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Abstract

Personality coherence is an individual difference capturing the extent to which a person’s psychological characteristics

are coordinated, unified, and integrated. The present research addressed the extent to which coherence indicators

inter-correlate and predict relevant outcomes over and above the effects of the Big Five among midlife adults (N¼ 446).

Coherence indicators loaded onto four components: actor coherence, which captured the extent to which people were

consistent in their interpersonal values, traits, and behavior; agent coherence, which captured the extent to which

people’s goals were coordinated and need-congruent; author coherence, which captured the extent to which people’s

self-defining stories were well composed and theme laden; and controlled coherence, which captured the extent to which

people experienced their goals as pressured or compelled and as leading them to need-detracting futures. Although

actor coherence correlated with both agent and author coherence, agent and author coherence were not correlated.

Nevertheless, the actor-, agent-, and author-coherence composites each predicted at least one of the outcome variables

(i.e., well-being, autonomy, and ego development) over and above the Big Five. The present findings suggest that the

coherence of personality constitutes an individual difference domain of consequence beyond the established content

dimensions of personality.
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People have traits (Goldberg, 1993), they have goals

(Austin & Vancouver, 1996), and they have life stories

(McAdams, 1999), each of which represents part of

the complex whole known as “personality.” Given the

complexity of human personality, it is perhaps not

surprising then that some people feel at odds with

themselves, and describe their sense of personhood

as compartmentalized, fragmented, and conflicted,

while others in contrast feel that the varied aspects

of their personalities are coordinated, unified, and

integrated. Although ideas relating to the coherence

of personality date back to the origins of the field

(Allport, 1937), scholars have since approached the

problem of personality coherence from different the-

oretical perspectives, leading to stark differences in

the conceptualization and measurement of personali-

ty coherence in contemporary personality research.

The purpose of the present line of investigation is to
organize the various construals of personality coher-
ence into an integrative framework wherein the fol-
lowing questions can be answered. First, do
indicators of personality coherence all significantly
inter-correlate? And second, do indicators of person-
ality coherence all contribute significantly and incre-
mentally to the prediction of important outcomes,
such as psychological adjustment and ego
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development? The findings that we report here are
thus intended to reveal whether the coherence of per-
sonality constitutes a domain of individual differences
that are of consequence over and above the estab-
lished content dimensions of personality (i.e., the
five-factor model or “Big Five” trait dimensions of
neuroticism, extraversion, agreeableness, conscien-
tiousness, and openness to experience; John et al.,
2008).

Layers of Personality

People’s capacities to reconcile a range of potentially
contradictory attributes reflect the phenomenon of
personality coherence, defined as the extent to which
a person’s characteristics are coordinated, unified,
and integrated (e.g., Fournier, 2021; Fournier & Di
Domenico, 2016; Fournier et al., 2015). Since Allport
(1937, 1961) first formulated an abiding interest in
what he called the unity of personality, scholars have
suggested that accounting for the coherent function-
ing of the whole individual arguably represents the
core problem and “central, unique charge” of person-
ality psychology (Cervone & Shoda, 1999, p. 3).
However, the discipline of personality psychology is
conceptually and methodologically more differentiat-
ed than it was during Allport’s time. Research com-
munities have formulated distinct perspectives on
personality coherence using their own focal con-
structs and methods of interest (Fournier, 2021;
Fournier & Di Domenico, 2016; Fournier et al.,
2015). As researchers have been studying the coher-
ence of personality from different perspectives using
widely differing definitions and operationalizations of
the construct, it remains to be seen whether or not
they have been studying the same phenomenon.

Recently, Fournier (2021) proposed organizing the
varying approaches to coherence in the conceptual
framework developed by McAdams (1995, 2013).
Within McAdams’ framework, personality is consid-
ered from three different vantage points or perspec-
tives—that is, the person-as-actor perspective with its
focus on traits, the person-as-agent perspective with
its focus on goals, and the person-as-author perspec-
tive with its focus on life stories—each layering upon
the next to afford an incrementally more detailed
understanding of human development. Each person-
ality layer therefore provides its own unique perspec-
tive on the integrated person (Fournier, 2021), from
the coherent actor with a unified configuration of trait
attributes (Biesanz & West, 2000) to the coherent
agent with a unified sense of direction and purpose
(Sheldon & Kasser, 1995) to the coherent author with
a unified recollection of the past (Habermas & Bluck,
2000). Here, we review the extant literature on per-
sonality coherence from each of these perspectives.

Person-as-Actor. People first enter the world as social
actors, and manifest a broad range of differences

and consistencies in their performances as actors
that are observable from the very beginnings of life
(McAdams & Olson, 2010). The temperamental char-
acteristics that constitute people’s native endowments
are presumed to develop and mature over time into
the generalized consistencies we later recognize as per-
sonality traits (Shiner, 2006). Contemporary trait
research is focused on the processes that link repeated
momentary trait-relevant states to long-term trait
development (Hennecke et al., 2014; Roberts, 2018;
Roberts & Jackson, 2008; Wrzus, 2021; Wrzus &
Roberts, 2017). Traits, in turn, are powerful incre-
mental predictors of consequential life outcomes
(Ozer & Benet-Mart�ınez, 2006; Roberts et al., 2007).
Trait development can be characterized in terms of
differential continuity and mean-level change.
Across personality traits and methods of measure-
ment, the temporal stability of individual differences
tends to increase to a plateau between the ages of 50
and 70 (Roberts & DelVecchio, 2000). Across individ-
uals, mean-level increases in the traits of conscien-
tiousness, emotional stability, dominance, and
agreeableness attest to the maturing adult’s increasing
investment in normative social roles relating to
family, work, and civic involvement (Roberts et al.,
2006).

In earlier writings, the trait definition of personal-
ity coherence was equated with the extent of inter-
rater agreement in the patterning of people’s traits
(Biesanz & West, 2000), an approach that equated
the coherence of a person’s trait profile with the accu-
racy with which that profile is perceived. Subsequent
writings differentiated personality coherence from
judgeability (Human & Biesanz, 2013), specifying
that personality coherence constitutes the
“consistency in one’s personality and behavior
across situations as well as stability over time”
(p. 252) that in turn facilitates being accurately per-
ceived (i.e., judgeability). Researchers now quantify
these coherence-relevant consistencies in terms of
personality-behavior congruence, indexed from the
degree to which one’s profile of behavior in a given
situation is structurally corresponsive with one’s per-
sonality trait profile (Human et al., 2014; Human
et al., 2019; Sherman et al., 2012). Personality-
behavior congruence has correlated consistently
with psychological adjustment (Human et al., 2014;
Sherman et al., 2012) and been found to mediate the
established link between psychological adjustment
and judgeability (Human et al., 2019).

Although the dynamics underlying personality-
behavior congruence are still not well understood,
Whole Trait Theory (Fleeson & Jayawickreme,
2015) may provide a promising line of investigation.
From a whole-trait perspective, a full accounting of
personality traits requires both description and expla-
nation. On the descriptive side, the theory advises that
we think of traits as density distributions of states,
summarizing how frequently a person manifests a
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given trait at every possible level of that trait. Fleeson
has repeatedly shown that people’s density distribu-
tions are stable over time, although different distribu-
tional parameters (i.e., location, size, and shape) are
stable to different degrees (Fleeson, 2001; Fleeson &
Gallagher, 2009). On the explanatory side, the theory
advises that we identify the social-cognitive processes
responsible for these density distributions, including
interpretative processes (e.g., situation appraisals),
motivational processes (e.g., hopes and fears), and
stability-inducing processes (e.g., homeostatic
forces). From a whole-trait perspective, coherence in
the interpretive, motivational, and stability-inducing
processes could thus provide the basis for the consis-
tency and judgeability of behavior. Indeed, consisten-
cies in how people interpret the psychological
situation (Sherman et al., 2010) and what goals
people pursue within and across situations (McCabe
& Fleeson, 2016) have been found to account for at
least some of the observed consistency in behavior.

Person-as-Agent. Whereas the temperamental features
of personality may be observable from the very begin-
nings of life, a person’s sense of their own agency and
their capacity for self-determination emerge more
gradually over the course of childhood (McAdams
& Olson, 2010). For while children clearly act in pur-
poseful (i.e., goal-directed) ways, it is only by middle
childhood that they begin to conceive of themselves
and others as intentional agents whose actions are
predicated on their own beliefs and desires
(Apperly, 2012), with goals and values that imbue
the domains of human action and decision-making
with direction, purpose, and moral consequence.
Goal development can be characterized in terms of
normative changes in the content and structure of
personal goals across the contemporary life course,
from goals related to education and intimacy in
young adulthood, to goals related to generativity
and financial security in middle adulthood, to goals
related to health and leisure in older adulthood
(Freund & Riediger, 2006). Goals are commonly con-
ceptualized as being hierarchically organized (Carver
& Scheier, 1998), with the more abstract goals and
values at the top of the hierarchy providing the refer-
ence values (i.e., target or end states) for the more
concrete goals and plans underneath. Importantly,
people’s goals can be distinguished from their basic
psychological needs, defined as those categories of
experience that are universally essential to growth,
with which people’s individual goals are either con-
gruent or in conflict (i.e., need-fulfilling or need-
frustrating; Deci & Ryan, 2000).

In regard to understanding how people’s goals
cohere, some researchers have focused on the extent
to which people’s goals are structurally and function-
ally organized to be mutually facilitating or mutually
interfering (e.g., Carver & Scheier, 1998), while other
researchers have focused on the extent to which

people’s goals are congruent or in conflict with their
organismic psychological needs (e.g., Deci & Ryan,
2000). Functional coherence among people’s goals
has been found to predict higher levels of psycholog-
ical adjustment (Emmons & King, 1988), whereas
structural coherence among people’s values and
goals has been found to predict higher levels of ego
development (Bauer & McAdams, 2004). Goals also
vary in the extent to which they are need-congruent,
which forms the basis for distinguishing between
intrinsic goals that directly fulfill people’s basic psy-
chological needs (e.g., striving for personal growth)
and extrinsic goals that may detract from need fulfill-
ment (e.g., striving for fame). Studies have found that
adopting intrinsic goals over extrinsic goals, structur-
ing one’s goals to align with intrinsic over extrinsic
values, and experiencing one’s goals as autonomously
motivated all predict performance and adjustment
benefits (Ryan & Deci, 2017).

The dynamics of functional coherence depend
upon the organization of goal-directed behavior into
a system of negative feedback loops nested within one
another. Negative feedback loops are autocorrecting
(i.e., self-regulating) mechanisms that operate by first
comparing the current state of the system (i.e., the
input value) to some goal state (i.e., the reference
value) and then operating on the environment so as
to reduce the discrepancy between these two states of
the system. As negative feedback loops are nested
hierarchically, such that higher-order goals provide
the reference values for lower-order goals, all goal-
directed behavior can be construed as occurring in
the service of discrepancy reduction down the goal
hierarchy (Carver & Scheier, 1998). In contrast, the
dynamics of organismic congruence depend upon the
individual’s capacity for autonomous functioning, as
reflected both in their spontaneous volitional strivings
to explore, master, and assimilate their experiences
(i.e., intrinsic motivation) and in their capacities to
take into the self those activities and values promoted
in their social environments and cultural contexts
(i.e., internalization). Autonomous functioning devel-
ops in contexts that provide people with experiences
of need fulfillment, including the experiences of com-
petence (i.e., the feeling of growing mastery), related-
ness (i.e., the feeling of being social connected), and
autonomy (i.e., the feeling of volition and self-
determination) (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

Person-as-Author. Although people are born into the
world as social actors and by middle childhood
have become intentional agents, it is not until adoles-
cence and emerging adulthood that people truly
become autobiographical authors, with organized rec-
ollections of the past that give rise to a sense of per-
sonal (or narrative) identity. Of course, young
children tell stories of the self; however, the cognitive
abilities required for self-authorship—including a cul-
tural understanding of how the typical life unfolds, a
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chronological understanding of how critical life
events led up to, were transformed by, or were mean-
ingfully related to subsequent life events, and a nar-
rative understanding of the principles, values, or
themes that integrate a life together (Habermas &
Bluck, 2000)—do not typically come online until ado-
lescence. From then on, the person’s life story
becomes a work in progress, characterized by notable
inconsistencies in the key scenes being narrated
together alongside marked temporal consistencies in
emotion and motivation (i.e., tone and theme). Life
story development can be characterized in terms of
growing coherence and complexity, such that
middle-aged adults tend to demonstrate greater psy-
chological sophistication and interpretation in life-
storytelling relative to younger adults (Baddeley &
Singer, 2007; Pasupathi & Mansour, 2006).

Personal identity can thus be construed as an inter-
nalized and evolving life story, the central function of
which is to integrate the recollected past and the
anticipated future so as to imbue one’s life in the per-
ceived present with a sense of direction, purpose, and
meaning (McAdams, 2001). Here, personality coher-
ence manifests in the form of narrative coherence,
defined as “the problem of being understood in a
social context” (McAdams, 2006, p. 111). Narrative
coherence is not typically assessed from the individu-
al’s entire life story, given the length of time life story
interviews can take and the resources needed to code
them, but rather from a selection of key self-defining
memories (e.g., high points, low points, or turning
points) that serve as a proxy for the individual’s life
story as a whole (Adler et al., 2017). Indicators of
narrative coherence include: contextual coherence,
which concerns the extent to which the story orients
the listener to time and place; chronological coher-
ence, which concerns the extent to which the listener
can infer the ordering of events in the story; and the-
matic coherence, which concerns the extent to which
the meaning of the story is developed through causal
connections, elaborations, and interpretations (Reese
et al., 2011). Indicators of narrative coherence corre-
late with a host of positive outcomes, including higher
levels of ego development (Adler et al., 2016).

Narrative researchers have identified both intra-
personal and interpersonal processes related to the
development of a coherent life story. First, individu-
als attain narrative coherence by reflecting on their
own lives. Autobiographical reasoning refers to the
reflective operations through which individuals
explore the meaning of their experiences. Through
these processes, individuals develop links and connec-
tions between the recollected past, perceived present,
and anticipated future, narrating their personal mem-
ories into a culturally, temporally, causally, and the-
matically coherent life story (Habermas, 2011).
Second, individuals attain narrative coherence by
sharing their autobiographical stories with others.
Interactive storytelling enables individuals to further

refine their life stories on the basis of the feedback
they receive from valued audiences (e.g., Pasupathi,
2001). The narrative construction of a life is thus
achieved through the dual processes of story-making
and story-telling, both of which in turn are con-
strained by master narratives (e.g., Bamberg, 1997),
those established sociocultural scripts that outline
what constitutes an intelligible life story in a given
cultural milieu.

Summary. A review of the personality coherence con-
structs can be found in Table 1, alongside the corre-
sponding coherence indicators that were included in
the present research. Although contemporary
research communities continue to draw upon
Allport’s (1937, 1961) conceptualization of personal-
ity coherence as the within-person integration of psy-
chological attributes, there are also marked
differences between these perspectives. Each perspec-
tive advances its own personality contents (i.e., traits
vs. goals vs. life stories) and each posits, albeit in
varying degrees of explicitness, its own mechanisms
and processes through which coherence is established
(e.g., interpretative vs. autocorrective vs. self-
reflective processes). Notably, the personality
coherence indicators differ in their definitions of inco-
herence, with some scales defining incoherence as the
absence of coherence (i.e., the indicators of narrative
coherence, organismic congruence, and vertical goal
coherence) and other scales defining incoherence as
the presence of conflict (i.e., the indicators of horizon-
tal goal coherence and personality-behavior congru-
ence). Contemporary researchers thus differ both
methodologically and substantively in their
approaches to studying personality coherence.
Given these varied perspectives, a central question
for personality researchers concerns the dimensional-
ity of personality coherence. If people’s experiences of
unity and wholeness correlate across layers, then we
can conclude that the coherent actor, the coherent
agent, and the coherent author are simply different
facets of the same individual; if people’s experiences
of unity and wholeness are differentiated across
layers, then we must consider personality coherence
a multidimensional problem. To date, there have been
few systematic attempts to bring differing formula-
tions of personality coherence together.

In an early study, Sheldon and Kasser (1995)
assessed functional and organismic indicators of inte-
grated goal striving, asking participants to list their
own personal strivings and then rate the extent to
which each striving helped them to attain each of
their other strivings (i.e., horizontal coherence), the
extent to which each striving helped them to attain
a range of intrinsic and extrinsic values (i.e., vertical
coherence), and the extent to which they pursued each
striving for autonomous or controlled reasons (i.e.,
self-concordance). They found that the indicators of
functional and organismic integration were
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significantly inter-related, and furthermore correlated

with self-report inventories of health, vitality, and

engagement. In a subsequent study intended to test

an intervention to enhance semester goal striving

(Sheldon et al., 2002), participants (i.e., students)

were randomly assigned to either a goal-training pro-

gram or a control condition. Replicating Sheldon and

Kasser (1995), the indicators of functional and organ-

ismic integration were significantly inter-related, and

furthermore predicted students’ goal progress over

the course of the term. Although the intervention

did not significantly influence subsequent goal attain-

ment (perhaps because participants were randomly

assigned to the program, rather than choosing on

their own to participate), those participants with the

highest baseline levels of personality integration were

those who later on reported the highest levels of goal

progress. However, this line of research is limited in
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that the coherence indicators bifurcated into two

dimensions, with the person-as-agent indicators and

the person-as-author indicators all loading onto dis-

tinct components. Indicators of coherence were gen-

erally uncorrelated across layers of personality,

except for the negative correlations between the indi-

cators of narrative coherence and the need-detracting

indicators of goal coherence. Nevertheless, both the

person-as-agent and person-as-author components of

coherence were correlated independently and posi-

tively with indices of psychological adjustment.

Acknowledging that emerging adults have only

Table 1. Personality Coherence in Action, Agency, and Authorship.

Concept Conceptualization Indicators

Person-as-Actor

Personality-behavior congruence

(Sherman et al., 2012)

The cross-situational consistency and temporal sta-

bility of a person’s trait-relevant behavior, as

reflected in the extent to which a person’s profile

of behavior in a specific situation is correlated with

their profile of personality traits

Interpersonal value-behavior

coherence

Interpersonal trait-behavior

coherence

Interpersonal value-trait coherence

Person-as-Agent

Functional coherence (Carver &

Scheier, 1998; Sheldon & Kasser,

1995)

The coordination of goals into a functional hierarchy,

as reflected in the extent to which goals at a given

level of a person’s goal hierarchy aid the attain-

ment of goals at the same level (horizontal

coherence) and in the extent to which a person’s

lower-order goals aid the attainment of their

higher-order goals (vertical coherence)

Short-term horizontal coherence

Short-term intrinsic vertical

coherence

Short-term extrinsic vertical

coherence

Short-term autonomous striving

Short-term controlled striving

Long-term horizontal coherence

Organismic congruence (Deci &

Ryan, 2000; Sheldon & Kasser,

1995)

The cohesive self-regulation of behavior toward the

fulfillment of basic (universal) psychological needs,

as reflected in the extent to which people expe-

rience their behavior as choicefully initiated, voli-

tionally enacted, and personally endorsed

(autonomous)

Long-term intrinsic vertical

coherence

Long-term extrinsic vertical

coherence

Long-term autonomous striving

Long-term controlled striving

Idiographic vertical coherence

Person-as-Author

Narrative coherence (Baerger &

McAdams, 1999; McAdams, 2006;

Reese et al., 2011)

The integration of significant autobiographical mem-

ories into a unified life narrative, as reflected in the

extent to which the story orients the listener to

time and place (contextual coherence), the lis-

tener can infer the ordering of story events

(chronological coherence), and the story’s mean-

ing is developed through causal linkages, elabora-

tions, and interpretations (thematic coherence)

Contextual coherence, chronologi-

cal coherence, and thematic

coherence across high-point, low-

point, and turning-point

memories
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begun to manifest their capacities for autobiographi-
cal reasoning and self-authorship (McAdams, 2013),
we speculated that stronger associations among
coherence indicators might be found among midlife
adults (i.e., ages 40–65), on whom the present study is
focused.

There are at least three reasons to think that the
study of midlife adults might afford unique insights
into the integration of personality. First, as we spec-
ulated with respect to our earlier findings (Fournier
et al., 2018), it might take time for the coherent agent
to mature into a coherent author. Those individuals
who pursue integrated goal strivings may find those
strivings subsequently easier to narrate coherently,
suggesting that person-as-agent and person-as-
author coherence indicators might become more sig-
nificantly inter-related across the life span. Second,
the organization of personality at midlife might set
the stage for specific tasks or “big questions” related
to personality coherence: by midlife, adults’ traits are
least likely to change (Roberts & DelVecchio, 2000),
tasking them to come to terms with who they are
now; midlife adults have fewer but more consequen-
tial goal conflicts (Gray et al., 2017; Riediger &
Freund, 2008), tasking them to come to terms with
who they most want to become; and midlife adults’
capacities for autobiographical reasoning have
become increasingly sophisticated (Pasupathi &
Mansour, 2006), tasking them to come to terms
with how they came to be who they are today.
Finally, midlife might represent a developmental tip-
ping point of particular consequence for the coher-
ence of personality. Whereas midlife is for some
adults a time of agency and growth, for others it is
a time of frustration and stagnation (McAdams &
Olson, 2010). We would suggest that the divide
between those who flourish and those who languish
at midlife might be partly conditioned on individual
differences in personality coherence.

The Present Study

The purpose of this study was to explore whether the
pattern of findings we had obtained earlier with a
university sample of emerging adults (Fournier
et al., 2018) would replicate using a community
sample of midlife adults (ages 40–65), and to extend
the scope to include coherence indicators from all
three personality layers (person-as-actor, person-as-
agent, person-as-author). As each successive layer of
personality is presumed to introduce new psycholog-
ical capacities and complexities, we predicted that
coherence constructs would be more correlated
within than across layers of personality.
Nevertheless, as the different layers of personality
are never wholly independent (e.g., McAdams et al.,
2004), we predicted that coherence constructs from
different layers of personality would still be correlat-
ed. Thus, we hypothesized that correlations between

coherence constructs would be larger within than

across layers of personality, but that cross-layer cor-
relations would still be significantly greater than zero.

Furthermore, we hypothesized that indicators of
coherence would predict relevant outcomes incremen-
tally over and above the established content variables

of personality (i.e., the Big Five). These hypotheses
originate from our earlier work but were not prereg-

istered. Replicating the design of our earlier study,
participants were asked to recount three self-

defining personal memories (i.e., a high point, a low
point, and a turning point), which were then coded

for contextual, chronological, and thematic coher-
ence. Participants were also asked to list five personal
strivings and then rate the extent to which each striv-

ing helped them to attain each of their other strivings
(i.e., horizontal coherence), the extent to which each

striving helped them to attain six intrinsic and extrin-
sic values (i.e., vertical coherence), and the extent to

which they pursued each striving for autonomous
versus controlled reasons (i.e., self-concordance).

Extending the design of our earlier study, the new
protocol additionally included the following features.

First, we included indices of personality-behavior
congruence to assess coherence at the person-as-actor

layer of personality. Personality-behavior congruence
is typically indexed from the degree to which people’s
situation-specific profiles of Big Five-relevant behav-

ior correlate with their profile of traits on the Big
Five. However, as the Big Five include contents rele-

vant to adjustment (i.e., neuroticism), relying on the
Big Five to assess personality-behavior congruence

runs the risk of building psychological adjustment
into the assessment of coherence rather than allowing

adjustment to serve as a criterion for coherence to
predict. Consequently, we adapted these procedures
to assess personality constructs using the interperson-

al circumplex model (IPC; Fournier et al., 2011),
which parsimoniously organizes interpersonal con-

structs around a two-dimensional circle. The vertical
(or agentic) dimension concerns autonomy and con-

trol and spans from dominance to submissiveness.
The horizontal (or communal) dimension concerns

affiliation and connection and spans from warmth
to cold-heartedness. The agentic and communal
dimensions of the IPC constitute latent variables

that give rise to a circular continuum (Guttman,
1954), allowing variables to be assessed at comparable

levels of conceptual breadth (i.e., using axes, quad-
rants, or octants) around the circumference of the

IPC. We took advantage of the structural correspon-
dence across IPC surfaces to investigate a wider array

of congruence coefficients, including the congruence
between people’s interpersonal traits and their behav-
ior, the congruence between people’s interpersonal

values and their behavior, and the congruence
between people’s interpersonal values and their inter-

personal traits.
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structs around a two-dimensional circle. The vertical
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affiliation and connection and spans from warmth
to cold-heartedness. The agentic and communal
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1954), allowing variables to be assessed at comparable

levels of conceptual breadth (i.e., using axes, quad-
rants, or octants) around the circumference of the
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Second, we sought to expand the measures we used
to assess goal coherence at the person-as-agent layer
of personality. Reflecting upon the measures we had
used earlier (Fournier et al., 2018) we noted that we
had relied on idiographic constructs (i.e., people’s
unique goals) to assess the “horizontal” component
of goal coherence (i.e., the coherence among different
goals at the same level of the goal hierarchy) while
relying on nomothetic constructs (i.e., pre-specified
intrinsic and extrinsic values; personal growth, com-
munity contributions, close relationships, wealth,
fame, or outward attractiveness) to assess the
“vertical” component of goal coherence (i.e., the
coherence among lower-order and higher-order
goals in the goal hierarchy). Here, we asked partici-
pants to specify both the lower-order (i.e., everyday)
goals that they are currently pursuing and the higher-
order (i.e., lifespan) goals that constitute their
long-term pursuits. Participants rated the extent of
coherence among their everyday goals, the extent
of coherence among their lifespan goals, the extent
of coherence between their everyday and lifespan
goals, and the extent of coherence between their idi-
ographic goals and six intrinsic and extrinsic nomo-
thetic values. This permitted us to calculate indices of
“horizontal” and “vertical” goal coherence from par-
ticipants’ uniquely specified goals and values as well
as to compare nomothetic and idiographic indices of
vertical goal coherence.

Third, we wanted to examine the validity of per-
sonality coherence indices in regard to relevant and
consequential criteria. To test the adaptive signifi-
cance of personality coherence, we included indices
of participants’ psychological adjustment, from both
the hedonic perspective that focuses on happiness and
life satisfaction and the eudaimonic perspective that
focuses on fulfillment and self-realization (Ryan &
Deci, 2001). To test the longstanding hypothesis
that personality coherence is a hallmark of psycho-
logical maturation (Allport, 1937), we assessed levels
of ego development using the 36-item Washington
University Sentence Completion Test for Ego
Development (WUSCTED; Loevinger & Wessler,
1970), which is widely regarded as one of the most
psychometrically sound measures of personality mat-
uration. Loevinger (1976) conceptualized the ego as
the fundamental structural unity of personality orga-
nization that serves as the “frame of reference”
through which individuals perceive their own social
worlds, such that personality development and
growth could be understood as the sequential restruc-
turing of the ego around sets of psychological capac-
ities (e.g., impulse control) and developmental
milestones (e.g., a concern with self-evaluated stand-
ards). People’s levels of ego development can in turn
be inferred from how they organize their open-ended
responses to the sentence completion task. Here, we
examined the extent to which indicators of personal-
ity coherence predicted levels of psychological

adjustment and ego development over and above

the variance explained by the content dimensions of

personality (i.e., the Big Five).

Method

The present research was approved by the Research

Ethics Board of the University of Toronto.

Participants were recruited from Amazon’s

Mechanical Turk (MTurk), an online crowdsourcing

platform that allows individuals to complete various

tasks (e.g., research studies) for monetary compensa-

tion. Data were collected from MTurk workers

between April 2018 and June 2018. Using

TurkPrime, we configured our sampling demo-

graphics to exclusively recruit middle-aged (i.e., 40–

65) workers who were residents of the United States.

Workers were invited to complete a series of online

self-report questionnaires about their personality

traits, their goals and strivings, and their personal

memories in exchange for paid compensation ($5.00

USD). Participants were excluded if they indicated

that they were either under the age of 40 or over the

age of 65. To further ensure the quality of the data,

participants were also screened and excluded based

on their ability to follow instructions during the per-

sonal memory task. In this task, participants are

asked to describe three different types of experiences

(i.e., a high point, a low point, and a turning point).

We found that less than 1% of participants completed

this task with disingenuous responses (e.g., copying

and pasting text from a Google search or psycholog-

ical literature containing key words from our task

instructions).
We set out to obtain a sample of N¼ 400 partic-

ipants, knowing that we would need at least N¼ 391

participants to detect an effect of r¼ .18 (the lower

bound of the middle third of correlation coefficients

in psychology; Hemphill, 2003) with 95% power.

Although data were collected from a total of

N¼ 454 participants, a small number of participants

were later identified as falling outside the age range

(N¼ 7) and were excluded from the subsequent anal-

yses. One other participant was excluded due to dis-

ingenuous responding. The final sample consisted of

N¼ 446 participants (53% female) who ranged in age

from 40 to 65 years (M¼ 48.39, SD¼ 7.30): 79%

identified as White, 7% identified as Black, 3% iden-

tified as Latin American/Hispanic, 2% identified as

East Asian, 1% identified as South Asian, and 1%

identified as Southeast Asian, with 6% of the sample

indicating multiple ethnicities; 98% indicated that

their first language was English; 98% rated their flu-

ency as “excellent” while the remaining 2% rated

their fluency as “good”; the median household

income was $50,000 to $75,000, and the median

level of educational attainment was “university grad-

uate or higher.”
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Measures

Participants completed (a) person-as-actor measures
of their interpersonal values, interpersonal traits, and
relationship-specific interpersonal behavior, (b)
person-as-agent measures in which they were asked
to list their everyday (short-term) and lifespan
(long-term) personal strivings and then compare and
evaluate these strivings along a number of dimen-
sions, (c) person-as-author measures in which they
were asked to recount three self-defining personal
memories, (d) self-report measures of their Big Five
traits as well as their levels of psychological adjust-
ment, and (e) the WUSCTED, a standardized sen-
tence completion task from which their levels of ego
development were later coded. Descriptive statistics
for all variables can be found in Table 2.
Reliabilities for the indicators of narrative coherence
and ego development were indexed using ICC(2,k),
which we describe in greater detail later.
Reliabilities for all other variables were indexed
using omega totals with polychoric correlation matri-
ces (McNeish, 2017). A copy of all measures can be
found at https://osf.io/7adtj/.

Person-as-Actor Measures. Participants completed the
32-item International Personality Item Pool-
Interpersonal Circumplex (IPIP-IPC; Markey &
Markey, 2009), a self-report measure of people’s
interpersonal tendencies. The IPIP-IPC presents
statements regarding interpersonal tendencies for
each of the eight octants of the IPC (four items per
octant), and participants rate the extent to which each
of these statements is descriptive of their behavior on
a scale ranging from 1 (very inaccurate) to 5 (very
accurate). Sample items include: “demand to be the
center of attention” (dominant), “let others finish
what they are saying” (submissive), “reassure others”
(agreeable), and “don’t fall for sob stories” (cold-
hearted). Octant scores were calculated by averaging
participants’ responses to each set of items.

Participants were subsequently asked to think of
the three individuals with whom they spend the
most time, to identify their role relationship to that
individual (i.e., friend, colleague, parent, child,
romantic partner, etc.), and then to complete a mod-
ified, 16-item version of the IPIP-IPC (in which two
of the four items were retained for each octant scale)
to describe their interpersonal tendencies specifically
in relation to each of these three individuals.
Relationship-specific octant scores were calculated
by averaging participants’ responses to each pair of
items. An index of trait-behavior coherence was then
calculated from the within-person correlation
between each participant’s relationship-specific inter-
personal tendencies and the generalized interpersonal
tendencies they reported on the IPIP-IPC, and then
averaging together the congruence coefficients for
each participant using Fisher’s r-to-z transformation.

In addition to completing measures of their inter-
personal traits and relationship-specific patterns of
behavior, participants also completed the 32-item
Circumplex Scales of Interpersonal Values (CSIV;
Locke, 2000), which assesses the importance that
people assign to either acting, appearing, or being
treated in particular ways when they are in interper-
sonal situations on a scale ranging from 0 (not impor-
tant to me) to 4 (extremely important to me). Sample
items include whether it is important “that I appear
confident” (dominant), “that I do what they want me
to do” (submissive), “that I feel connected to them”
(agreeable), and “that they keep their distance from
me” (cold-hearted). Octant scores were calculated by
averaging participants’ responses to each set of four
items. Congruence coefficients were then calculated
from the within-person correlation between each par-
ticipant’s relationship-specific interpersonal behavior
and their interpersonal values (i.e., value-behavior
coherence) and from the within-person correlation
between each participant’s interpersonal traits and
their interpersonal values (i.e., value-trait coherence).

Person-as-Agent Measures. Participants’ everyday and
lifespan strivings were assessed using procedures
modeled after Sheldon and Kasser (1995) and Bauer
and McAdams (2004). First, participants were asked
to provide written descriptions of five everyday striv-
ings, defined as “something that you are typically or
characteristically trying to do in your everyday
behavior.” Later, participants were asked to think
broadly about their future and provide written
descriptions of three lifespan strivings. For both
everyday and lifespan strivings, participants were
asked to rate the extent to which they pursued each
striving for each of four reasons, on a scale ranging
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (completely): “because it
matches my values and interests” (intrinsic), “because
I believe it would be an important and meaningful
concern” (identified), “because I would feel bad
(guilty, ashamed, or anxious) if I didn’t” (introjected),
and “because it is expected of me or I am receiving
something in return for pursuing it” (external). Scores
for autonomous and controlled striving were calculat-
ed separately for both everyday and lifespan strivings
by averaging together participants’ intrinsic and iden-
tified scores on the one hand and participants’ intro-
jected and external scores on the other. Reliabilities
were satisfactory for both autonomous striving
(omega total¼ .93) and controlled striving (omega
total¼ .91) in participants’ everyday strivings and
for both autonomous striving (omega total¼ .89)
and controlled striving (omega total¼ .93) in partic-
ipants’ lifespan strivings.

In both the everyday and lifespan striving tasks,
participants were presented with each possible pair
of strivings and then asked to consider whether
being successful in each striving would have a helpful
or harmful effect on each of their other strivings on a
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scale ranging from –2 (very harmful) to 2 (very help-

ful). These ratings were then averaged together to

produce indices of horizontal coherence for both

everyday strivings (omega total¼ .95) and lifespan

strivings (omega total¼ .93). Thereafter, participants

were asked to rate the extent to which each striving

would help take them toward possible futures in six

culturally endorsed value domains on a scale ranging

from 1 (not helpful at all) to 7 (very helpful).

Participants were presented with the following three

intrinsic futures: self-acceptance and personal growth

(i.e., “being happy and having a very meaningful

life”), intimacy and friendship (i.e., “having many

close and caring relationships with others”), and soci-

etal contribution (i.e., “working to make the world a

better place”). Participants were presented with the

following three extrinsic futures: financial success

(i.e., “having a job that pays very well and having a

lot of nice possessions”), fame and recognition (i.e.,

“being known and admired by many people”), and

physical appearance (i.e., “looking good and being

attractive to others”). These ratings were then aver-

aged together to produce indices of intrinsic vertical

coherence for both everyday strivings (omega total-

¼ .93) and lifespan strivings (omega total¼ .91) and

indices of extrinsic vertical coherence for both every-

day strivings (omega total¼ .95) and lifespan strivings

(omega total¼ .95).
Finally, participants were presented with each of

their five everyday strivings and asked to consider

whether being successful in each striving would have

a helpful or harmful effect on each of their lifespan

strivings on a scale ranging from –2 (very harmful) to

2 (very helpful). These ratings were then averaged

together to produce an idiographic index of vertical

coherence with which to complement the nomothetic

indices of vertical coherence that we had obtained

earlier from asking participants to consider their per-

sonal strivings in relation to six culturally endorsed

(intrinsic/extrinsic) value domains. In total, these

procedures yielded 11 indices of goal coherence:

(a) short-term autonomous striving, (b) short-term

controlled striving, (c) short-term horizontal coher-

ence, (d) short-term intrinsic vertical coherence, (e)

short-term extrinsic vertical coherence, (f) long-term

autonomous striving, (g) long-term controlled

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics.

M SD Range N

Coherence of Action

Trait-Behavior Coherence .53 .35 �.63–.99 417

Value-Behavior Coherence .60 .32 �.58–.95 416

Value-Trait Coherence .42 .41 �.93–.97 422

Coherence of Agency

Short-Term Autonomous Striving 6.32 0.70 3.10–7.00 445

Short-Term Controlled Striving 4.54 1.37 1.00–7.00 445

Short-Term Horizontal Coherence 0.98 0.64 �0.55–2.00 442

Short-Term Intrinsic Vertical Coherence 5.33 1.09 1.67–7.00 442

Short-Term Extrinsic Vertical Coherence 3.75 1.49 1.00–7.00 442

Long-Term Autonomous Striving 6.51 0.73 2.67–7.00 427

Long-Term Controlled Striving 4.54 1.67 1.00–7.00 427

Long-Term Horizontal Coherence 0.97 0.77 �2.00–2.00 427

Long-Term Intrinsic Vertical Coherence 5.36 1.14 1.78–7.00 427

Long-Term Extrinsic Vertical Coherence 3.46 1.66 1.00–7.00 427

Idiographic Vertical Coherence 1.05 0.59 �0.20–2.00 426

Coherence of Authorship

Contextual Coherence 1.67 0.53 0.44–3.00 446

Chronological Coherence 1.92 0.64 0.33–3.00 446

Thematic Coherence 2.22 0.47 1.11–3.00 446

Criteria

SWLS Life Satisfaction 4.55 1.68 1.00–7.00 421

SPANE Positive Affect 22.19 5.26 6.00–30.00 421

SPANE Negative Affect 12.63 5.21 6.00–29.00 421

IAF Autonomous Functioning 3.69 0.47 2.27–4.93 426

WUSCTED Ego Development 4.73 0.39 3.50–6.50 441

Covariates

Neuroticism 2.51 0.94 1.00–4.92 421

Extraversion 3.14 0.80 1.00–5.00 421

Agreeableness 3.98 0.68 1.25–5.00 421

Conscientiousness 3.97 0.76 1.00–5.00 421

Openness to Experience 3.90 0.77 1.17–5.00 421

Note. N¼ 416–446.
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striving, (h) long-term horizontal coherence, (i) long-
term intrinsic vertical coherence, (j) long-term extrin-
sic vertical coherence, and (k) idiographic (short-
term/long-term) vertical coherence.

Person-as-Author Measures. Personal memory tasks
were modeled after McAdams’ (2008) Life Story
Interview. Following common practices in the field
of narrative psychology (e.g., Adler et al., 2017), par-
ticipants provided written accounts of three personal-
ly significant autobiographical memories: a high
point (i.e., a positive experience), a low point (i.e., a
negative experience), and a turning point (i.e., a tran-
sitional or life-changing experience). Memories were
then coded using Reese et al.’s (2011) Narrative
Coherence Coding System to score the level of narra-
tive coherence in each memory along three dimen-
sions: contextual coherence, defined as the extent to
which the narrator established a specific time and
place for the story; chronological coherence, defined
as the extent to which the story events could be
placed on a timeline; and thematic coherence, defined
as the extent to which the narrative remained on topic
and lacked digression. Each dimension of narrative
coherence was scored on a scale ranging from 0 to
3, with higher scores indicating higher levels of nar-
rative coherence.

Nine coders were trained to score narrative coher-
ence using standard practices in the field of narrative
psychology (Adler et al., 2017; Syed & Nelson, 2015).
Coders were split into three equal groups and then
trained to code a single dimension of narrative coher-
ence using narrative practice materials drawn from an
unrelated data set that contained the same three
memory types. Once their training was complete,
they proceeded to code participants’ narratives in
six waves, with reliability computed after each wave
to assess for coder drift. The order of narratives
within each wave was randomized across coders.
Reliabilities were indexed using ICC(2,k), a two-way
random effects model that is appropriate for instances
when each participant is rated by each rater, all raters
have been randomly sampled from a population of
raters, and the average measurement across k raters
is to be used.

Adequate levels of reliability were obtained at each
wave of coding for contextual coherence, range in
ICC(2,3)¼ .74 to .91, chronological coherence,
range in ICC(2,3)¼ .74 to .83, and thematic coher-
ence, range in ICC(2,3)¼ .73 to .83. Levels of reliabil-
ity were consistently high across the three memory
types for contextual coherence, range in ICC
(2,3)¼ .80 to .90, chronological coherence, range in
ICC(2,3)¼ .78 to .82, and thematic coherence, range
in ICC(2,3)¼ .78 to .86. Scores for each of the three
dimensions of narrative coherence were calculated by
averaging raters’ scores across high-point, low-point,
and turning-point memories, which in turn evinced
adequate reliability: contextual coherence, ICC

(2,3)¼ .90; chronological coherence, ICC(2,3)¼ .87;
thematic coherence ICC(2,3)¼ .87.

Criterion Measures. Ego development was assessed via
the 36-item version of Form 81 of the WUSCTED
(Hy & Loevinger, 1996). Participants were asked to
complete 36 unfinished sentence stems (e.g., “When a
child will not join in group activities. . .”). Three
undergraduate coders (none of whom served as nar-
rative coherence coders) were then trained to rate the
stage of ego development manifested in participants’
responses. Coders first gained an understanding of
each of the eight stages of ego development, and
then practiced by rating 20 sample responses for
each of the 36 items listed in the manual (Hy &
Loevinger, 1996). Any disagreements among the
coders were resolved through group discussions mod-
erated by the second and third authors. Participants’
levels of ego development were assessed in two
phases. In the first phase, coders rated each partici-
pant’s response to each of the 36 items. Inter-rater
agreement was assessed for each of the 36 items
using ICC(2,k). ICCs across the 36 items ranged
from .79, 95% CI [.76, .82] to .96, 95% CI [.95,
.97]. The ratings from all three coders were therefore
averaged, yielding one score per item for each partic-
ipant. In the second phase, an overall ego develop-
ment score was calculated for each participant by
averaging their scores across all 36 items.

Psychological adjustment was assessed from both
hedonic and eudaimonic perspectives. Participants
completed: the five-item Satisfaction with Life Scale
(SWLS; Diener et al., 1985), which asked them to rate
the extent to which they agree with a series of state-
ments (e.g., “I am satisfied with my life”) on a scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree); the 12-item Scale of Positive and Negative
Experience (SPANE; Diener et al., 2010), which
asked them to rate how often they experienced vari-
ous positive feelings (e.g., “happy,” “joyful,” and
“contented”) and negative feelings (e.g., “sad,”
“afraid,” and “angry”) over the last 4 weeks on a
scale ranging from 1 (very rarely or never) to 5 (very
often or always); and the 15-item Index of
Autonomous Functioning (IAF; Weinstein et al.,
2012), which asked them to rate how truthfully each
statement conveyed their experiences relating to
authorship/self-congruence, interest-taking, and
(low) susceptibility to control on a scale ranging
from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (completely true).
Reliabilities were satisfactory for the SWLS (omega
total¼ .95), the SPANE (positive affect, omega total-
¼ .97; negative affect, omega total¼ .95) scales, and
the IAS (omega total¼ .92).

Covariate Measures. Participants completed the 60-
item Big Five Inventory-2 (BFI-2; Soto & John,
2017) to assess the Big Five trait dimensions of per-
sonality; that is, neuroticism (e.g., “is temperamental,
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striving, (h) long-term horizontal coherence, (i) long-
term intrinsic vertical coherence, (j) long-term extrin-
sic vertical coherence, and (k) idiographic (short-
term/long-term) vertical coherence.

Person-as-Author Measures. Personal memory tasks
were modeled after McAdams’ (2008) Life Story
Interview. Following common practices in the field
of narrative psychology (e.g., Adler et al., 2017), par-
ticipants provided written accounts of three personal-
ly significant autobiographical memories: a high
point (i.e., a positive experience), a low point (i.e., a
negative experience), and a turning point (i.e., a tran-
sitional or life-changing experience). Memories were
then coded using Reese et al.’s (2011) Narrative
Coherence Coding System to score the level of narra-
tive coherence in each memory along three dimen-
sions: contextual coherence, defined as the extent to
which the narrator established a specific time and
place for the story; chronological coherence, defined
as the extent to which the story events could be
placed on a timeline; and thematic coherence, defined
as the extent to which the narrative remained on topic
and lacked digression. Each dimension of narrative
coherence was scored on a scale ranging from 0 to
3, with higher scores indicating higher levels of nar-
rative coherence.

Nine coders were trained to score narrative coher-
ence using standard practices in the field of narrative
psychology (Adler et al., 2017; Syed & Nelson, 2015).
Coders were split into three equal groups and then
trained to code a single dimension of narrative coher-
ence using narrative practice materials drawn from an
unrelated data set that contained the same three
memory types. Once their training was complete,
they proceeded to code participants’ narratives in
six waves, with reliability computed after each wave
to assess for coder drift. The order of narratives
within each wave was randomized across coders.
Reliabilities were indexed using ICC(2,k), a two-way
random effects model that is appropriate for instances
when each participant is rated by each rater, all raters
have been randomly sampled from a population of
raters, and the average measurement across k raters
is to be used.

Adequate levels of reliability were obtained at each
wave of coding for contextual coherence, range in
ICC(2,3)¼ .74 to .91, chronological coherence,
range in ICC(2,3)¼ .74 to .83, and thematic coher-
ence, range in ICC(2,3)¼ .73 to .83. Levels of reliabil-
ity were consistently high across the three memory
types for contextual coherence, range in ICC
(2,3)¼ .80 to .90, chronological coherence, range in
ICC(2,3)¼ .78 to .82, and thematic coherence, range
in ICC(2,3)¼ .78 to .86. Scores for each of the three
dimensions of narrative coherence were calculated by
averaging raters’ scores across high-point, low-point,
and turning-point memories, which in turn evinced
adequate reliability: contextual coherence, ICC

(2,3)¼ .90; chronological coherence, ICC(2,3)¼ .87;
thematic coherence ICC(2,3)¼ .87.

Criterion Measures. Ego development was assessed via
the 36-item version of Form 81 of the WUSCTED
(Hy & Loevinger, 1996). Participants were asked to
complete 36 unfinished sentence stems (e.g., “When a
child will not join in group activities. . .”). Three
undergraduate coders (none of whom served as nar-
rative coherence coders) were then trained to rate the
stage of ego development manifested in participants’
responses. Coders first gained an understanding of
each of the eight stages of ego development, and
then practiced by rating 20 sample responses for
each of the 36 items listed in the manual (Hy &
Loevinger, 1996). Any disagreements among the
coders were resolved through group discussions mod-
erated by the second and third authors. Participants’
levels of ego development were assessed in two
phases. In the first phase, coders rated each partici-
pant’s response to each of the 36 items. Inter-rater
agreement was assessed for each of the 36 items
using ICC(2,k). ICCs across the 36 items ranged
from .79, 95% CI [.76, .82] to .96, 95% CI [.95,
.97]. The ratings from all three coders were therefore
averaged, yielding one score per item for each partic-
ipant. In the second phase, an overall ego develop-
ment score was calculated for each participant by
averaging their scores across all 36 items.

Psychological adjustment was assessed from both
hedonic and eudaimonic perspectives. Participants
completed: the five-item Satisfaction with Life Scale
(SWLS; Diener et al., 1985), which asked them to rate
the extent to which they agree with a series of state-
ments (e.g., “I am satisfied with my life”) on a scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree); the 12-item Scale of Positive and Negative
Experience (SPANE; Diener et al., 2010), which
asked them to rate how often they experienced vari-
ous positive feelings (e.g., “happy,” “joyful,” and
“contented”) and negative feelings (e.g., “sad,”
“afraid,” and “angry”) over the last 4 weeks on a
scale ranging from 1 (very rarely or never) to 5 (very
often or always); and the 15-item Index of
Autonomous Functioning (IAF; Weinstein et al.,
2012), which asked them to rate how truthfully each
statement conveyed their experiences relating to
authorship/self-congruence, interest-taking, and
(low) susceptibility to control on a scale ranging
from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (completely true).
Reliabilities were satisfactory for the SWLS (omega
total¼ .95), the SPANE (positive affect, omega total-
¼ .97; negative affect, omega total¼ .95) scales, and
the IAS (omega total¼ .92).

Covariate Measures. Participants completed the 60-
item Big Five Inventory-2 (BFI-2; Soto & John,
2017) to assess the Big Five trait dimensions of per-
sonality; that is, neuroticism (e.g., “is temperamental,
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gets emotional easily”; omega total¼ .96), extraver-
sion (e.g., “is outgoing, sociable”; omega total¼ .92),
agreeableness (e.g., “is compassionate, has a soft
heart”; omega total¼ .93), conscientiousness (e.g.,
“is dependable, steady”; omega total¼ .95), and
openness to experience (e.g., “is curious about many
different things”; omega total¼ .94). These constructs
were assessed to determine whether (a) indices of per-
sonality coherence are distinct from indices of person-
ality content and (b) indices of personality coherence
predict criterion variables (e.g., ego development)
over and above the variance explained by indices of
personality content.

Results

Analyses were carried out in R 3.1.0 (R Core Team,
2016) with the psych (Revelle, 2017) and reshape2
(Wickham, 2020) packages. First, we examined the
extent to which the coherence indicators correlate
both within and across layers of personality. Then,
we examined the extent to which the coherence
indicators correlate with the Big Five traits, with
psychological adjustment, and with ego development.
Finally, we examined the extent to which the
coherence indicators predict levels of psychological
adjustment and ego development over and
above the variance explained by the Big
Five. A copy of the data and R code can be found
at https://osf.io/7adtj/.

Components of Coherence

We hypothesized that the correlations between coher-
ence constructs would be larger within than across
layers of personality, but that the cross-layer correla-
tions would nevertheless be significantly greater than
zero. Correlations among all coherence indicators are
presented in Table 3, with levels of significance cor-
rected for multiple comparisons (Holm, 1979). As
predicted, coherence indicators were significantly
inter-correlated within layers of personality. At the
person-as-actor layer, all three coherence indicators
were found to be significantly inter-correlated, mean
r¼ .56, range in r¼ .46 – .64; at the person-as-agent
layer, indicators of goal coherence were found to be
significantly correlated in 49 out of the 55 pairwise
correlations (89%), mean r¼ .38, range in r¼ –.01 –
.80; and at the person-as-author layer, all three coher-
ence indicators were found to be significantly inter-
correlated, mean r¼ .64, range in r¼ .51 – .87. There
was also evidence to suggest that some coherence
indicators correlated across layers of personality.
Notably, both chronological and thematic coherence
at the person-as-author layer were negatively corre-
lated with short-term and long-term extrinsic vertical
goal coherence at the person-as-agent layer, and both
thematic coherence and long-term autonomous striv-
ing at the person-as-author and person-as-agent

layers, respectively, were positively correlated with
all three indicators of coherence at the person-as-
actor layer.

To better understand how the coherence indicators
inter-correlated, we submitted the 17 indicators of
coherence to a principal components analysis (PCA)
with an oblique (i.e., promax) rotation. A comparison
of the eigenvalues from this PCA (i.e., 4.53, 3.07, 1.81,
1.64, 1.08, 0.84, 0.64, 0.59, 0.52, 0.49, 0.37, 0.34, 0.31,
0.25, 0.22, 0.17, and 0.12) to the eigenvalues obtained
from a parallel analysis with 100 replications (i.e.,
1.35, 1.28, 1.22, 1.18, 1.14, 1.09, 1.06, 1.02, 0.99,
0.96, 0.92, 0.89, 0.85, 0.82, 0.78, 0.74, and 0.69) indi-
cated that the first four components (explaining 75%
of the total variance) should be retained. The rotated
componential loadings are presented in Table 3. As
can be seen, all three interpersonal coherence indica-
tors loaded onto an actor-coherence component, the
seven functional and need-fulfilling goal coherence
indicators loaded onto an agent-coherence compo-
nent, and all three narrative coherence indicators
loaded onto an author-coherence component, while
the four remaining, need-detracting goal coherence
indicators loaded onto a controlled-coherence
component.

We extracted componential scores from the PCA,
weighting each indicator by its respective componen-
tial loading, in order to examine each component’s
patterns of correlation. The actor-coherence compo-
nent correlated positively with both the agent-
coherence component, r(414)¼ .21, 95% CI [.12,
.30], p< .001, and the author-coherence component,
r(414)¼ .25, 95% CI [.16, .34], p< .001, which were
themselves not significantly correlated, r(414)¼ –.02,
95% CI [–.11, .08], p¼ .759. The controlled-coherence
component correlated positively with the agent-
coherence component, r(414)¼ .35, 95% CI [.26,
.43], p< .001, negatively with the author-coherence
component, r(414)¼ –.14, 95% CI [–.23, –.04],
p¼ .005, and non-significantly with the actor-
coherence component, r(414)¼ –.04, 95% CI [–.13,
.06], p¼ .44. Components of coherence thus correlat-
ed across layers of personality, although not to the
extent to which indicators of coherence correlated
within layers of personality, and not across all layers.

Correlates of Coherence

Table 4 presents the correlations between the coher-
ence indicators and the Big Five trait dimensions,
with levels of significance that have again been cor-
rected for multiple comparisons (Holm, 1979). As can
be seen, although about one third of the correlations
with the Big Five achieved significance, the propor-
tion of significant correlations varied markedly by
layer of personality, with the Big Five traits correlat-
ing significantly with the actor-coherence indicators
over 90% of the time and with the agent- and author-
coherence indicators about 20% of the time. The
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author-coherence indicators were most consistently
correlated with openness to experience; of the agent-
coherence indicators, the autonomous striving and
vertical coherence dimensions correlated sporadically
but adaptively with several of the Big Five (apart
from neuroticism); and all three actor-coherence indi-
cators correlated significantly and adaptively with all
of the Big Five, and particularly (if not surprisingly)
with the traits of extraversion and agreeableness,
which have the most interpersonal content.

Table 4 also presents the correlations between the
coherence indicators and relevant outcomes, includ-
ing life satisfaction, positive/negative affect, autono-
mous functioning, and ego development, with levels
of significance again corrected for multiple compari-
sons (Holm, 1979). As can be seen, the proportion of
significant correlations varied notably by layer of per-
sonality. The actor-coherence indicators correlated
consistently with all five outcomes; the seven agent-
coherence indicators that loaded onto the agent-
coherence component correlated significantly and
positively with both positive affect and autonomous
functioning; and the author-coherence indicators cor-
related consistently with ego development. We thus
sought to determine whether the coherence indicators
could predict variance in these outcomes over and
above the variance explained by the Big Five. We
first standardized and averaged the coherence indica-
tors to create four coherence composites: actor coher-
ence, agent coherence, author coherence, and
controlled coherence. Because positive affect, nega-
tive affect, and life satisfaction were all highly inter-
correlated (all |r’s| � .60), we also standardized and
averaged these variables to create a composite index
of subjective well-being.

Table 5 presents the results from our multiple
regression analyses. Our preliminary models tested
the effects of the Big Five, our subsequent models
tested the effects of the four coherence composites,
and our final models included the Big Five as cova-
riates so that we could to assess the incremental valid-
ity of the coherence composites. The results of our
preliminary models demonstrated that each outcome
variable was associated with its own Big Five signa-
ture: subjective well-being correlated positively with
extraversion and agreeableness, and negatively with
neuroticism; autonomous functioning correlated pos-
itively with all of the Big Five, except for neuroticism;
and ego development correlated positively with open-
ness, agreeableness, and (unexpectedly) neuroticism.
The results of our subsequent models demonstrated
that each of the outcome variables was significantly
and uniquely associated with three of the four coher-
ence composites, and our final models demonstrated
that many of these unique associations remained sig-
nificant even after controlling for the Big Five.
Significant incremental effects were obtained for the
agent- and author-coherence composites in the pre-
diction of subjective well-being, for the actor-, agent-,

and controlled-coherence composites in the predic-
tion of autonomous functioning, and for the actor-
and author-coherence composites (marginally and
significantly, respectively) in the prediction of ego
development. The coherence of personality thus pre-
dicted relevant outcomes over and above the effects of
personality content (i.e., the Big Five).1

Discussion

The present line of research was guided by two ques-
tions. First, to what extent do indicators of personal-
ity coherence inter-correlate? Second, to what extent
do indicators of personality coherence predict impor-
tant life outcomes over and above the established con-
tent dimensions of personality? We examined these
questions among midlife adults, after having found
in earlier work that coherence indicators appear to
be only weakly correlated across layers of personality
among emerging adults (Fournier et al., 2018). We
assessed coherence at all three layers of personality
(person-as-actor, person-as-agent, person-as-author)
and related these to subjective indicators of psycho-
logical adjustment and objective indicators of ego
development. Findings from the present research sug-
gest that, among midlife adults, indicators of coher-
ence are strongly correlated within layers of
personality, moderately correlated across layers of
personality, and incrementally predictive of impor-
tant outcomes.

We first examined the components of personality
coherence. In keeping with McAdams’ (2013) ideas
that each layer of personality successively introduces
new psychological capacities and complexities that
are at best only partly foreseeable from and attribut-
able to people’s earlier qualities, we identified a dis-
tinct component of coherence for each distinct layer
of personality. Furthermore, the need-detracting indi-
cators of goal coherence (i.e., controlled goal striving
and extrinsic vertical goal coherence) broke away to
form their own controlled-coherence component
among midlife adults, an unexpected finding to
which we will return later in this discussion. We
found that actor coherence correlated positively
with agent and author coherence, although the
latter two components were not significantly correlat-
ed. Consistent with our work with emerging adults
(Fournier et al., 2018), we found that the author-
and controlled-coherence components were also neg-
atively correlated among midlife adults. Adaptive
forms of personality coherence thus appear to have
become increasingly inter-correlated by middle age, as
we had previously speculated (Fournier et al., 2018),
whereas maladaptive forms of personality coherence
arising from forces outside of the self (Ryan & Deci,
2017) appear to have become increasingly distinct.

We next examined the correlates of personality
coherence. Our intention was to determine the
extent to which the coherence of personality could
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author-coherence indicators were most consistently
correlated with openness to experience; of the agent-
coherence indicators, the autonomous striving and
vertical coherence dimensions correlated sporadically
but adaptively with several of the Big Five (apart
from neuroticism); and all three actor-coherence indi-
cators correlated significantly and adaptively with all
of the Big Five, and particularly (if not surprisingly)
with the traits of extraversion and agreeableness,
which have the most interpersonal content.

Table 4 also presents the correlations between the
coherence indicators and relevant outcomes, includ-
ing life satisfaction, positive/negative affect, autono-
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sonality. The actor-coherence indicators correlated
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coherence indicators that loaded onto the agent-
coherence component correlated significantly and
positively with both positive affect and autonomous
functioning; and the author-coherence indicators cor-
related consistently with ego development. We thus
sought to determine whether the coherence indicators
could predict variance in these outcomes over and
above the variance explained by the Big Five. We
first standardized and averaged the coherence indica-
tors to create four coherence composites: actor coher-
ence, agent coherence, author coherence, and
controlled coherence. Because positive affect, nega-
tive affect, and life satisfaction were all highly inter-
correlated (all |r’s| � .60), we also standardized and
averaged these variables to create a composite index
of subjective well-being.

Table 5 presents the results from our multiple
regression analyses. Our preliminary models tested
the effects of the Big Five, our subsequent models
tested the effects of the four coherence composites,
and our final models included the Big Five as cova-
riates so that we could to assess the incremental valid-
ity of the coherence composites. The results of our
preliminary models demonstrated that each outcome
variable was associated with its own Big Five signa-
ture: subjective well-being correlated positively with
extraversion and agreeableness, and negatively with
neuroticism; autonomous functioning correlated pos-
itively with all of the Big Five, except for neuroticism;
and ego development correlated positively with open-
ness, agreeableness, and (unexpectedly) neuroticism.
The results of our subsequent models demonstrated
that each of the outcome variables was significantly
and uniquely associated with three of the four coher-
ence composites, and our final models demonstrated
that many of these unique associations remained sig-
nificant even after controlling for the Big Five.
Significant incremental effects were obtained for the
agent- and author-coherence composites in the pre-
diction of subjective well-being, for the actor-, agent-,

and controlled-coherence composites in the predic-
tion of autonomous functioning, and for the actor-
and author-coherence composites (marginally and
significantly, respectively) in the prediction of ego
development. The coherence of personality thus pre-
dicted relevant outcomes over and above the effects of
personality content (i.e., the Big Five).1

Discussion

The present line of research was guided by two ques-
tions. First, to what extent do indicators of personal-
ity coherence inter-correlate? Second, to what extent
do indicators of personality coherence predict impor-
tant life outcomes over and above the established con-
tent dimensions of personality? We examined these
questions among midlife adults, after having found
in earlier work that coherence indicators appear to
be only weakly correlated across layers of personality
among emerging adults (Fournier et al., 2018). We
assessed coherence at all three layers of personality
(person-as-actor, person-as-agent, person-as-author)
and related these to subjective indicators of psycho-
logical adjustment and objective indicators of ego
development. Findings from the present research sug-
gest that, among midlife adults, indicators of coher-
ence are strongly correlated within layers of
personality, moderately correlated across layers of
personality, and incrementally predictive of impor-
tant outcomes.

We first examined the components of personality
coherence. In keeping with McAdams’ (2013) ideas
that each layer of personality successively introduces
new psychological capacities and complexities that
are at best only partly foreseeable from and attribut-
able to people’s earlier qualities, we identified a dis-
tinct component of coherence for each distinct layer
of personality. Furthermore, the need-detracting indi-
cators of goal coherence (i.e., controlled goal striving
and extrinsic vertical goal coherence) broke away to
form their own controlled-coherence component
among midlife adults, an unexpected finding to
which we will return later in this discussion. We
found that actor coherence correlated positively
with agent and author coherence, although the
latter two components were not significantly correlat-
ed. Consistent with our work with emerging adults
(Fournier et al., 2018), we found that the author-
and controlled-coherence components were also neg-
atively correlated among midlife adults. Adaptive
forms of personality coherence thus appear to have
become increasingly inter-correlated by middle age, as
we had previously speculated (Fournier et al., 2018),
whereas maladaptive forms of personality coherence
arising from forces outside of the self (Ryan & Deci,
2017) appear to have become increasingly distinct.

We next examined the correlates of personality
coherence. Our intention was to determine the
extent to which the coherence of personality could
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be differentiated from its content, and more specifi-
cally from the Big Five. We found that the coherence

indicators each demonstrated their own unique pat-
tern of correlates with the Big Five. The author-
coherence indicators correlated significantly with

openness to experience, in keeping with past research
(Adler et al., 2007; cf. Adler, 2012); as openness to

experience has also been linked to exploratory self-
reflective processes (Lilgendahl et al., 2013; Lodi-

Smith et al., 2009; Pals, 2006) that are believed to
scaffold the coherent narrative reconstruction of the

past (Weststrate et al., 2018), it is not surprising that
openness is the personality trait most strongly associ-
ated with narrative coherence. A subset of the agent-

coherence indicators (i.e., autonomous goal striving
and vertical goal coherence) correlated adaptively

with several of the Big Five, except for neuroticism.
The actor-coherence indicators correlated adaptively

with essentially all the Big Five, including neuroti-
cism, but especially with the traits of extraversion

and agreeableness that have the most interpersonal
content. Nevertheless, the correlations between coher-
ence and content variables were not so large so as to

suggest that the coherence of personality reduces to
content.

We therefore examined the contributions of per-
sonality coherence to incremental prediction. We

found that, in spite of their respective patterns of
association with the Big Five, the coherence compo-

sites were incrementally predictive of important

outcomes. Indeed, the actor-, agent-, and author-
coherence composites continued to predict outcomes

after controlling for the Big Five and for the other
three personality coherence composites: actor coher-
ence was positively and incrementally predictive of

both autonomous functioning and ego development
(although the latter finding was only marginally sig-

nificant); agent coherence was positively and incre-
mentally predictive of both subjective well-being and

autonomous functioning; and author coherence was
incrementally predictive of both ego development

(positively) and subjective well-being (negatively). In
contrast, controlled coherence was incrementally and
negatively predictive of autonomous functioning. As

author coherence was unexpectedly associated with
decreased subjective well-being in the present

sample, we believe this finding should be interpreted
cautiously before being replicated.

We identified a controlled-coherence component
that was distinct from agent coherence (Ryan &

Deci, 2017). Controlled coherence reflected the vary-
ing degrees to which midlife adults felt pressured or

compelled in their pursuit of both short- and long-
term strivings and the varying degrees to which they

expected their short- and long-term strivings to lead
them toward need-detracting futures (i.e., wealth,
popularity, or physical attractiveness). In keeping

with previous work (Ryan & Deci, 2017), the
controlled-coherence component was negatively asso-

ciated with subjective well-being, autonomous

Table 5. Prediction of Criteria From the Personality Coherence Composites.

Subjective Well-Being Autonomous Functioning Ego Development

b SE t p b SE t p b SE t p

Model 1

Neuroticism �0.49 0.041 �12.06 0.00** 0.01 0.028 0.33 0.74 0.07 0.024 3.14 0.00**

Extraversion 0.27 0.044 6.03 0.00** 0.09 0.031 3.10 0.00** �0.04 0.026 �1.44 0.15

Agreeableness 0.14 0.051 2.69 0.01** 0.16 0.035 4.57 0.00** 0.15 0.030 5.15 0.00**

Conscientiousness 0.01 0.045 0.27 0.79 0.08 0.031 2.67 0.01** 0.04 0.026 1.49 0.14

Openness to Experience �0.07 0.042 �1.58 0.12 0.11 0.029 3.74 0.00** 0.12 0.025 4.75 0.00**

Model 2

Actor-Coherence Composite 0.35 0.049 7.19 0.00** 0.16 0.025 6.28 0.00** 0.08 0.020 3.84 0.00**

Agent-Coherence Composite 0.19 0.060 3.08 0.00** 0.25 0.031 8.19 0.00** 0.03 0.025 1.215 0.22

Author-Coherence Composite �0.16 0.048 �3.44 0.00** 0.03 0.024 1.42 0.16 0.19 0.020 9.86 0.00**

Controlled-Coherence Composite �0.10 0.055 �1.90 0.06 �0.11 0.028 �3.81 0.00** �0.05 0.023 �2.12 0.04*

Model 3

Neuroticism �0.49 0.040 �12.03 0.00** 0.00 0.027 �0.18 0.86 0.06 0.022 2.66 0.01**

Extraversion 0.23 0.048 4.82 0.00** 0.05 0.032 1.56 0.12 �0.04 0.026 �1.60 0.11

Agreeableness 0.09 0.063 1.38 0.17 0.06 0.042 1.47 0.14 0.09 0.034 2.77 0.01**

Conscientiousness 0.03 0.045 0.66 0.51 0.07 0.030 2.49 0.01* 0.02 0.024 0.67 0.50

Openness to Experience 0.05 0.042 �1.22 0.22 0.09 0.028 3.03 0.00** 0.07 0.023 3.22 0.00**

Actor-Coherence Composite 0.06 0.050 1.17 0.24 0.07 0.033 2.15 0.03* 0.05 0.027 1.85 0.07

Agent-Coherence Composite 0.12 0.046 2.57 0.01* 0.22 0.030 7.20 0.00** 0.02 0.025 0.71 0.48

Author-Coherence Composite �0.10 0.036 �2.64 0.01** 0.02 0.024 1.01 0.31 0.17 0.019 8.97 0.00**

Controlled-Coherence Composite �0.06 0.042 �1.36 0.18 �0.09 0.028 �3.23 0.00** �0.03 0.023 �1.52 0.13

Note. N¼ 412-416.

*p< .05, two-tailed. **p< .01, two-tailed.
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functioning, and ego development. It is notable that,
when simultaneously entered with other coherence
indicators in the principal components analysis, the
indicators of controlled coherence coalesced to form
their own component rather than getting subsumed
(with negative loadings) under agent coherence. These
findings suggest that there are regulatory tendencies
within the lives of some individuals—tendencies to
experience the source of one’s goal strivings as
coming from outside the self and to align one’s
goals to futures that have instrumental (vs. intrinsic
or need-satisfying) value—that constitute a coherent
pattern of self-regulation that could run counter to
their long-term psychological adjustment and
growth. These findings additionally suggest that per-
sonality coherence components are not by definition
adaptive, and that future research should address the
question of which coherence components scaffold
adaptive functioning and which coherence compo-
nents do not.

In light of longstanding debates between organis-
mic and mechanistic conceptions of personality
coherence (see Blasi, 1976), it is also worth noting
that both short- and long-term horizontal goal coher-
ence (which assessed the degree to which people expe-
rience each of their goals as having a helpful or
harmful impact on each of their other goals) loaded
sharply onto agent coherence. From a mechanistic
point of view, personality coherence reflects the
manner in which goals are structurally and function-
ally organized to be mutually facilitating or mutually
interfering; from this perspective, the specific contents
of one’s goals are not relevant (Carver & Scheier,
1998) and no specific goals are thought to be
“privileged, ‘good,’ or ‘natural’” (Blasi, 1976, p. 73).
However, from an organismic point of view, person-
ality coherence reflects the autonomous regulation of
behavior and need-satisfying aspirations (Ryan &
Deci, 2017). The present finding that horizontal
goal coherence was subsumed under agent coherence,
along with autonomous striving and intrinsic vertical
coherence, is consistent with the organismic argument
that certain qualities of goal-regulated behavior and
certain goal contents are central to adaptive function-
ing (because if personality coherence were purely
mechanistic, then the horizontal goal coherence indi-
cators would have substantially cross-loaded onto
controlled coherence). Future research should deter-
mine the precise reasons why horizontal goal coher-
ence holds positive associations with autonomous
regulations and need-satisfying aspirations.

An important contribution of the present research
was its extended array of coherence indicators across
all developmental layers of McAdams’ (2013) integra-
tive framework, and the demonstration that the meth-
ods traditionally used to assess personality-behavior
congruence at the person-as-actor layer could be
adapted to assess the coherence between people’s
underlying interpersonal characteristics (i.e., traits

and values) and their manifest interpersonal behavior.

As noted earlier, personality-behavior congruence has

normally been assessed across items relevant to the

Big Five. As the five-factor model contains content

related to psychological adjustment (i.e., neuroti-

cism), using the content of the Big Five to assess

personality-behavior congruence runs the risk of

building psychological adjustment into the assessment

of coherence. The IPC provides a framework of per-

sonality constructs that are substantively distinct

from well-being, enabling us to assess the extent to

which personality-behavior congruence is in fact asso-

ciated with psychological adjustment without spuri-

ously inflating their correlation. Furthermore, the

availability of well-validated instruments to assess a

wide array of interpersonal characteristics (i.e., traits

and values) permitted us the opportunity to explore a

correspondingly wide array of congruence coeffi-

cients, including not only the congruence between

people’s interpersonal traits and their behavior, but

also the congruence between people’s interpersonal

values and behavior and between people’s values

and their traits. These coefficients in turn enabled

us to obtain a more comprehensive portrayal of the

coherent actor.
The approach we have taken differs meaningfully

from how others have approached the study of per-

sonality coherence. Fajkowska (2013, 2015), for

instance, conceptualizes personality as a complex

hierarchical system with a three-level nesting structure

(i.e., behaviors and actions; trait-, type-, and pattern-

based structures; and biological-psychological

mechanisms/processes), and with organizational

(i.e., top-down) and emergent (i.e., bottom-up) pro-

cesses that serve respectively to regulate and integrate

the system. Within this framework, personality coher-

ence (vs. incoherence) is conceptualized in structural

and functional terms as a higher-order property of the

personality system, reflecting cross-level correspond-

ences (vs. conflicts) between a set of internal mecha-

nisms at one level of the hierarchy and a set of overt

responses and behaviors at another. McAdams’

framework, in contrast, conceptualizes personality

not as a strict hierarchy but as a sequence of devel-

opmental layers (cf. McAdams & Manczak, 2011),

with each layer revealing its own unique set of con-

structs and its own unique way of conceptualizing

personality coherence (Fournier, 2021). Our

approach has therefore been to first estimate the

coherence of personality at each layer and then ask

if the coherence indicators correlate across layers,

rather than to estimate the coherence of personality

intra-individually from functional cross-level consis-

tencies (cf. Fajkowska, 2013, 2015). We consider

cross-layer coherence to be an important direction

for future research, as we discuss in greater detail

later.

16 European Journal of Personality 35(5)



Fournier et al.	 429

functioning, and ego development. It is notable that,
when simultaneously entered with other coherence
indicators in the principal components analysis, the
indicators of controlled coherence coalesced to form
their own component rather than getting subsumed
(with negative loadings) under agent coherence. These
findings suggest that there are regulatory tendencies
within the lives of some individuals—tendencies to
experience the source of one’s goal strivings as
coming from outside the self and to align one’s
goals to futures that have instrumental (vs. intrinsic
or need-satisfying) value—that constitute a coherent
pattern of self-regulation that could run counter to
their long-term psychological adjustment and
growth. These findings additionally suggest that per-
sonality coherence components are not by definition
adaptive, and that future research should address the
question of which coherence components scaffold
adaptive functioning and which coherence compo-
nents do not.

In light of longstanding debates between organis-
mic and mechanistic conceptions of personality
coherence (see Blasi, 1976), it is also worth noting
that both short- and long-term horizontal goal coher-
ence (which assessed the degree to which people expe-
rience each of their goals as having a helpful or
harmful impact on each of their other goals) loaded
sharply onto agent coherence. From a mechanistic
point of view, personality coherence reflects the
manner in which goals are structurally and function-
ally organized to be mutually facilitating or mutually
interfering; from this perspective, the specific contents
of one’s goals are not relevant (Carver & Scheier,
1998) and no specific goals are thought to be
“privileged, ‘good,’ or ‘natural’” (Blasi, 1976, p. 73).
However, from an organismic point of view, person-
ality coherence reflects the autonomous regulation of
behavior and need-satisfying aspirations (Ryan &
Deci, 2017). The present finding that horizontal
goal coherence was subsumed under agent coherence,
along with autonomous striving and intrinsic vertical
coherence, is consistent with the organismic argument
that certain qualities of goal-regulated behavior and
certain goal contents are central to adaptive function-
ing (because if personality coherence were purely
mechanistic, then the horizontal goal coherence indi-
cators would have substantially cross-loaded onto
controlled coherence). Future research should deter-
mine the precise reasons why horizontal goal coher-
ence holds positive associations with autonomous
regulations and need-satisfying aspirations.

An important contribution of the present research
was its extended array of coherence indicators across
all developmental layers of McAdams’ (2013) integra-
tive framework, and the demonstration that the meth-
ods traditionally used to assess personality-behavior
congruence at the person-as-actor layer could be
adapted to assess the coherence between people’s
underlying interpersonal characteristics (i.e., traits

and values) and their manifest interpersonal behavior.

As noted earlier, personality-behavior congruence has

normally been assessed across items relevant to the

Big Five. As the five-factor model contains content

related to psychological adjustment (i.e., neuroti-

cism), using the content of the Big Five to assess

personality-behavior congruence runs the risk of

building psychological adjustment into the assessment

of coherence. The IPC provides a framework of per-

sonality constructs that are substantively distinct

from well-being, enabling us to assess the extent to

which personality-behavior congruence is in fact asso-

ciated with psychological adjustment without spuri-

ously inflating their correlation. Furthermore, the

availability of well-validated instruments to assess a

wide array of interpersonal characteristics (i.e., traits

and values) permitted us the opportunity to explore a

correspondingly wide array of congruence coeffi-

cients, including not only the congruence between

people’s interpersonal traits and their behavior, but

also the congruence between people’s interpersonal

values and behavior and between people’s values

and their traits. These coefficients in turn enabled

us to obtain a more comprehensive portrayal of the

coherent actor.
The approach we have taken differs meaningfully

from how others have approached the study of per-

sonality coherence. Fajkowska (2013, 2015), for

instance, conceptualizes personality as a complex

hierarchical system with a three-level nesting structure

(i.e., behaviors and actions; trait-, type-, and pattern-

based structures; and biological-psychological

mechanisms/processes), and with organizational

(i.e., top-down) and emergent (i.e., bottom-up) pro-

cesses that serve respectively to regulate and integrate

the system. Within this framework, personality coher-

ence (vs. incoherence) is conceptualized in structural

and functional terms as a higher-order property of the

personality system, reflecting cross-level correspond-

ences (vs. conflicts) between a set of internal mecha-

nisms at one level of the hierarchy and a set of overt

responses and behaviors at another. McAdams’

framework, in contrast, conceptualizes personality

not as a strict hierarchy but as a sequence of devel-

opmental layers (cf. McAdams & Manczak, 2011),

with each layer revealing its own unique set of con-

structs and its own unique way of conceptualizing

personality coherence (Fournier, 2021). Our

approach has therefore been to first estimate the

coherence of personality at each layer and then ask

if the coherence indicators correlate across layers,

rather than to estimate the coherence of personality

intra-individually from functional cross-level consis-

tencies (cf. Fajkowska, 2013, 2015). We consider

cross-layer coherence to be an important direction

for future research, as we discuss in greater detail

later.
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Limitations and Future Directions

One limitation of the present research concerns our
selection of the coherence indicators and criterion
variables. We intended to obtain the widest possible
array of coherence indicators, but we succeeded in
covering the different layers of development in vary-
ing degrees of detail. For instance, whereas we were
able to obtain 11 distinct person-as-agent indicators
of coherence, our person-as-author indicators of
coherence were derived from a more limited sample
of three personal memories. Although it is common
for researchers to rely on a subset of participants’
memories instead of their entire life stories (Adler
et al., 2017), it is important to recognize that our
assessments of coherence varied in quality and
detail across layers of development. In turn, our cri-
terion variables differed in the extent to which they
overlapped methodologically with the coherence indi-
cators. For instance, the narrative and ego develop-
ment tasks both involved coders who rated the
quality of written text. While these tasks were
assigned to different sets of coders, who were trained
to rate different textual attributes (i.e., the context,
chronology, and thematic structure of personal
memories vs. the complexity, differentiation, and inte-
gration expressed in open-ended responses on a
sentence-completion task), it is possible that their
associations were due to some methodologically rele-
vant third variable (e.g., general cognitive ability).
Future research should endeavor to assess indicators
of personality coherence at comparable levels of
methodological breadth and depth across develop-
mental layers, and to relate these coherence indicators
to criterion variables that have been assessed through
multiple methods.

Another limitation of the present research, and a
critical direction for future research, concerns the
question of how to conceptualize the opposing end
of the coherence continuum. In the present research,
we coded narrative coherence on a unipolar scale
ranging from 0 to 3; we asked participants to rate
their horizontal goal coherence on bipolar scales
ranging from –2 to 2 and to rate their vertical goal
coherence as well as the autonomous and controlled
dimensions of self-congruence on unipolar scales
ranging from 1 to 7; and we asked participants to
rate their interpersonal characteristics on unipolar
scales ranging either from 1 to 5 (traits) or from 0
to 4 (values), which we in turn used to calculate
within-person congruence coefficients that could
range on a standardized bipolar scale of –1 to 1. As
such, the instruments differ widely in how they define
the absence or opposite of coherence. The challenge
for developing any indicator of personality coherence
is how best to develop static representations of what
are fundamentally dynamic, integrative processes.
Personality conflict might not represent the opposing
end of a coherence continuum, but rather constitute

the impetus for integration and an opportunity for
growth (Di Domenico et al., 2013; Di Domenico
et al., 2016; Ryan, 1995). As integrative processes
concern operations that unfold over time, future
research should prospectively examine the role of
within-person conflicts in the dynamics and develop-
ment of personality coherence, and how the identifi-
cation of such conflicts within the self gives rise to a
need for personality re-organization to reduce the
sense of incoherence.

A primary goal of the present research was to
determine whether the components of personality
coherence become more conspicuously inter-
correlated among midlife adults, in comparison to
our earlier research with adolescents and emerging
adults (Fournier et al., 2018). We pursued this goal
by obtaining a sample of middle-aged participants,
and comparing the findings from this midlife sample
to those from our younger sample. As the person-as-
agent and person-as-author components were mod-
estly negatively correlated in our earlier research, we
cautiously interpreted our present findings as evi-
dence that components of personality coherence are
more strongly inter-correlated among older than
younger adults. That said, a more stringent test of
this hypothesis would have involved collecting sam-
ples of both emerging and middle-aged adults and
then explicitly testing whether the pattern of correla-
tions differed significantly by age cohort. An even
more stringent test would have involved a prospective
design, in which indicators of personality coherence
could be collected repeatedly over time and their
growth functions could be explicitly modelled. Only
prospective designs can conclusively determine
whether the components of personality coherence
identified here become increasingly inter-correlated
over time.

As we conclude our consideration of how indica-
tors of personality coherence correlate across layers
of personality development, we want to outline three
directions for future research relating to the concept
of cross-level coherence. First, as individuals differ in
the extent to which they incorporate information
relating to their traits and goals into the content of
their life stories (McLean & Fournier, 2008), one
direction for future research would be to broaden
the range of person-as-author coherence dimensions
to include the extent to which individuals draw nar-
rative links to their characteristics at the person-as-
actor and person-as-agent layers. Second, just as the
assessment of actor coherence involved a consider-
ation of how consistently individuals manifest their
traits across different relational contexts, the assess-
ment of both agent and author coherence could be
broadened to consider how consistently individuals
pursue the same goals and narrate the same themes
across differing relational contexts (Dunlop et al.,
2013). A third and final future research direction
would be to consider how personality contents
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across different layers of development combine and

interact—in other words, how some people’s traits

serve to advance their goals, or how some people’s

goals serve to advance their life stories. For instance,

extraversion might direct people’s behavior toward

the attainment of social goals, which in turn might

serve to elaborate and consolidate communal

themes in people’s life stories. In contrast, conscien-

tiousness might direct people’s behavior toward the

attainment of occupational goals, which in turn might

serve to elaborate and consolidate agentic themes in

people’s life stories. Such findings would be in keep-

ing with the channeling hypothesis, which holds that

people’s traits should direct the manner in which their

social motives are expressed in behavior (Winter

et al., 1998). Cross-layer coherence may be evident

in the ways that personality contents at different

layers of development interact synergistically in the

prediction of consequential life outcomes.

Conclusion

Beyond the question of what characteristics a person

has (i.e., the question of content), there is the question

of how those characteristics are configured (i.e., the

question of coherence). Although the content dimen-

sions of personality (i.e., the Big Five) were found to

contribute to prediction of outcomes (i.e., subjective

well-being, autonomous functioning, ego develop-

ment), components capturing the coherence of per-

sonality were found to contribute incrementally to

prediction. The components that we identified suggest

that personality coherence is organized by develop-

mental layer, and hence that the problem of person-

ality coherence is multidimensional. Coherence of

action was significantly correlated with coherence

of both agency and authorship, but the coherence of

agency and the coherence of authorship were them-

selves uncorrelated. The controlled aspects of coher-

ence coalesced into their own component and

captured the perils of personality coherence attained

through forces outside of the self. Subsequent

research should focus on specifying the underlying

integrative processes that give rise to personality

coherence, identifying the role of within-person con-

flict in these integrative processes, and examining how

personality contents combine and interact across

developmental layers in the prediction of consequen-

tial life outcomes.
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Note

1. A final question that we considered was whether findings

for the person-as-actor constructs could be attributed to

the effects of normative or distinctive congruence.

Whereas normative personality refers to the character-

istics of the average person, distinctive personality refers

to the ways in which a specific person’s characteristics

differ from the average. There is reason to believe that

the normative personality profile is fundamentally well

adjusted (Letzring, 2008; Wood et al., 2007). We there-

fore calculated both normative and distinctive indicators

of trait-behavior, value-behavior, and value-trait coher-

ence to ascertain upon which the present findings

depend. First, we calculated the normative profiles on

the IPIP-IPC (traits) and the CSIV (values) by respec-

tively averaging participants’ octant scores. Then, we cal-

culated distinctive IPIP-IPC and CSIV profiles for each

participant from the difference between each of their

octant scores and the octant scores of the normative pro-

file. Indicators of normative and distinctive actor coher-

ence were calculated by re-running the within-person

profile correlations, using either the sample’s normative

profile or each participant’s distinctive profile instead of

participants’ original trait and value profiles. As the nor-

mative and distinctive composites were positively corre-

lated, r(415)¼ .30, 95% CI [.21, .38], p< .001, we tested

the composites together in order to determine their

unique contributions. We found significant effects for

normative actor coherence, b¼ 0.40, SE¼ 0.055,

t¼ 7.35, p< .001, but not distinctive actor coherence,

b¼ 0.05, SE¼ 0.051, t¼ 0.93, p¼ .354, in the prediction

of subjective well-being, for both normative actor coher-

ence, b¼ 0.12, SE¼ 0.029, t¼ 4.35, p< .001, and distinc-

tive actor coherence, b¼ 0.19, SE¼ 0.026, t¼ 7.26,

p< .001, in the prediction of autonomous functioning,

and for both normative actor coherence, b¼ 0.08,

SE¼ 0.025, t¼ 3.39, p< .001, and distinctive actor

coherence, b¼ 0.11, SE¼ 0.023, t¼ 4.75, p< .001, in

the prediction of ego development.
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across different layers of development combine and

interact—in other words, how some people’s traits

serve to advance their goals, or how some people’s

goals serve to advance their life stories. For instance,

extraversion might direct people’s behavior toward

the attainment of social goals, which in turn might

serve to elaborate and consolidate communal

themes in people’s life stories. In contrast, conscien-

tiousness might direct people’s behavior toward the

attainment of occupational goals, which in turn might

serve to elaborate and consolidate agentic themes in

people’s life stories. Such findings would be in keep-

ing with the channeling hypothesis, which holds that

people’s traits should direct the manner in which their

social motives are expressed in behavior (Winter

et al., 1998). Cross-layer coherence may be evident

in the ways that personality contents at different

layers of development interact synergistically in the

prediction of consequential life outcomes.

Conclusion

Beyond the question of what characteristics a person

has (i.e., the question of content), there is the question

of how those characteristics are configured (i.e., the

question of coherence). Although the content dimen-

sions of personality (i.e., the Big Five) were found to

contribute to prediction of outcomes (i.e., subjective

well-being, autonomous functioning, ego develop-

ment), components capturing the coherence of per-

sonality were found to contribute incrementally to

prediction. The components that we identified suggest

that personality coherence is organized by develop-

mental layer, and hence that the problem of person-

ality coherence is multidimensional. Coherence of

action was significantly correlated with coherence

of both agency and authorship, but the coherence of

agency and the coherence of authorship were them-

selves uncorrelated. The controlled aspects of coher-

ence coalesced into their own component and

captured the perils of personality coherence attained

through forces outside of the self. Subsequent

research should focus on specifying the underlying

integrative processes that give rise to personality

coherence, identifying the role of within-person con-

flict in these integrative processes, and examining how

personality contents combine and interact across

developmental layers in the prediction of consequen-

tial life outcomes.
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istics of the average person, distinctive personality refers

to the ways in which a specific person’s characteristics

differ from the average. There is reason to believe that

the normative personality profile is fundamentally well

adjusted (Letzring, 2008; Wood et al., 2007). We there-

fore calculated both normative and distinctive indicators

of trait-behavior, value-behavior, and value-trait coher-

ence to ascertain upon which the present findings

depend. First, we calculated the normative profiles on

the IPIP-IPC (traits) and the CSIV (values) by respec-

tively averaging participants’ octant scores. Then, we cal-

culated distinctive IPIP-IPC and CSIV profiles for each

participant from the difference between each of their

octant scores and the octant scores of the normative pro-

file. Indicators of normative and distinctive actor coher-

ence were calculated by re-running the within-person

profile correlations, using either the sample’s normative

profile or each participant’s distinctive profile instead of

participants’ original trait and value profiles. As the nor-

mative and distinctive composites were positively corre-

lated, r(415)¼ .30, 95% CI [.21, .38], p< .001, we tested

the composites together in order to determine their

unique contributions. We found significant effects for

normative actor coherence, b¼ 0.40, SE¼ 0.055,

t¼ 7.35, p< .001, but not distinctive actor coherence,

b¼ 0.05, SE¼ 0.051, t¼ 0.93, p¼ .354, in the prediction

of subjective well-being, for both normative actor coher-

ence, b¼ 0.12, SE¼ 0.029, t¼ 4.35, p< .001, and distinc-

tive actor coherence, b¼ 0.19, SE¼ 0.026, t¼ 7.26,

p< .001, in the prediction of autonomous functioning,

and for both normative actor coherence, b¼ 0.08,

SE¼ 0.025, t¼ 3.39, p< .001, and distinctive actor

coherence, b¼ 0.11, SE¼ 0.023, t¼ 4.75, p< .001, in

the prediction of ego development.
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