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Abstract

Personality development is related to life events that change 

social roles and environments. Here, we provide an over-

view of the differences between personal and collective life 

events relevant to personality development. Following some 

basic assumptions about the malleability of personality traits 

due to life events, we discuss the differences in the thematic, 

social, spatial, and temporal characteristics of personal and 

collective life events. Personal life events often cover the do-

mains of health, work, family, and love in individual people's 

lives, while collective life events refer to disasters and power 

struggles that affect many people. Collective life events are 

different because they can (a) trigger different personal life 

events for different people, (b) indirectly affect many more 

individuals who identify with a directly affected group, and 

(c) change social role demands through cultural changes. We 

discuss how these, and other differences affect the way re-

searchers should investigate collective life events.
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1  |  INTRODUCTION

Imagine Ada, Bea, and Cem: Ada quit her job for personal reasons, the plant where Bea was working was shut down, 

and Cem was laid off during an economic crisis. In short, at some point, all three transitioned into unemployment. In 

contrast to Ada's case, Bea and Cem's personal setbacks were the result of collective changes affecting hundreds and 

millions of people, respectively.
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Researchers interested in the impact of life events for personality development often focus on personal life events 

like unemployment (Binder & Coad, 2015; Boyce et al., 2015; Gnambs & Stiglbauer, 2019; Hald Andersen, 2009; Vell-

ekoop, 2016; Winkelmann, 2009) that primarily affect a single individual or household. However, numerous collective 

life events like plant closures or economic crises (Anger et al., 2017; Obschonka et al., 2016) involve larger groups of 

people, set the contexts for personal life events, and can themselves influence personality development. Our goal is to 

highlight these and other typical differences between personal and collective life events because they may (a) affect 

personality development differently, and (b) require to be treated differently in research on personality development.

2  |  PERSONALITY AND ITS DEVELOPMENT

Personality captures relatively stable individual differences in thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Shaped by biological 

and environmental factors, previous research suggests that personality remains malleable across the entire life span 

(Bleidorn et  al.,  2014; Caspi & Roberts,  2009; Graham et  al.,  2020; Kandler et  al.,  2012; Specht et  al.,  2014; Wag-

ner et al., 2020) and changes particularly during young and old age (Roberts et al., 2006; Specht et al., 2011; Wagner 

et al., 2016). Core personality traits like the Big Five or HEXACO—that is, openness to experience, conscientiousness, 

extraversion, agreeableness, neuroticism or emotional stability, and honesty-humility—and other individual differenc-

es such as life satisfaction and self-esteem have been found to predict various life outcomes (Luhmann et al., 2012; 

Orth et  al.,  2012; Roberts et  al.,  2007; Soto,  2019, 2021) including the occurrence of life events (Beck & Jackson, 

preprint; Denissen et al., 2019; Niehoff et al., 2017; Richter et al., 2020). At the same time, life events have been shown 

to play a crucial role in personality development. However, previous findings have often been heterogeneous and the 

strengths, durations, and directions of the associations between life events and personality trait changes varied great-

ly across different samples and studies (Allemand et al., 2010; Asselmann & Specht, 2020, 2021; Bleidorn et al., 2018; 

Bleidorn et al., 2013; Lucas, 2007; Luhmann & Eid, 2009; Luhmann et al., 2014; Orth & Luciano, 2015; Specht, 2017; 

van Scheppingen et al., 2016). Some of these inconsistencies might be explained by different event properties and the 

fact that different individuals can experience the same kind of event differently (Luhmann et al., 2020; Reese & Smy-

er, 1983). Here, we are interested in both typical differences in event properties and in the subjective experiences that 

set collective life events apart from personal ones and might help to explain why previous findings were often mixed.

2.1  |  The neo-socioanalytic perspective

One framework that fits well with this general account of personality is the neo-socioanalytic theory (Roberts & Nick-

el, 2017; Roberts & Wood, 2006). It considers a broad range of individual differences including traits, abilities, narra-

tives, motives, and values that are crucial for peoples' identities and their reputations. The theory suggests a functional 

interpretation of personality relating to the social roles and environments a person inhabits. Importantly, this implies 

that changes in social roles and environments—often demarcated by life events—are seen as the primary drivers of 

personality development besides biological factors.

Most relevant to within-person development, the theory's sociogenomic model specifies two epigenetic systems 

of personality malleability (Roberts,  2018; Roberts & Jackson,  2008). One system explains lasting personality trait 

changes through relevant environmental factors occurring during a specific developmental stage. The other system 

explains temporary personality trait changes in response to other environmental factors occurring at other times. 

However, the question of which aspects of personality can change lastingly and which temporarily for which reasons 

is ongoing (Henry & Mõttus, 2020; Kandler et al., 2014).

Additionally, the neo-socioanalytic theory provides eight principles of personality development—four on person-

ality change (1–4) and four on personality consistency and continuity (5–8). The most general principle of change is (1) 

the plasticity principle which states that personality traits are malleable at any age. More specifically, (2) the maturity 
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principle posits that agreeableness, conscientiousness, and social dominance (a facet of extraversion) increase and 

neuroticism decreases with age, while (3) the social investment principle suggests that personality traits of young adults 

change because they commit to adult social roles. Moreover, (4) the corresponsive principle posits that the personality 

traits that make it more likely that a person experiences a certain life event are also the ones that change in response 

to that event. In contrast, (5) the niche-picking principle states that people create social environments that help main-

tain their existing personality trait levels. In line with that (6) the role continuity principle states consistent social roles, 

rather than consistent physical environments are the cause of personality continuity. Additionally, (7) the identity con-

tinuity principle posits that developing, committing to, and maintaining an identity facilitates personality consistency. 

Finally, (8) the cumulative continuity principle states that personality traits increase in rank-order consistency until the 

fifties and then decrease again.

Although the degree of empirical support varies for different principles (Roberts & Nickel, 2017), the neo-socio-

analytic theory provides a rich explanatory toolbox of why and how life events can affect personality development 

across the lifespan. For example, the social investment principle suggests that young adulthood is an important de-

velopmental stage during which personality matures when young adults commit to adult social roles. One piece of 

evidence comes from the varying onsets of personality maturation across cultures depending on the age at which 

young adults commonly experience life events like “starting a job,” “getting married,” and “childbirth” in these cultures 

(Bleidorn et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2005).

2.2  |  Two approaches to life events

In psychology, life events are defined as “time-discrete transitions that mark the beginning or the end of a specific 

status” (Luhmann et al., 2012, p. 594). This definition allows for a pragmatic operationalization by categorical varia-

bles like “employed/unemployed.” Moreover, it suits the neo-socioanalytic perspective in that status changes typically 

indicate changes in social roles and environments—for example, whether working hours are spent with colleagues at 

the office providing financial security for one's family or spent home alone looking for new employment and worrying 

about bills that must be paid.

How to best examine the role of life events for personality development has been debated for decades (Luhmann 

et al., 2020; Reese & Smyer, 1983). Two general approaches can be discerned: (a) an event approach that asks how a 

specific type of life event tends to affect personality development and (b) an experience approach that asks how specific 

subjective experiences regarding some life event affect personality development. One difference is that the event 

approach attempts to describe and predict developmental trends in the general population or specific groups of peo-

ple regarding some type of life event (e.g., unemployment). In contrast, the experience approach attempts to identify 

the psychological processes that underlie personality development due to specific event-related experiences (e.g., 

experiencing a lack of control) across different types of life events. Thus, the two approaches are complementary as 

they answer different research questions. Eventually, one could construe different life events in terms of different 

likelihoods to make certain subjective experiences. For example, job loss may be more likely to be experienced as a loss 

of social status, while a promotion may be more likely to be experienced as a gain in social status.

So far, most studies have used the event approach and grouped life events into the domains of family, love, work, 

and health. Typical examples of family or love life events are the beginning and end of romantic relationships, marriage, 

divorce, childbirth, and widowhood; typical examples of life events in the domain of work are graduation, first job, 

volunteering, unemployment, promotion, and retirement; typical examples of health life events are diseases, mental 

illnesses, and personal accidents (Asselmann & Specht, 2020, 2021; Bleidorn et al., 2018; Denissen et al., 2019; Magee 

et al., 2013). Notably, all these events are personal life events that primarily concern a single individual or household.

Recently, however, the experience approach has gained increased attention. Luhmann and colleagues  (2020), 

for example, proposed nine subjective dimensions—valence, impact, predictability, challenge, emotional significance, 

change in worldviews, social status changes, external control, and extraordinariness—along which individual experi-
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ences of life events differ. These dimensions might help to explain why the same type of life event can lead different 

individuals on different developmental paths (Rakhshani et al., preprint). How life events are subjectively experienced 

affects personality development because the individual experience may differ greatly from how an event is stereotyp-

ically painted by society. For example, a break-up stereotypically comes with emotional turmoil, but one person may 

feel lost and the other one liberated which could take the two on opposing developmental paths.

That said, the importance of subjective experience for the individual course of personality development does not 

cancel out the possible effects of more objective and normative changes in life circumstances, such as the time and 

resources required for raising a child. Accordingly, the impact of life events on personality development might stem 

partly from their subjective meaning for the individual and partly from more objective characteristics and the larger 

societal context.

3  |  PERSONAL AND COLLECTIVE LIFE EVENTS

After having sketched out basic relations between life events and personality development, we now turn to the dis-

tinction between personal and collective life events. The main difference between personal and collective life events 

is of course the number of people affected. To examine their differences in more detail, we follow a framework for 

studying reactions to referent events (Dunkel et al., 2019). A referent event can be specified in terms of its thematic, so-

cial, temporal, and spatial characteristics: the thematic facet qualifies the event's contextual meaning; the social facet 

specifies who was involved in the event; the temporal and spatial facet describe time and place of the event, respec-

tively. Table 1 summarizes typical descriptive differences between personal and collective life events. The framework 

similarly specifies individual reactions to an event, however, here these simply equate to the personality development 

of different individuals.

3.1  |  The thematic facet

As mentioned above, personality developmental researchers often consider personal life events indicative of indi-

vidual status changes in the domains of health, work, family, and love (Bleidorn et  al.,  2018; Denissen et  al.,  2019; 

Specht, 2017).

Personal life events depend on the individual. For example, losing a job affects one person at a time. Moreover, 

without that person, this particular job loss event could not have occurred. This is not the case for collective life events 

that involve many individuals whose involvement may be largely circumstantial: an earthquake, for example, can af-

fect millions of people but its occurrence does not depend on any of them. Moreover, collective life events can trigger 

different personal life events for different people. The earthquake may leave everyone devastated but also costs one 

person their home, another one their family, yet another one remains unharmed. Accordingly, a generic status change 

from “unaffected” to “affected” does not sufficiently account for the complexity of many collective life events.

Additionally, we propose to classify collective life events along the thematic domains of natural or human-made 

disasters, and social, economic, or political power struggles. Typically, disasters are negatively valenced and include 

events like earthquakes, hurricanes, and large-scale industrial accidents. Two recent disasters with the potential to 

affect personality development are the COVID-19 pandemic and the Beirut explosion. Typical power struggles are 

terrorist attacks, civil rights movements, military conflicts, genocide, refugeeism, nation secession, and unification. 

Notably, whether a power struggle is seen as positive or negative usually depends on which group is considered. Two 

recent power struggles are the George Floyd protests and Christchurch mosque shootings.

Considering just the last 10 years, there has been a steady flow of studies on personality development, per-

sonality growth, and psychopathology for disasters and power struggles like earthquakes (An et  al.,  2017; Milojev 

et  al.,  2014) hurricanes (Damian et  al.,  2021; Lowe, Manove, & Rhodes,  2013) the COVID-19 pandemic (Jeroni-
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mus, 2020; Peters et al., preprint; Sutin et al., 2020), terrorist attacks (Luhmann & Bleidorn, 2018), and military conflict 

(Cheung et al., 2020; Meyer et al., 2019; Stevanović et al., 2016). Moreover, several studies have focused on changes 

in mental health and resilience following disasters and power struggles (Brannen, 2020; Lai et al., 2017; Masten & 

Narayan, 2012; Munjiza et al., 2014; Neria et al., 2011).

Overall, these studies suggest that disasters and power struggles tend to negatively affect the subjective well-be-

ing and mental health of most people. In some people, such events might lead to severe psychopathology, while they 

are less likely to induce personality growth (Infurna & Jayawickreme, 2019; Jayawickreme & Blackie, 2014; Jayawick-

reme et al., 2021; Mangelsdorf et al., 2019). However, most previous studies on collective life events have examined 

whether and how certain personality traits predict and moderate changes in psychological functioning and other life 

outcomes. Comparatively, little research has examined how personality traits themselves change due to collective life 

events.

Three such exceptions provide little evidence for personality change due to disasters: The first study compared 

HEXACO trait changes in New Zealand residents affected and unaffected by the 2010/2011 Christchurch earth-

quakes (Milojev et al., 2014). The only difference they found was that affected residents became slightly less emotion-

ally stable in the following years. Similarly, the second study found a slight decrease in emotional stability but no other 

Big Five traits during the acute phase of the first wave of the COVID-19 lockdown in a US sample (Sutin et al., 2020). 

The third study found no significant changes in the Big Five trait levels or their rates of change in Huston students a 

year after they were exposed to Hurricane Harvey in 2017 (Damian et al., 2021). Notably, none of these studies con-

sidered to what extend different individuals were personally affected by the respective disasters, which might explain 

the lack of notable changes.

A final point on the thematic characteristics of life events is that social roles implicitly reference a society's cul-

ture, that is, the social practices and meanings (Blau et al., 2013; Duffy et al., 2013; Hofstede, 1984). For example, the 

culture Ada, Bea, and Cem's are part of will influence their unemployment experience. The private and state social 

support systems in place and the value their society attributes to work and financial security affect their new social 

roles. For country-specific personal life event analysis, culture may be largely negligible. However, for collective life 
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Referent event facet Personal life event Collective life event

Thematic facet: Thematic attributes 

characterizing the event

Events are typically from the domains 

of family, love, work, and health of 

a single individual or household; 

usually marked by individual status 

changes

Events are typically from the domains 

of (natural or human-made) 

disaster and (socioeconomic or 

political) power struggle; usually 

covered by the media

Social facet: People affected by the 

event

Events typically affect a single 

individual, dyad, or household 

directly and independently from 

other people

Events typically affect a large group 

of individuals or households 

directly or indirectly, though each 

one possibly in different ways and 

to different degrees

Temporal facet: Instance or interval 

the event happens

Can typically be identified with an exact 

date (of status change) but their 

actual duration and effectiveness 

can extend long into the past and 

future

Can typically be identified with an 

exact date or period but their 

actual duration and effectiveness 

can extend long into the past and 

future

Spatial facet: Spatial location 

associated with the event 

occurrence

Typically, the event location is tied 

to the location of the individual 

involved

Typically, the event location is 

distributed across the location of 

all the people directly involved 

and distance from the event 

location can play different roles

T A B L E  1   Comparison of typical differences between personal and collective life events along their thematic, 
social, temporal, and spatial characteristics



events taking culture into account becomes crucial because they have the power to change the established social 

meanings and practices if a critical mass of people gets involved (Centola et al., 2018; Oliver et al., 1985). For example, 

before the spread of COVID-19 going to work despite not feeling well indicated conscientiousness. For now, the social 

meaning has reversed and is instead a sign of irresponsibility (Sutin et al., 2020). Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic 

has changed the way employees can train in the job and make a career (Boeren et al., 2020; Guan et al., 2020). Thus, 

collective life events can change the opportunities and requirements of social roles that may affect personality devel-

opment through cultural changes for which individual social role status changes are not indicative.

3.2  |  The social facet

The role of others is most central for our proposal of a personal–collective distinction. Research on group socializa-

tion theory for young age (Harris, 1995), the convoy model for old age (Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987), and peer group 

relations across the lifespan (Reitz et al., 2014; Wrzus et al., 2013) illustrate how crucial the social environment is for 

personality development. Notably, the main issue is less about the absolute number of people involved but whether 

and how a person relates to other people. In this regard, collective life events are particularly potent to get individuals 

involved in the lives of others.

Research on individual emotion generation and regulation (Gross, 2015; Gross et al., 2007) suggests that “differ-

ent emotion regulation strategies [...] should have different consequences for how a person feels, thinks, and acts, both 

immediately and over the longer term” (Gross, 2015, p. 7) making it likely they concern personality developmental as 

well. The research has been expanded to group-based emotion regulation (Goldenberg et al., 2016; Porat et al., 2020) 

through intergroup emotion theory (Mackie & Smith,  2018; E.R. Smith,  1993). This theory suggests that individuals 

self-categorize both as unique individuals and as members of different groups. Through the latter, they can experience 

group-based emotions to the degree they identify with a specific group, which in turn influences how they experience 

an event and how they act upon it (van Zomeren et al., 2008).

Group-based experience matters here because it allows for individuals to be indirectly affected—that is through 

their group identification—by life events that do not directly affect them otherwise. To illustrate the difference be-

tween direct and indirect involvement in a collective life event, first, reconsider Bea who was directly affected by two 

life events: the collective life event “plant closure” and the dependent personal life event “job loss.” Second, consider 

Cem who might have become indirectly involved in hearing about the plant closure in the news without having lost 

his job due to the plant closure. Bea experiences her personal and the collective life event in two ways: once as an 

individual and once as a member of some group. In other words, here we use “personal” and “collective” to describe 

event types and “individual” and “group-based” to describe subjective experiences. Depending on the combination of 

event type and its subjective experience different developmental trajectories can be imagined (cf. cross-classification 

Table 2 quadrants):

A)	 �Bea experiences job loss as an individual. Instead of working for her former employer, Bea now spends her days 

at home worrying about money and looking for new jobs. Without a job that structures her everyday life, Bea's 

conscientiousness might drop, and her neuroticism might rise. (In fact, research regarding the role of unemploy-

ment for basic personality trait development is yet inconclusive [Anger et al., 2017; Boyce et al., 2015; Gnambs & 

Stiglbauer, 2019; Vellekoop, 2016], while the negative effect on subjective well-being is well-established [Binder 

& Coad, 2015; Hald Andersen, 2009; Winkelmann, 2009].).

B)	 �Bea experiences job loss as a member of her family. In this case, Bea's financial concerns extend to her family and 

Bea might take action for their sake as well. On the one hand, Bea's family might be an additional stressor, on the 

other hand, they might provide social support both of which might affect the trajectory of Bea's development.
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C)	 �Individually, Bea might experience the plant closure as an indicator that there is no future for her in this industry 

anymore which might make Bea even more worried about her future but also more open about alternative career 

paths.

D)	 �Bea experiencing the plant closure as a member of the workforce. As such, she and her colleagues condemn the 

profit-driven decision to close the plant leaving the management with bonuses and the workforce jobless. Bea 

joins a protest for social justice leaving little time for the downward spiral of unemployment to take place. In-

stead, the newly found activism might facilitate Bea's sociability and assertiveness, two facets of extraversion.

In this example, Bea is directly affected by the collective life event “plant closure” because it involved the person-

al life event “job loss.” Now consider Cem who was at this point still employed, did not work for the same company, 

and was not acquainted with Bea. There is no reason to assume Cem is—individually or as a member of some group 

(quadrant A and B)—affected by Bea's recent unemployment. However, Cem may be indirectly affected by the plant 

closure representing mass job loss after reading about it in the news. It might raise similar concerns regarding Cem's 

own future in the industry (quadrant C) but, more importantly, the plant closure may affect Cem as someone strongly 

identifying with the mistreated workforce (quadrant D). In the latter case, Cem might join the protests leading him on 

a similar developmental path as Bea.

The example of Bea and Cem illustrate that for the investigation of collective life events, we have to consider (a) 

who has been affected directly and indirectly through (b) which group membership, and (c) which personal life events 

have come for whom from the collective life event. The reality of indirect effects of collective life events on personality 

development is exemplified by findings of personality state changes in vicarious victims following the Paris terrorist 

attack (Luhmann & Bleidorn, 2018), well-being spillover effects of the Syrian conflict (Cheung et al., 2020), and chang-

es in psychological functioning following low-intensity hurricane exposure (Mancini et al., 2021).

3.3  |  The spatial facet

The field of geographical psychology investigates regional differences in personality trait levels and changes as they 

relate to the local topological, economic, or political conditions (Rentfrow,  2020; Rentfrow & Jokela,  2016). While 

such regional differences can play a role for both personal and collective life events, the particular role of the event 

location and an individual's distance from a life event tend to differ.

Here, distance can be understood in absolute terms of physical distance, how far a person is from an event, and 

in relative terms of psychological distance, how close a person feels to an event. Psychological distance subsumes 
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Individual experience (concerns Bea 

personally)

Group-based experience 

(concerns Bea's people)

Personal life event (job loss) A B

Cognitive–affective concern: “I have to find 
a new job.”

Cognitive–affective concern: 

“How will my family get by?”

Behavior: Bea looks for a new job. Behavior: Bea asks her family to 
spend less.

Collective life event (plant closure) C D

Cognitive–affective concern: “Working in 
plants has no future.”

Cognitive–affective concern: “We 
are victims of a broken system.”

Behavior: Bea changes industries. Behavior: Bea joins protests for 
social justice.

T A B L E  2   Cross-classification of personal and collective life events and their individual and group-based 
experience exemplified by Bea's unemployment due to plant closure



among others informational and social distance to a life event and one of the main routes by which information about 

a life event is provided and the social relevance is increased is its media coverage (Fiedler et  al.,  2012; Philippe & 

Houle,  2020; Trope & Liberman,  2003). Considering some life event's media coverage is particularly important to 

identify who is likely to be indirectly affected depending on where the event made the news and who was the target 

audience. Although the media is full of personal stories, they often serve to illustrate collective phenomena and the 

likelihood that the fate of a particular person is reported is very low.

Generally speaking, personal life events happen more or less spatially bound to the individual to whom they hap-

pen. People experience personal life events wherever they live and for many research questions, it does not matter 

where exactly, for example, someone got fired or hired. In contrast, location can play different roles for collective life 

events: Some collective life events can only occur in specific places, some are spatially distributed, and their severity 

can differ across regions. For example, hurricanes can only occur in the Atlantic, they are about 300 miles wide and 

across its different parts—outflow, feeder bands, eyewall, eye, and the storm surge—its destructive powers can vary 

dramatically. Thus, location can be important to determine who has been more or less exposed to some collective life 

event like a hurricane (Damian et al., 2021; Mancini et al., 2021). Moreover, topographical features like mountains can 

attract and foster individuals of a specific personality profile (Götz et al., 2020). Thus, there might even be selection 

and anticipation effects for experiencing different collective life events like avalanches and landslides. However, who 

anticipates disaster can also be distorted by socio-spatial constructs like state borders which have been shown to bias 

earthquake threat perception away from the actual physical distance to an epicenter (Mishra & Mishra, 2010). In yet 

other cases, physical location is no meaningful characteristic at all as in the case of #MeToo movement on social media.

3.4  |  The temporal facet

For both kinds of life events, it is important to consider the timing and duration of the life event concerning the indi-

vidual. At which age or developmental stage does an individual experience the event and for how long does it affect 

them? At the same time, it is crucial to consider the time course of personality development concerning the life event. 

Does personality change before, during, or after the life event happens, and does it do so gradually or rapidly? Compre-

hensive discussions of the role of time for the impact of life events on personality development (Luhmann et al., 2014) 

have motivated more fine-grained differentiation of multiple temporal effects, including selection, anticipation, im-

mediate post-event year, and gradual socialization effects (Asselmann & Specht, 2020, 2021; Denissen et al., 2019).

The difference between personal and collective life events does not concern the types of temporal effects but 

how researchers can explain their occurrence. Most notably, individuals have much more control over personal life 

events, while collective life events are usually beyond individual people's control.

Selection effects describe whether individuals with different personality trait levels differ in the likelihood to ex-

perience a certain event and psychologists regularly use personality traits as predictors for various life outcomes (Beck 

& Jackson, preprint; Denissen et al., 2019; Luhmann et al., 2013; Orth et al., 2012; Roberts et al., 2007; Soto, 2019, 

2021). For example, selection effects for having a sojourn experience due to different personality trait levels are well 

established (Niehoff et al., 2017; Richter et al., 2020). Having a sojourn experience tends to be the active choice of 

individuals of a certain cut. Concerning collective life events, a single individual rarely has the same amount of control 

over the event. Nevertheless, selection effects might occur because people with different personalities cluster in dif-

ferent regions thereby creating and exposing themselves to different risks and opportunities (Ebert et al., 2019; Götz 

et al., 2020). For example, regional differences in openness and extraversion have predicted the different spread of the 

COVID-19 pandemic across the United States and Germany (Peters et al., preprint) so that on average more open and 

extraverted people are more likely to experience more severe COVID-19 outbreaks.

Anticipatory effects describe changes in personality trait levels before the life event takes place. In many cases, 

the likelihood of anticipatory effects depends on how predictable life events are. However, anticipatory effects can 

occur either because an event can be expected or because the personality change itself leads to the event happening. 
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For example, Ada might have quit her job because she has grown to dislike it, or she changed voluntarily preparing for 

a different career (Allen et al., 2005; Thielmann & de Vries, 2021). Similarly, Cem foreseeing an economic hardship 

might have changed into a more frugal person or it was the growing greed in Cem and millions of other people that 

contributed to the economic crisis happening in the first place (Pettinicchi & Vellekoop, 2019; R. D. Smith, 2010).

Post-event year effects follow immediately after a life event but might wear off after a short period (Ormel 

et  al.,  2017). These effects might result from an immediate need to adapt to new circumstances and to transition 

into new social role demands. They should apply similarly to personal and collective life events with the exception 

that the effect onset can be delayed for individuals who become indirectly involved later in the process (Goldenberg 

et al., 2020).

Socialization effects occur gradually after an event as people settle into their new post-event living conditions 

including new social role demands and new social environments like the workplace (Alessandri et al., 2020; Einat & 

Suliman, 2021). We can expect socialization effects for both personal as well as collective life events. However, the 

potential of collective events to change social meanings and practices of social roles also allows them to potentially 

induce personality change without an obvious role status change of the individual. While personal life events usually 

indicate that a person adapts to a new social role, collective life events can also change the requirements of an estab-

lished social role (cf. Section 3.1).

In conclusion, we can expect the same spectrum of developmental effects before and after personal and collective 

life events though the mechanisms may differ. Accordingly, researchers should be careful with their expectations and 

explanations why one or the other developmental effect might occur.

4  |  DISCUSSION

Researchers slowly begin to untangle how life events affect personality development. The personal–collective distinc-

tion adds to the recent push for a more fine-grained and policy-relevant examination of personality, its development, 

and the role of life events (Baumert et al., 2019; Baumert et al., 2017; Bleidorn et al., 2019, 2020; Kuper et al., 2021; 

Luhmann et  al.,  2020; Wagner et  al.,  2020). We based our distinction on a model of referent events distinguishing 

thematic, social, spatial, and temporal event characteristics (Dunkel et al., 2019).

Personal life events typically refer to the health, work, family, and love life of the individual, whereas collective life 

events often relate to disasters and power struggles of many. Personal life events typically affect single individuals or 

households directly, whereas collective life events can affect many people directly but to different degrees and with 

different personal life events attached. Additionally, collective life events can affect many more people indirectly if 

people identify with the directly affected group. Especially in this latter case, a social role status change may not be a 

good indicator of whether or not an individual is affected by a collective life event. Instead, group identification and 

psychological distance are more decisive. Furthermore, personal life events usually imply the adaptation of a new 

social role, while collective life events can also change the requirements of existing social roles by changing the social 

practices and meaning around them. We have argued that the spatial characteristics of collective life events can vary 

and should be considered accordingly by the researcher. Finally, we argued that processes by which different devel-

opmental effects come about differ somewhat between personal and collective events with one reason being that the 

individual has less control over their occurrence.

4.1  |  Implications for research on personality development

The distinction between personal and collective life events emphasizes that it is psychologically meaningful whether 

something happens to us alone, to us among others, or not directly to us but to the people, we relate to. Thus, research-

ers who aim to investigate collective life events should consider: (a) the characteristics of the particular collective 
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life event; (b) who may be directly, indirectly, or not affected; (c) which personal life events may have been triggered 

for whom; (d) how the respective life event may affect social roles, practices, and meanings, and (e) whether and how 

regional differences and media coverage should be considered.

When investigating collective life events, many of these questions can be answered by looking at the thematic, so-

cial, spatial, and temporal characteristics. In many cases, it will be useful to take an interdisciplinary approach including 

sociology, economics (geographical) information science, and psychology including its subdisciplines of personality, 

social, cultural, and geographical psychology as done here. So far, in psychology collective life events have been inves-

tigated largely for collective action and the resilience and (mental) health of individuals. Personality developmental 

psychologists who want to examine the role of collective life events for basic traits can draw on ample approaches 

from neighboring disciplines to do justice to the complexity of these life events. We recommend starting with (Centola 

et al., 2018; Dunkel et al., 2019; Fiedler et al., 2012; Goldenberg et al., 2020, 2016).

4.2  |  Integrating the event and experience approach

We have argued for systematic and gradual differences between personal and collective life events. We have also 

argued that the same collective life event can be differently experienced by different people due to among others 

different levels of exposure or direct and indirect involvement. Indeed, at times our argumentation for different sub-

jective experiences overlapped with Luhmann and colleagues (2020). However, where they provide a tool to assess 

experiential differences, we highlighted conceptual and practical differences between personal and collective life 

events to which researchers should be sensitive. For example, the “external control” dimension proposed by Luhmann 

and colleagues measures how much people feel in control of an event, while we have argued that people at large have 

very little control over collective life events and that this affects how we can or cannot explain related selection and 

anticipation effects.

Besides “external control,” only one other dimension suggested by Luhmann and colleagues relates the subjective 

experience to other people, that is, the “extraordinariness” of a life event. Extraordinariness concerns how common 

individuals consider an event to be based on how likely it is to happen to other people as well. However, this does, for 

example, not say anything about whether and how many other people are involved in the same collective life event. 

Experiencing an earthquake can be extraordinary even if millions of other people are affected.

In this spirit, we suggest that there are two additional dimensions of subjective experience whose examination 

may be worthwhile: first, a “one-to-many” dimension to find out (a) whether personal and collective life events are 

accompanied by different feelings of being the only one affected or being one among many affected individuals and 

(b) whether this makes a difference for certain psychological and developmental outcomes; second, a “directness” 

dimension to find out how the feeling of being more or less directly or indirectly affected influences the impact some 

life event has on an individual.

Finally, in many cases, assessing the subjective experience of each individual involved in some event may not be 

possible, not feasible, or not relevant Taking a more differentiated view towards the life event, however, may still be. 

For example, researchers may be able to relate different severity levels of a natural disaster to different zip codes. Or 

they can assess in a single multiple-choice item for whom the disaster also meant losing a spouse, a child, their home, 

or anything else to relate different developmental paths to different dependent personal life events. Again, this high-

lights that the event and experience approach are complementary.
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5  |  CONCLUSION

A growing body of research suggests that life events influence personality continuity and change in different ways. 

They occur not only in private settings but also in larger societal contexts. Based on the idea that personality chang-

es especially due to changes in social role demands, we investigated the different impacts of personal and collective 

life events. We argued that social role demands can change due to individual status changes, due to cultural changes 

concerning these social roles, and for the sake of or on behalf of other people. One important mechanism for people 

being indirectly involved in collective life events is their group-based experience. This insight calls for interdisciplinary 

research and the consideration of group dynamics when investigating the role of collective life events on individual 

personality trait development.
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