foundation for under-

standing human nature. People are not rudderless ships battered by the winds of experience, nor

are they cement jetties moving nowhere despite the ocean and the wind. Given the longstanding

dominance of the two extremes represented by situationist and essentialist positions in all of psy-

chology, one of the most important contributions of the last few decades of personality research

is the longitudinal record showing that human nature occupies neither extreme.

PERSONALITY PROCESS

The question of process is a question about why and how: Why and how does someone who is

conscientious live longer than those who are less conscientious? Why and how do people who are

less neurotic have more stable and satisfying relationships?Why and how do those who are power

motivated end up in leadership positions more often than others? And how do we leverage this

sort of information to turn the gears of human nature toward productive ends?

The consideration of process goes to the core of the question of how some concept

or construct of human nature actually affects a person’s life and is therefore unambigu-

ously an issue of causality. Of course, causality has been a challenging issue for personality

psychology for two controversial reasons that appear to have been reconciled in the last two

decades. First, for something to be considered causal, it has to be associated with outcomes that we

care about at a magnitude that matters.Historically, personality psychology was criticized because

of empirical findings that were mistakenly thought to be of smaller magnitude than in most other

areas of psychology (Mischel 1968). The shared ethos was that personality traits and personality

writ large lacked the levels of predictive validity that would make them matter.4

The perspective that personality was not an important predictor of important outcomes began

to change because of industrial psychology, which concluded in the 1990s that personality traits

4Students of history will know that the personality correlation coefficient, r, was 0.30. The argument that
this coefficient was low resulted from the fact that personality psychologists habitually reported effect sizes,
whereas many other areas of psychology, especially in the 1960s, failed to report effect sizes at all. Personality
psychology committed the sin of being too transparent. It is also the case that once the effects of these other
areas were translated into the r metric, we found that most areas of psychology find coefficients lower than
0.30.
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did matter for outcomes like job performance (Barrick &Mount 1991) and job satisfaction ( Judge

et al. 2002). What followed were a series of studies, reviews, and meta-analyses that rendered a

very clear picture. Personality traits and other personality constructs predict many important life

outcomes, such as work success, relationship outcomes, well-being, mental health, and physical

health (Caspi et al. 2005, Ozer & Benet-Martinez 2006), and they often do so at levels equal to

gold standard predictors such as cognitive ability and socioeconomic status (Roberts et al. 2007).

Moreover, those predictive patterns tend to replicate at a far higher rate than many other findings

in the psychological literature (Soto 2019).

The second condition for something to be considered mechanistic is that it can be manipulated

or changed. Although it is still widely thought that personality is not changeable, recent research

has roundly contradicted that notion. In a review of over 200 intervention studies, personality

traits, and especially neuroticism, were found to be modifiable through clinical intervention, with

the changes being on average half of a standard deviation over periods as short as 6 weeks (Roberts

et al. 2017b). Moreover, changes that resulted from therapy not only happened quickly but also

remained in place well after the patients left therapy. Subsequent research has shown that the other

trait domains can also be changed through intervention even if the population or intervention is

not clinical in nature (Stieger et al. 2021).

So, surprisingly, we are in a moment in which understanding how traits affect the day-to-day

processes and accomplishments of life not only is warranted but also holds much more causal im-

port than ever. There have been two dominant approaches to thinking about how personality acts

mechanistically. The first is to assume that traits, being broad, cause narrower thoughts, feelings,

and behaviors, and that these thoughts, feelings, and behaviors mediate the relation between a

trait, motive, or skill and some outcome of interest (Baumert et al. 2017). The second approach

relies on longitudinal methods whereby the process plays out over time (Wrzus & Roberts 2017).

As the sheer amount of research that falls under these umbrellas is so large, we provide a few re-

cent examples of this mechanistically focused research on relationships, achievement, well-being,

and health.

With regard to relationships, questions of process have centered on personality features like

social anxiety, extraversion, attachment, and relationship motives. These qualities appear to shape

relationship outcomes right from the first encounter. For example, people who are more socially

anxious tend to be less accurate about how they are perceived, which in turn contributes to being

less liked at first encounter (Tissera et al. 2020). Specifically, people high in neuroticism tend to

elevate their relationship partners, perceiving them as more positive than they are (Hannuschke

et al. 2020). And, of course, these processes play out over time, with neuroticism being related

to lower relationship satisfaction across different relationships (Robins et al. 2002) and thus to

outcomes such as elevated rates of divorce (Solomon & Jackson 2014).

Motivation also plays an important role in influencing satisfaction with romantic partners. Re-

search on approach and avoidance motivation (i.e., the tendencies to move toward rewards and

away from punishments; Elliot &Church 1997) has shown that individuals high in approachmoti-

vation aremore likely to be satisfied with their relationships,whereas individuals high in avoidance

motivation are less satisfied with their relationships (Impett et al. 2010). High approach motiva-

tion is associated with more involvement in positive behaviors and events, such as special events,

that could induce positive emotion and relationship outcomes. Avoidance motivation is problem-

atic because it contributes to overreaction to negative events, which leads to lowered well-being

(Elliot et al. 2006, Gable & Impett 2012). Relationship orientation is another motivational factor

that positively predicts relationship satisfaction, because individuals high in relationship orien-

tation tend to engage in behaviors that promote the persistence and health of the relationship

(Hofmann et al. 2015).
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Analogous research has focused on achievement and on how self-regulation affects outcomes

like school and work performance. Self-regulatory factors like conscientiousness are now widely

accepted as predictors of school grades (Noftle & Robins 2007, Poropat 2009). Process-oriented

research has shown that this arises because of classroom behaviors. More conscientious students

set more effective achievement goals and use more tenacious study habits, among other behaviors,

which lead to better grades (Corker et al. 2012). Similarly, in the workplace, research has shown

that personality traits, such as conscientiousness, indirectly predict work performance by influ-

encing more proximal antecedents, such as motivational factors (Campbell & Wiernik 2015, Van

Iddekinge et al. 2009).

Research does not always support the assumption that narrow behaviors are the mechanism

through which broader constructs affect achievement. For example, self-regulation behaviors

manifest in the moment tend to be unassociated with positive outcomes like goal attainment

(Milyavskaya & Inzlicht 2017), in contrast with the uniformly positive outcomes associated with

trait-level measures of self-control (Inzlicht et al. 2021). Moreover, self-control processes do not

seem to account for some of the positive effects of global self-control (Hennecke et al. 2019).

These discrepant findings beg the question of whether simpler, narrower versions of a global trait

are measuring the same construct as the broad trait measure or whether the processes that explain

the outcomes at different levels of analysis may be distinct.

Another common process question is why certain personality dimensions are predictive of well-

being and mental health. It has been known for quite some time that people who are extraverted

also report being happier (Costa &McCrae 1980). The process question in this regard is whether

this correlation is an artifact that results from common method variance or is due to what ex-

traverted people do. Follow-up research shows that extraversion leads to greater amounts of social

interaction (Breil et al. 2019), which in turn contribute to greater well-being (Sun et al. 2019). Of

course, there are numerous other potential mechanisms at play, such as social cognitive factors like

reward sensitivity (Blain et al. 2019) or the way people perceive situations (Horstmann et al. 2021).

Similar process questions have become the focus of research linking personality to health out-

comes, including mortality. Personality is now a widely accepted aspect of many different health

models in which factors like personality traits are considered to be distal causes of more proxi-

mal process variables, such as health behaviors (Segerstrom 2019). Linkages to health behaviors

are now common (Turiano et al. 2012), and cumulative findings show that emotional stability

and conscientiousness are the primary personality traits contributing to better physical health. In

terms of mechanistic research, the majority of efforts to date have tested mediators such as health

behaviors that are key elements of most health behavior models. For example, smoking behavior

mediates the association between neuroticism and mortality (Mroczek et al. 2009), and better cog-

nitive functioning in old age mediates the relation between conscientiousness and mortality (Hill

et al. 2011). Interestingly, as was the case for research on self-regulation, the typical mediating

factors turn out to be not as explanatory as expected when attempting to understand the relation

between factors like conscientiousness and morbidity or mortality (Segerstrom 2019). For exam-

ple, even when controlling for multiple factors like cardiovascular disease and health behaviors,

conscientiousness retains a direct link to Alzheimer’s disease (Wilson et al. 2007).

Of course, the ultimate mechanistic inferences arise when change in personality is linked

to subsequent outcomes. A few examples of these studies come from clinical psychology and

economics. In clinical psychology, for example, studies have shown that changes in emotional

stability predict clinical outcomes such as better treatment progress (Nguyen et al. 2020) or de-

creased probability of relapse (Tang et al. 2009) better than changes in depression do. Large-scale

randomized controlled trials in economics have shown that interventions have long-lasting effects

on personality dimensions (e.g., Kosse et al. 2020) and that these changes predict long-term
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outcomes such as improved economic standing (Heckman et al. 2013). These applied studies pro-

vide the strongest evidence to date that personality traits can be true mechanisms for improving

the lives of individuals.

In sum, mechanistic research on personality has accelerated along with an increased appre-

ciation for the facts that personality predicts important outcomes and that it can be changed.

Although changing personality traits or other personality characteristics may be more challeng-

ing than changing narrow thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in lab experiments, it does have one

distinct advantage. We already know that personality is related to important outcomes; there-

fore, changing personality could result in benefits for individuals. Though slow to come and slow

in execution, the move to a mechanistic understanding of personality is a sign of the increasing

relevance and importance of personality in public policy circles (e.g., Bleidorn et al. 2020).

UNDERSTANDING INDIVIDUALS

The ultimate task of personality psychology is to help us understand ourselves and others at an

individual level. Since the originating writings of personality psychology by Allport (1937) and

Murray (1938), personality psychologists have practiced the art of interpreting the personalities

of individuals through the lenses of their preferred theoretical systems.The practice, codified with

the term “personology” (Barresi & Juckes 1997), has typically served as a medium through which

personality psychology has helped the world understand influential people in society. Early efforts,

like many in psychology, were trained upon people like Adolf Hitler (Adorno et al. 1950) in an

attempt to better understand who these leaders were and why they could perpetrate atrocities so

effectively. The interpretation of these lives was taken up by many different psychologists reflect-

ing the classic theoretical schools of personality psychology, including Freudian, Jungian, trait,

and interpersonal psychology and more. Moreover, these interpretations were not limited to the

most famous people, as authors took it upon themselves to interpret the lives and personalities of

other characters in history (e.g., Allport 1965).

Although the practice of doing psychobiographies has never been a mainstream activity in

personality psychology, it has continued at a steady pace over the decades until this day. In the

most prominent recent examples of this practice, McAdams (2010, 2020) conducted personolog-

ical analyses of two recent US presidents, George W. Bush and Donald Trump. These analyses

are illuminating for many reasons, but foremost for highlighting the point made above that per-

sonality psychology needs to include multiple domains in order to be a comprehensive science of

human nature and provide a coherent understanding of an individual.

Using the multiple domains of personality is exemplified nicely in McAdams’s (2010) analysis

of GeorgeW.Bush. As a youngster, Bush was gregarious and fun loving,with a remarkable skill for

remembering people’s names, making disarming jokes, and making people feel welcomed and ac-

cepted.When combined with his incuriousness (i.e., low openness), this could lead one to mistake

him for a person with little leadership capacity. However, the intersection of his high extraversion

and low openness, and his redemptive narrative of overcoming alcoholism, rendered Bush pre-

pared to take action and be decisive in times of crisis, according to McAdams.With the events of

9/11 occurring during his first year as president, he did everything that was needed to take con-

trol and assert his vision on the United States and the world in the aftermath of the tragedy. His

actions are best understood based on his personality traits, his motives, and his life story and on

how they all combined to forge the actions he took as president.

With Trump, McAdams (2020) obviously focuses, in part, on narcissism. There appears to

be strong consensus that Trump was a lodestar for narcissism (Lilienfeld et al. 2018). Preoccu-

pation with power and success? Check. Believing to be unique? Check. Need for excessive ad-

miration? Check. Go through the standard criteria for narcissism and Trump checks them all.
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McAdams (2020) reminds us that this is a syndrome because it is not reducible to a simple trait

profile. Narcissists do score high on extraversion and low on agreeableness (Paulhus & Williams

2002), but that is insufficient to classify someone as narcissistic. This trait profile has to be com-

bined with an unyielding motivation to be the center of attention and to consistently promote the

self over others. One could be outgoing and unkind but be entirely focused on other people, for

example.Without the motive to focus on the self, personality traits are an insufficient explanation

for why someone might be narcissistic, including President Trump.

McAdams also points out that Trump is more complex than even the compilation of attributes

associated with narcissism. From a narrative perspective, Trump was an empty vessel according to

McAdams, possessing no clear narrative onwhich to find purchase.There was no linear story about

Trump’s experiences, the lessons learned, the insights gained by overcoming failure.Rather,Trump

was the “episodic man,” combining his insatiable narcissism with a seemingly continuous search

for a battle he could win.Trumpwould even create battles when there were none to be found. And,

each day, Trump did his best to win or be perceived as winning to then proclaim his excellence

and his achievements, even if fictitious. The imperative for Trump was himself and whether at any

moment he was garnering the respect and adoration he believed he deserved for being great. The

continuous self-focus combined with the lack of historical narrative meant that Trump did not

accumulate experience and use it like most people do; rather, he focused day-to-day on whether

the spotlight was on him and whether the image revealed was a good one by his definition.

Of course, the nature ofTrump’s personalitymay be less important than howhewielded his per-

sonality during his tenure as president. Trump showed what some might describe as the power of

personality during his four years as the US leader.Most pundits predicted that Trump’s propensity

for grandiosity, mendacity, and love of attention would be moderated by the demands that come

with being president. Quite to the contrary, Trump appeared to yield no ground to the role of

president. Instead, he bent the role, the institution, and the people around him to his will. If these

people did not conform to his desires, they were simply jettisoned and demeaned. If a part of the

institution did not fulfill his unquenchable thirst for validation, it was ignored. Trump entered his

presidency obsessed with the optics of his inauguration and left the presidency obsessed with the

optics of losing the election and lying about both in remarkably self-serving ways. In those cases,

and all the cases in between, he was singularly focused on whether he was seen in a positive light

and who saw him that way. On those who saw him positively he lavished his praise and attention,

even if that undermined his political standing. For better or worse, Trump has helped personality

psychology, as he provided an unambiguous example of the importance and effects it can have on

a society.

These personological interpretations of two recent presidents provide examples of how person-

ality psychology can be used to better understand individual lives or the whole person. They also

highlight the fact that factors like personality traits do not operate in isolation. Truly understand-

ing an individual necessitates a consideration of the entire constellation of individual attributes

along with their social and historical context. It is impossible to explain an individual’s behavior,

be they the president or one’s next-door neighbor, without considering multiple elements of their

personality and how these attributes are organized within the person.

BASIC RESEARCH ISSUES

One of the typical recommendations we, and others, make at this stage is that the field should im-

prove in some ways, with the pro forma recommendations to do a better job using multiple meth-

ods (Roberts et al. 2006a) and assessing “actual” behavior (Baumeister et al. 2007).We will refrain

from reiterating these points because we believe they oversimplify the situation. Ever since Fiske

went off on his own to studymultiplemodalities (Campbell & Fiske 1959), the field has known that
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employing multiple methods seldom brings clarity to any issue, as the chasms between different

methodological assessments of constructs are too wide and deep to bridge (Fiske 1971). Likewise,

actual behavior is often studied in fields employing personality psychology constructs (e.g., indus-

trial, health, and clinical psychology) even if those in the guild of personality do not do so enough.

Rather, we’d like to recommend that the field invest instead in understanding its core con-

structs. As a field, personality psychology needs to do the hard work of trying to understand the

phenomena of personality psychology better. Using multiple methods and studying behavior (as

well as thought and emotion) come naturally when better understanding is the goal. Moreover,

using new and innovative techniques—smartphones, computers, and apps (e.g., Bleidorn et al.

2020)—will naturally involve multiple methods and in-the-moment assessments of thoughts, feel-

ings, and behaviors, all of which could lead to improvements in our understanding of personality,

personality development, and how personality affects people’s lives. In fact, we have even gone so

far as to suggest that we abandon the traditional personality assessment approaches in favor of

these more real-time methods, as our statistical models are more than adequate to estimate things

like stable traits from the continuous stream of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Roberts 2018).

The fact that we have not focused on the biology or physiology of personality may look like a

conspicuous omission.We have chosen to ignore biological issues related to personality psychol-

ogy for three reasons. First, in our opinion, biological factors are more often correlates, rather

than causes, of the phenotypes we study. Although it may be interesting to those motivated to

investigate the neural correlates of narcissism, knowing which part of the brain lights up in an

fMRI does us little good in understanding the effect of being accosted by a narcissistic supervi-

sor. Second, everything we need to know about the construct of narcissism is contained in the

phenotype. That one’s supervisor is narcissistic and whether they will change is what one needs

to know, not whether they have a certain biochemical marker of narcissism. If, as many assume,

some unchanging biological factor causes a trait like narcissism to remain fixed, we should see that

fixedness in the phenotype and study it with impunity without ever conducting an fMRI scan or

drawing our participants’ blood. Moreover, according to evolutionary biologists, evolution does

not act on the biological substrate but acts on the phenotype (West-Eberhard 2003). A phenotype

like extraversion or narcissism can be ascertained without fancy or expensive equipment. Further-

more, in the ultimate irony, the biomarker for any phenotype is wholly dependent on the measure

of that phenotype, which is typically left to the psychologist, not the biologist. Third, the empha-

sis on biology has come at the expense of our ability to understand the constructs of personality

psychology and, in turn, human nature. The majority of research conducted on the biological

underpinnings of personality, whether using genetic polymorphisms or using neuroimaging, has

been conducted using remarkably uninformative designs (Button et al. 2013, Chabris et al. 2012).

We have literally wasted millions and millions of dollars pursuing underpowered, uninformative

research out of a misplaced wish to find a biological root to our phenotypes, and we have done so

to the detriment of better investments in measuring and understanding the phenomena of person-

ality psychology. If only a quarter of the funds dedicated to these biological causes of personality

had been invested instead on improving the assessment and understanding of the core constructs

of the field, there would likely have been innumerable advances for psychological science.

Finally, the discovery of personality psychology by policy makers creates interesting choices

and opportunities for the field (Kankaraš & Suarez-Alvarez 2019). Historically, personality psy-

chology has not focused on applied issues, being proudly iconoclastic and hostile to having some

form of utility and beholden to the ideal of being a basic science. Despite the field’s best efforts

to remain a basic science, others have discovered its utility and are making a compelling case for

applied research in personality science. In particular, clinical science and economics have come

to understand that personality is robustly linked to important outcomes for the self and society
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(Cuijpers et al. 2010). More importantly, especially from a policy standpoint, personality changes

not only happen but also predict important life outcomes, such as job attainment and income

(Hoff et al. 2021). Moreover, personality is changeable (Stieger et al. 2021), which leads to the

conclusion that it is a viable target for intervention (Bleidorn et al. 2020). Finally, although some

have ethical reservations about the idea of changing personality (English & Carstensen 2014), it

is often the case that when we seek to change ourselves or others, our goal is, at the very least, a

personality-like change (Roberts et al. 2017a).We do not seek out therapists just to get back on our

feet. We’d like to stay on our feet for good. We do not hope our supervisor’s leadership training

fails to last beyond the retreat. Thus, the push toward policy relevance invites a new, albeit chal-

lenging, research agenda focused on how to change personality, how to make the change last, and

how to make sure the change results in consequences we want and avoids unforeseen side effects.

Of course, basic science is ideally done in the service of testing theories. Personality science

gave up on grand theories, and maybe it is time the field revisits the question of grand theories.

Psychology as a whole, and personality psychology in particular, has backed away from grand the-

ories since the latter half of the twentieth century. In terms of producing replicable robust science,

the move away from grand theories was seemingly a good one. The unintended consequence of

this move appears to be a balkanization of psychology and personality psychology into minor sub-

fields that focus on incommensurate issues and constructs. Although this balkanization is good for

the deep dives into particular issues, the net result is a dispersed field with little harmony in its

efforts or conclusions. Of course, there is an inescapable fact: There is only one true version of

human nature lurking behind all of our scientific efforts. In our current approach to science, we

act as if there were as many versions of human nature as there are research questions to ask. In

contrast, if we could achieve a widely accepted grand theory of personality and thus human nature,

many of the rifts in the field could be reconciled. Although it might be naive to assume that this

can be done, it is also a fact that in the absence of creating these grand theories, we will not realize

the potential our science can provide.

INSTITUTIONAL ISSUES

In many ways, these are halcyon days for personality science.No longer shackled with the burdens

of the person-situation debate, blessed with reams of data from ongoing longitudinal studies, and

enjoying a well-deserved reputation for conducting more replicable science (Soto 2019), the field

would be expected to be on the rise, as evidenced in this review.When considering the creation of

the Association for Research in Personality in the United States, the robust and positive relation

of that group with its European counterparts (e.g., the European Association for Personality Psy-

chology), and the burgeoning appreciation for personality science by other fields—such as clinical,

industrial, and health psychology as well as economics (Borghans et al. 2008) and political science

(Mondak & Halperin 2008)—one would assume the field’s future is bright.

However, some institutional issues continue to be potential barriers to the future health of the

field. One of the conspicuous features of the personality renaissance is that it has happened more

in Europe than in the United States. It is fair to ask why. The most salient difference is that per-

sonality psychology in Europe is not typically aligned with or housed within social psychology, as

it is in the United States. European personality psychologists are more often independent and are

aligned with fields like developmental, clinical, or quantitative psychology, where the alliance is

more mutualistic and appreciative (e.g., Rauthmann 2020). These groups often use similar meth-

ods and share assumptions about human nature. A lot can be said for being housed with guilds

that find your work intrinsically valuable, and this appears to have benefited European personality

psychology greatly.
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In contrast, since the creation of Division 8: Social and Personality Psychology within the

American Psychological Association, US-based social and personality psychologists have been

housed together in one organization. This marriage of social and personality psychology reflects

the idealistic vision offered by early-twentieth-century psychologists like Gordon Allport, who

believed that a proper understanding of human behavior would entail both perspectives (Tracy

et al. 2009). While the idea is noble, the execution has not lived up to that lofty vision.

One reason for the failure to live up to this ideal is the history of social and personality psychol-

ogy in the United States. The person-situation debate that emerged in the 1970s was essentially

a battle between a social psychology vision of human nature positing that the cause is in the sit-

uation and a personality-based vision of human nature positing that people bring significant and

entrenched individual differences to every situation. Functionally and structurally, the person-

situation debate was won by the situationists, in that the field turned toward social psychology

during the last half of the twentieth century for simple but profoundly important decisions such

as whom to hire in an academic position. Programs that used to house personality psychologists

stopped doing so, and the number of positions open to personality scientists declined in a com-

mensurate fashion. Given the slow turnover of the academic system, these historical decisions

reverberate for many generations, such that personality psychology is quite the minority partner

in the social and personality relationship even to this day.

This divided history is coupled to methodological value systems that are also, unfortunately

and unnecessarily, seen as being in opposition to one another. As many social psychologists note,

social psychology is unashamedly an experimental enterprise focused on the causes of behavior

(Fiske 2016). Aside from the provocative new intervention research on personality noted above,

personality psychologists largely use observational methods to study phenomena that cannot be

manipulated. In the inimical words of Baumeister (2016), the result is a field that is notably stodgy

and boring, at least in contrast to the exciting, risky experimental research traditionally offered up

by social psychology.

The functional result of the historical divisions and value differences just described is that

there are only three independent personality science PhD programs in the United States and no

personality psychologists at many of the most esteemedUS psychology programs (Lanning 2017).

In fact, a significant proportion of personality scientists were not hired with the title of personality

psychologist but were rather hired as methodologists or quantitative psychologists. So, despite the

heartening revitalization of personality psychology over the last two decades, the future of the field

is less clear. In the United States, we lack a healthy set of doctoral programs staffed and motivated

to study personality psychology. There are few jobs for doctoral students, and hiring decisions in

social/personality programs err in the direction of social psychology.

It is impossible not to see the irony and missed opportunity that have resulted from the struc-

tural disparities between social and personality psychology while writing these words in the midst

of a pandemic and at the end of the Trump administration. In the middle of the twentieth cen-

tury, social and personality psychologists went their separate ways to understand fascism and the

appeal of authoritarian leaders. Instead of bringing the resulting insights together to form a com-

prehensive understanding of both leaders and their followers, they used the findings to uphold

unintegrated arguments about the power of the situation or the prominence of personality. The

Asch conformity studies and the Milgram experiments were used to show the power of the situ-

ation, and even now are used to argue against personality interpretations of abhorrent behavior

(Zimbardo 2007). Conversely, fascinating personological interpretations of Trump’s personality

tend to not integrate situational forces or effects.

Like the twentieth century, the twenty-first century is faced with a rise in fascist and authori-

tarian leaders and values across the globe. It appears that social and personality psychologists do

506 Roberts • Yoon



not have a ready answer that integrates their independent and differing world views on the topic.

If the Trump presidency was an undeniable example of the importance of personality, it was also

an unequivocal clarion call for an integrated understanding of both personality and social forces.

The reality is that the Trump presidency was one of the most incredibly powerful situations faced

by US citizens in history. And the situation in this case was caused, in no uncertain terms, by

Trump’s personality. Moreover, the effect of Trump’s personality was felt in almost bimodal ways

depending on individual differences in traits, motives, skills, and narrative identities (e.g., Clayton

et al. 2019, Garrison et al. 2018). Some were enthralled by his style, while others were distressed.

Like the pandemic that followed, the Trump presidency showed in immediate and stark relief the

importance of both person and situation to the understanding and amelioration of societies across

the globe. Going forward, we hope that social and personality psychology will come together to

better approximate Allport’s lofty vision so that society is better prepared to handle these episodes.

CONCLUSION

We conclude with apologies to the domains of personality psychology that we have not covered

in this review. In most cases, our omission is not a sign of contempt but is due to prioritizing

because of limited space.The field deserves a book-length review.Topics such as person perception

(Funder 2012), well-being and happiness (Diener et al. 2003, Lucas 2007), attachment (Fraley

2019), evolution and personality (Nettle 2006), behavioral genetics of personality (Briley et al.

2018), self-dimensions (Lodi-Smith & DeMarree 2018, Robins et al. 2001), machine learning

and personality (Bleidorn & Hopwood 2019), and personality psychology’s interface with other

areas—such as clinical (Hopwood et al. 2012), industrial (Oswald & Hough 2010), and health

(Graham et al. 2017, Hampson 2012, Segerstrom 2019) psychology—clearly deserve coverage

and attention.

To conclude, personality psychology has grown up, it seems, and like a teenager it appears

ready to leave home and be on its own. The field has established robust empirical edifices that are

replicable and can and should inform any emerging theoretical understandings of human nature.

The answers to the four basic questions posed at the beginning of this review are far from being

complete, but they are richer and more satisfying than at any other time in the history of the

field. We hope that the future holds more mutual and respectful conversations with other areas

of psychology as well as other fields that may contribute to improving psychological science in

general and personality science in particular.
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