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"There is an optical illusion about
every person we meet," Ralph
Waldo Emerson wrote in his essay
on "Experience":

In truth, they are all creatures of given
temperament, which will appear in a
given character, whose boundaries they
will never pass: but we look at them,
they seem alive, and we presume there
is impulse in them. In the moment it
seems impulse; in the year, in the life-
time, it turns out to be a certain uniform
tune which the revolving barrel of the
music-box must play.'

In this brief passage, Emerson an-
ticipated modern findings about the
stability of personality and pointed
out an illusion to which both layper-
sons and psychologists are prone.
He was also perhaps the first to de-
cry personality stability as the enemy
of freedom, creativity, and growth,
objecting that "temperament puts all
divinity to rout." In this article, we
summarize evidence in support of
Emerson's observations but offer ar-
guments against his evaluation of
them.^

EVIDENCE FOR THE
STABILITY OF

ADULT PERSONALITY

Emerson used the term tempera-
ment to refer to the basic tendencies
of the individual, dispositions that
we call personality traits. It is these
traits, measured by such instruments
as the Minnesota Multlphasic Per-
sonality Inventory and the NEO Per-
sonality Inventory, that have been
investigated in a score of longitudi-
nal studies over the past 20 years.
Despite a wide variety of samples,
instruments, and designs, the results

of these studies have been remark-
ably consistent, and they are easily
summarized.

1. The mean levels of personality
traits change with development,
but reach final adult levels at
about age 30. Between 20 and
30, both men and women be-
come somewhat less emotional
and thrill-seeking and somewhat
more cooperative and self-dis-
ciplined—changes we might in-
terpret as evidence of increased
maturity. After age 30, there are
few and subtle changes, of which
the most consistent is a small
decline in activity level with
advancing age. Except among in-
dividuals with dementia, stereo-
types that depict older people as
being withdrawn, depressed, or
rigid are unfounded.

2. Individual differences in person-
ality traits, which show at least
some continuity from early child-
hood on, are also essentially
fixed by age 30. Stability coeffi-
cients (test-retest correlations
over substantial time intervals)
are typically in the range of .60 to
.80, even over intervals of as
long as 30 years, although there
is some decline in magnitude
with increasing retest interval.
Given that most personality
scales have short-term retest reli-
abilities in the range from .70 to
.90, it is clear that by far the
greatest part of the reliable vari-
ance (i.e., variance not due to
measurement error) in personal-
ity traits is stable.

3. Stability appears to characterize
all five of the major domains of
personality—neuroticism, extra-

version, openness to experience,
agreeableness, and conscien-
tiousness. This finding suggests
that an adult's personality profile
as a whole will change little over
time, and studies of the stability
of configural measures of person-
ality support that view.

4. Generalizations about stability
apply to virtually everyone. Men
and women, healthy and sick
people, blacks and whites all
show the same pattern. When
asked, most adults will say that
their personality has not changed
much in adulthood, but even
those who claim to have had ma-
jor changes show little objective
evidence of change on repeated
administrations of personality
questionnaires. Important excep-
tions to this generalization in-
clude people suffering from de-
mentia and certain categories of
psychiatric patients who respond
to therapy, but no moderators of
stability among healthy adults
have yet been identified.-*

When researchers first began to
publish these conclusions, they
were greeted with considerable
skepticism—"i distrust the facts and
the inferences" Emerson had writ-
ten—and many studies were de-
signed to test alternative hypotheses.
For example, some researchers con-
tended that consistent responses to
personality questionnaires were due
to nnemory of past responses, but ret-
rospective studies showed that peo-
ple could not accurately recall how
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they had previously responded even
when instructed to do so. Other re-
searchers argued that temporal con-
sistency in self-reports merely meant
that individuals had a fixed idea of
themselves, a crystallized self-
concept that fai led to keep pace with
real changes in personaliiy. But
studies using spouse and peer raters
showed equally high levels of stabil-

ity."
The general conclusion that per-

sonality traits are stable is now
widely accepted. Some researchers
continue to look for change in spe-
cial circumstances and populations;
some attempt to account for stability
by examining genetic and environ-
mental influences on personality. Fi-
nally, others take the view that there
is much more to personality than
traits, and seek to trace the adult de-
velopmental course of personality
perceptions or identity formation or
life narratives.

These latter studies are worth-
while, because people undoubtedly
do change across the life span. Mar-
riages end in divorce, professional
careers are started in mid-life, fash-
ions and attitudes change with the
times. Yet often the same traits can
be seen in new guises: Intellectual
curiosity merely shifts from one field
to another, avid gardening replaces
avid tennis, one abusive relationship
is followed by another. Many of
these changes are best regarded as
variations on the "uniform tune"
played by individuals' enduring dis-
positions.

ILLUSORY ATTRIBUTIONS IN
TEMPORAL PERSPECTIVE

Social and personality psycholo-
gists have debated for some lime the
accuracy of attributions of the
causes of behavior to persons or sit-
uations. The "optical illusion" in
person perception that Emerson
pointed to was somewhat different.
He felt that people attribute behavior

to the live and spontaneous person
who freely creates responses to the
situation, when in fact behavior re-
veals only the mechanical operation
of lifeless and static temperament.
We may (and we will!) take excep-
tion to this disparaging, if common,
view of traits, but we must first con-
cur with the basic observation that
personaiity processes often appear
different when viewed in longitudi-
nal perspective: "The years teach
much which the days never know."

Consider happiness. If one asks
individuals why they are happy or
unhappy, they are almost certain to
poinf to environmental circum-
stances of the moment: a rewarding
job, a difficult relationship, a threat
to health, a new car. It would seem
that levels of happiness ought to mir-
ror quality of life, and that changes
in circumstances would result in
changes in subjective well-being. It
would be easy to demonstrate this
pattern in a controlled laboratory ex-
periment: Give subjects $1,000
each and ask how they feel!

But survey researchers who have
measured the objective quality of
life by such indicators as wealth, ed-
ucation, and health find precious lit-
tle association with subjective well-
being, and longitudinal researchers
have found surprising stability in in-
dividual differences in happiness,
even among people whose life cir-
cumstances have changed mark-
edly. The explanation is simple:
People adapt to their circumstances
rapidly, getting used to the bad and
taking for granted the good. In the
long run, happiness is largely a mat-
ter of enduring personality traits:''
"Temper prevails over everything of
time, place, and condition, and . . .
fixfes] the measure of activity and of
enjoyment."

A few years ago, William Swann
and Craig Hili provided an inge-
nious demonstration of the errors to
which too narrow a temporal per-
spective can lead, A number of ex-
periments had shown that it was rel-
atively easy to induce changes in the

self-concept by providing self-
discrepant feedback. Introverts told
that they were really extraverts rated
themselves higher in extraversion
than they had before. Such studies
supported the view that the self-
concept is highly malleable, a mirror
of the evaluation of the immediate
environment.

Swann and Hill replicated this
finding, but extended it by inviting
subjects back a few days later. By
that time, the effects of the manipu-
lation had disappeared, and subjects
had returned to their initial self-
concepts. The implication is that any
one-shot experiment may give a se-
riously misleading view of personal-
ity processes.̂

The relations between coping and
adaptation provide a final example.
Cross-sectional studies show that in-
dividuals who use such coping
mechanisms as self-blame, wishful
thinking, and hostile reactions to-
ward other people score lower on
measures of well-being than people
who do not use these mechanisms. It
would be easy to infer that these
coping mechanisms detract from ad-
aptation, and in fact the very people
who use them admit that they are
ineffective. But the correlations van-
ish when the effects of prior neurot-
icism scores are removed; an alter-
native interpretation of the data is
thus that individuals who score high
on this personality factor use poor
coping strategies and also have low
well-being: The association between
coping and well-being may be en-
tirely attributable to this third vari-
able.^

Psychologists have long been
aware of the problems of inferring
causes from correlational data, but
they have not recognized the perva-
siveness of the bias that Emerson
warned about. People tend to under-
stand behavior and experience as
the result of the immediate context,
whether intrapsychic or environ-
mental. Only by looking over time
can one see the persistent effects of
personality traits.
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THE EVALUATION
o r STABILITY

If few findings in psychology are
more robust than the stability of per-
sonality, even fewer are more un-
popular. Gerontologists often see
stability as an affront to their com-
mitment to continuing adult devel-
opment; psychotherapists some-
times view it as an alarming
challenge to their ability to help pa-
tients;" humanistic psychologists
and transcendental philosophers
think it degrades human nature. A
popular account in The Idaho States-
man ran under the disheartening
headline "Your Personality—You're
Stuck With It."

In our view, these evaluations are
based on misunderstandings; At
worst, stability is a mixed blessing-
Those individuals who are anxious,
quarrelsome, and lazy might be un-
derstandably distressed to think that
they are likely to stay that way, but
surely those who are imaginative, af-
fectionate, and carefree at age 30
should be glad to hear that they will
probably be imaginative, affection-
ate, and carefree at age 90.

Because personality is stable, life
is to some extent predictable. People
can make vocational and retirement
choices with some confidence that
their current interests and enthusi-
asms will not desert them- They can
choose friends and mates with
whom they are likely to remain com-
patible. They can vote on the basis
of candidates' records, with some
assurance that future policies will re-
semble past ones. They can learn
which co-workers they can depend
on, and which they cannot. The per-
sonal and social utility of personality
stability is enormous.

But it is precisely this predictabil-
ity that so offends many critics. ("I
had fancied that the value of life lay
in its inscrutable possibilities," Em-

erson complained.) These critics
view traits as mechanical and static
habits and believe that the stability
of personality traits dooms human
beings to lifeless monotony as pup-
pets controlled by inexorable forces.
This is a misunderstanding on sev-
eral levels.

First, personality traits are not re-
petitive habits, but inherently dy-
namic dispositions that interact with
the opportunities and challenges of
the moment/-* Antagonistic people
do not yell at everyone; some peo-
ple they flatter, some they scorn,
some they threaten. Just as the same
intelligence is applied to a lifetime of
changing problems, so the same per-
sonality traits can be expressed in an
infinite variety of ways, each suited
to the situation.

Second, there are such things as
spontaneity and impulse in human
life, but they are stable traits, indi-
viduals who are open to experience
actively seek out new places to go,
provocative ideas to ponder, and ex-
otic sights, sounds, and tastes to ex-
perience. Extraverts show a different
kind of spontaneity, making friends,
seeking thrills, and jumping at every
chance to have a good time. People
who are introverted and closed to
experience have more measured
and monotonous lives, but this is the
kind of life they choose.

Finally, personality traits are not
inexorable forces that control our
fate, nor are they, in psychodynamic
language, ego alien. Our traits char-
acterize us; they are our very
selves;'" we act most freely when
we express our enduring disposi-
tions, individuals sometimes fight
against their own tendencies, trying
perhaps to overcome shyness or
curb a bad temper. But most people
acknowledge even these failings as
their own, and it is well that they do.
A person's recognition of the inevi-
tability of his or her one and only
personality is a large part of what

Erik Erikson called ego integrity, the
culminating wisdom of a lifetime.
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