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Abstract

Generativity is an adult’s concern for and commitment to promoting the well-being of future generations. Analyzing
lengthy life-narrative interviews of late-midlife adults, we examined the extent to which a particular kind of life story
is empirically linked to self-report measures of generativity and other indices of psychosocial adaptation in midlife.
The results showed that highly generative adults are significantly more likely than their less-generative counterparts to
construe their lives as variations on a prototypical redemption narrative, wherein the story’s protagonist (a) enjoys an
early advantage in life, (b) exhibits sensitivity to the suffering of other people, (¢) develops a clear moral framework,
(d) repeatedly transforms negative scenes into positive outcomes, and (e) pursues prosocial goals for the future. The
psychological and cultural features of redemptive life stories are considered, as are the problems and potentialities of

life-narrative research in psychological science.

Keywords

adult development, autobiographical memory, personality, well-being

Received 8/4/14; Revision accepted 12/23/14

In his famous stage model of human development,
Erikson (1963) identified generativity as the central psy-
chosocial challenge of middle adulthood. Generativity is
an adult’s concern for and commitment to promoting the
growth and well-being of future generations through par-
enting, teaching, mentoring, institutional involvement,
and a range of other social behaviors (McAdams, 2013a).
Those midlife adults, Erikson argued, who make a posi-
tive contribution to the next generation are likely to
experience positive mental health. By contrast, men and
women who repeatedly fail to be generative, or for whom
generative inclinations never rise to the psychological
fore, are likely to experience stagnation, self-preoccupa-
tion, and relatively poor psychosocial adjustment in the
midlife years.

Consistent with Erikson’s claims, a growing body of
empirical research shows that in midlife adults, high lev-
els of generativity are significantly associated with posi-
tive parenting styles (Peterson, Smirles, & Wentworth,
1997), the inculcation of moral values and prosocial ten-
dencies in children (Peterson, 2006; Pratt, Norris, Arnold,
& Filyer, 1999), political participation and community
volunteerism (Hart, McAdams, Hirsch, & Bauer, 2001),
leadership (Zacher, Rosing, Henning, & Frese, 2011), and
a broad and positive sense of societal engagement (Cox,

Wilt, Olson, & McAdams, 2010; Rossi, 2001). Empirical
support for a positive link between generativity and men-
tal health in the adult years is also strong (McAdams,
2013a; McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992).

A noteworthy line of research has examined the ways
in which highly generative adults narrate their lives
(McAdams, 2013b). Studies suggest that adults who score
high on self-report measures of generativity are more
likely than their less-generative counterparts to recall and
narrate important life events that follow a redemption
sequence—a negative scene turns positive, and experi-
ences of adversity or suffering eventually lead to positive,
growth-inducing outcomes (McAdams, Diamond, de St.
Aubin, & Mansfield, 1997, McAdams, Reynolds, Lewis,
Patten, & Bowman, 2001; Walker & Frimer, 2007).
Recalling the past in redemptive terms may reinforce
generative commitments by sustaining the adult’s morale
and perseverance in the face of the difficult challenges
that generative involvements often present. Indeed, stud-
ies of redemption sequences in life narratives dovetail
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with research on benefit finding (Affleck & Tennen, 1996)
and meaning making for stressful events (Park, 2010),
converging on the idea that finding positive meanings in
negative experiences may yield dividends for psychoso-
cial development, psychological well-being, and health.

We propose that the simple theme of redemption may
be part of a larger and diverse suite of psychological
motifs that, taken together, form a narrative prototype for
the generative life, especially as construed in American
society (McAdams, 2013b). Qualitative case studies
(Andrews, 1991; Colby & Damon, 1992), analyses of his-
torical and cultural texts (McAdams, 2013b), and scat-
tered but incomplete empirical findings (e.g., McAdams
et al., 1997) suggest that highly generative American
adults tend to understand their own lives as heroic tales
of mission and transformation, wherein a gifted and mor-
ally steadfast protagonist journeys forth into a dangerous
world, turning bad into good and giving back to society
for early blessings received. From the Massachusetts Bay
Puritans to Oprah, Americans have historically conveyed
this kind of narrative through Horatio Alger (“rags to
riches”) stories, tales of the American dream, and canoni-
cal American stories of religious conversion, emancipa-
tion, and recovery (McAdams, 2013b). Identifying this
broad narrative prototype as the redemptive self, McAdams
(2013b) delineated five independent psychological
themes that, taken together, characterize this quintessen-
tially American story about how to live a good life: ()
early advantage (the protagonist is singled out for posi-
tive distinction), (b) sensitivity to suffering (the protago-
nist is moved by the suffering of other people or by
oppression, inequality, or some other social ilD), (¢c) moral
steadfastness (a strong moral framework guides the pro-
tagonist’s actions), (e) redemption sequences (negative
events turn positive), and (e) prosocial goals (the pro-
tagonist expressly aims to improve the lives of other peo-
ple or society more generally).

The current study is the first rigorously designed
empirical assessment of the extent to which this narrative
prototype characterizes the life stories told by highly gen-
erative American adults. With respect to its conceptual
contribution, the study goes well beyond the focus on
the single theme of redemption (e.g., McAdams et al.,
2001) to encompass the broad, five-theme narrative pro-
totype outlined above. With respect to methodology, the
inquiry is virtually unique in psychological science for its
application of rigorous, content-analytic procedures to
such a rich and extended corpus of life-narrative data,
with each of the 157 research participants providing the
kind of lengthy life-narrative account typically found in
an intensive case study. Aggregating scores for each of
the five independent themes across 12 discrete segments
of each life-story interview, we examined the extent to
which varying degrees of correspondence to the broad

redemptive-self prototype relate to independent assess-
ments of generativity and related constructs indicative of
psychological health and societal engagement at midlife.

With its focus on the stories people construct to make
meaning of their lives, the current study reflects the
recent upsurge of research interest in the concept of nar-
rative identity (Adler, 2012; McAdams & McLean, 2013;
McLean, Pasupathi, & Pals, 2007). A person’s narrative
identity is the internalized and evolving story that the
person has constructed regarding how he or she has
become the person that he or she is becoming. As such,
the story is a subjective, psychosocial construction rather
than a veridical rendering of the past—the person’s idio-
syncratic way of making narrative meaning out of life. In
narrative identity, the person reconstructs the past and
imagines the future as an ongoing story with setting,
scenes, characters, plots, and themes. The content and
structure of the story are strongly shaped by personal
experience (Josselson, 2009) and culture (Hammack,
2008). While providing the person’s life with a sense of
coherence and temporal continuity, narrative identity
also serves as a psychological resource in daily life. There
are many different kinds of narrative identities. We
hypothesize that the five-theme prototype examined
here—identified as the redemptive self—should be espe-
cially prevalent in the life stories told by American adults
who score high on measures of generativity and display
the consonant tendencies of good mental health and pos-
itive societal engagement.

Method

The data for the present study came from 157 intensive
case studies of late-midlife adults collected as part of a
longitudinal study of adult personality development (see
Manczak, Zapata-Gietl, & McAdams, 2014). Each partici-
pant was individually interviewed for 2 to 3 hr according
to a standardized life-story protocol adapted from previ-
ous studies of narrative identity. Participants also com-
pleted a series of online self-report measures prior to
their interviews, including a demographic questionnaire
and four scales designed to assess individual differences
in generativity and overall psychosocial adaptation. The
four scales tapped into the extent to which the adult was
positively involved in prosocial family and societal activi-
ties, as well as overall self-reported mental health and
well-being.

Participants

A total of 157 individuals (63.6% female, 36.4% male)
ranging in age from 55 to 57 years in 2009 to 2010 were
recruited from the greater Chicago, Illinois, area by a
social-science research firm aiming to generate a
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nonclinical sample of community adults with a roughly
equal split between White and African American indi-
viduals. Accordingly, 55% of participants described them-
selves as White, 43% as African American, 1% as
interracial, and 1% as “other.” Annual household incomes
ranged from under $25,000 to more than $300,000, with
a median income of $75,000 to $100,000 in 2009 to 2010.
Arranging family income figures on a linear 10-point
scale, we found that White participants had significantly
higher incomes than African Americans, #155) = 6.021,
P <.001, d = 0.96. The majority of the sample was college
educated: 5% received a high school diploma only, 27%
attended some college, 24% graduated college, and 44%
had some graduate education. Though Whites had
slightly higher education levels than African Americans,
the difference was not statistically significant.

Self-report measures

Generativity. To measure generativity, we used the
Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS; McAdams & de St. Aubin,
1992), a 20-item self-report scale designed to assess the
extent to which an adult is concerned about and actively
involved in promoting the well-being of future genera-
tions. The participant rates each item on a 4-point scale
ranging from 0 (never applies to me) to 3 (always applies
to me). Representative items include “I try to pass along
knowledge I have gained through my experiences,” and
“I feel as though my contributions will exist after I die.”
An extensive body of research attests to the sound psy-
chometric properties and construct validity of the LGS,
showing that high levels of generativity predict positive
parenting behaviors, social-support and friendship net-
works, volunteerism, civic engagement, and self-reported
psychological well-being (McAdams, 2013a).

Public-service motivation. The extent to which each
participant was attracted to the public interest, commit-
ted to the common good of society, and willing to subor-
dinate personal concerns for the well-being of society
was measured by the 24-item Public Service Motivation
Scale (PSMS-24; Perry, 1996). Responses are made on a
scale from 1 to 5; the possible range of scores is 24 to
120, with higher numbers indicating greater motivation.
Evidence for the reliability and construct validity of the
PSMS-24 is reviewed by Coursey, Perry, Brudney, and Lit-
tlepage (2008).

Psychological well-being. Participants’ psychological
well-being was measured using the 42-item, multidimen-
sional Psychological Well-Being scale developed by Ryff
and Keyes (1995). This measure assesses overall well-
being with six subscales: Self-Acceptance, Environmental
Mastery, Purpose in Life, Positive Relations With Others,

Personal Growth, and Autonomy. Each item is rated on a
scale from 1 to 0, with greater well-being indexed by
higher scores; the possible range is 42 to 252.

Depression. The second edition of the Beck Depres-
sion Inventory (BDI-II; Beck, Steer, & Brown, 1996) was
used to assess depressive symptoms that occurred in the
2 weeks prior to the study. The BDI-II is widely used in
studies of both psychiatric and nonpsychiatric popula-
tions (Roelofs et al., 2013).

Life-story interviews

Each participant was individually interviewed by a grad-
uate student or postdoctoral fellow trained to administer
the Life Story Interview (McAdams, 2008). The inter-
viewer asks the participant to think about his or her life
as if it were a book or novel, complete with chapters, key
scenes, characters, and themes. In the current study, we
considered lengthy narrative responses for 12 discrete
segments of the interview (approximately 70% of the
total interview content), in which the participant
described features of his or her remembered past (9 seg-
ments) and imagined future (3 segments). The 12 inter-
view segments, in sequence, asked the participant (a) to
give a brief plot summary of the main chapters in the life
story, and then to provide detailed narrative accounts of
(b) a high-point scene (happiest episode in life), (¢) a
low-point scene, (d) a turning-point scene, (e) a positive
early memory, (f) a negative early memory, (g) a vivid
adult memory, (h) an experience of wisdom, (i) a reli-
gious or spiritual scene, (j) the next chapter in life
(future), (k) dreams and hopes for the future, and (D) an
anticipated project or avocation for the future.

All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed
into Microsoft Word documents. The typed transcripts of
the 12 segments ranged in total length from 5,050 to
26,176 words (M = 11,647.9, SD = 4,028.2). Each of the
12 segments was subsequently analyzed for the five main
themes composing the redemptive-self prototype. For
comparison’s sake, the 12 segments were also coded for
two well-validated constructs—contamination sequences
(Adler, Kissel, & McAdams, 2006) and instances of mean-
ing making (McLean & Pratt, 2006)—derived from the
empirical literature on narrative identity, both of which
were presumed to be unrelated to generativity. For each
thematic coding category, at least two independent cod-
ers, blind to identifying information for all participants,
determined the presence (a score of 1) or absence (a
score of 0) of the corresponding theme in each of the
12 segments. Ultimately, theme scores were aggregated
across the 12 segments to arrive at a total estimate (rang-
ing hypothetically from 0 to 12) of the strength and
salience of the given theme in the life story. For each
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thematic category, the means of the coders’ correspond-
ing total scores were ultimately used for subsequent data
analysis.

The five main themes of the redemptive self were
defined as follows:

1. Early advantage: The narrator indicates that he or
she has experienced an advantage or distinction
(physical, material, psychological, relational, or
social) that singles him or her out for special posi-
tive attention. The narrator suggests that the
advantage was experienced early in life or reflects
an inherent, long-term quality or position. For
individual coding decisions (the presence vs.
absence of theme per episode), the reliability was
Kk = .61; the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC)
between coders was .63 across all 12 segments.

2. Sensitivity to suffering: The narrator expresses
awareness of or sympathy for the pain or prob-
lems that other people experience, or shows a
sensitivity to social injustice, inequality, or other
perils, dangers, or broad problems in society (cod-
ing reliability: k = .82, ICC = .80).

3. Moral steadfastness: The narrator indicates that
religious, ethical, or political values, beliefs, and
principles are especially strong and motivating
factors in his or her life. The narrator may empha-
size the importance of these values, their clarity
and coherence, or their long duration (coding reli-
ability: k = .84, ICC = .78).

4. Redemption sequences: The narrator describes a
movement from a demonstrably negative situation
to a positive outcome. The redemptive move may
either occur in the real-time sequence described
in the original episode or represent a positive
interpretation of the original negative scene that
the narrator formulated after the scene occurred
(coding reliability: k = .71, ICC = .78).

5. Prosocial goals: The narrator describes the pursuit
of goals in an effort to benefit other people
(beyond his or her own family members) or con-
tribute to the advancement of society (coding reli-
ability: k = .83, ICC = .83).

For comparison’s sake, the two additional categories
were coded as follows:

6. Contamination sequences: Following McAdams et
al. (1997), coders examined each scene for a
movement from a demonstrably positive situation
to a negative outcome. The initial positive experi-
ence was subsequently ruined by a negative turn
of events. Previous life-narrative studies have
shown that contamination sequences tend to be

associated with depression and low life satisfac-
tion (Adler et al., 2006; coding reliability: k = .72,
ICC = .65).

7. Meaning making: Adapting a system from McLean
and Pratt (20006), we asked coders to examine
each scene for whether or not the participant
derived a general meaning about the self or about
life from the specific scene described. In meaning
making, the narrator draws a concrete lesson or a
more abstract insight from an autobiographical
memory (coding reliability: k = .87, ICC = .75).

It should be noted that life-story interviews like the
current version invariably suggest to the participant a
particular form for life—one in which life may be seen as
dividing into chapters and as punctuated by key indi-
vidual scenes that stand out in memory. The extent to
which such a construction is indeed a “natural” form for
autobiographical memory has been thoroughly debated
in the narrative literature for three decades (Josselson,
2009; McAdams, 2013b), with the consensus strongly
favoring the idea that most people in Western societies
find such an organizational format for their own lives to
be highly congenial and at least somewhat reflective of
how they naturally think about who they are and how
their life has unfolded over time (Hammack, 2008).

Results

Three of the four self-report measures of psychosocial
adaptation—generativity, public-service motivation, and
psychological well-being—were strongly positively inter-
correlated (s = .42-.56, ps < .001). Not surprisingly,
depression was negatively associated with the other three:
The strongest correlation was found for the relation
between depression and psychological well-being (r =
—-.61, p < .001), and the weakest correlation, which was
nonsignificant, was found for the relation between depres-
sion and public-service motivation (r = —.13, p = .11).

As in other studies (e.g., Hart et al., 2001), African
American adults (M = 45.6, SD = 8.6) scored significantly
higher than White adults (M = 41.2, SD = 8.5) on genera-
tivity, #155) = 3.17, p < .01, d = 0.51. Also, African
Americans (M = 211.7, SD = 24.2) scored significantly
higher than Whites (M = 195.5, SD = 26.4) on psychologi-
cal well-being, #(155) = 4.01, p < .001, d = 0.64. In addi-
tion, African Americans (M = 91.9, SD = 10.4) scored
significantly higher than Whites (M = 84.6, SD = 12.3) on
public-service motivation, #(155) = 3.99, p < .001, d = 0.64.

For the entire sample (Whites and African Americans
combined), education level and family income were
unrelated to the four self-report measures of psychoso-
cial adaptation, with the exception of a negative associa-
tion between income and depression (r = —.21, p < .05).
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However, income was positively and significantly associ-
ated with psychological well-being within each of the
two race subsamples, which reveals a suppressing effect
of race (Whites: r = .31, p < .01; African Americans: r =
.30, p < .0D). In other words, whereas African Americans
had significantly lower family incomes, they had signifi-
cantly higher levels of psychological well-being com-
pared with Whites, which ended wup statistically
suppressing the positive effect of income on well-being
when the entire sample was taken as a whole. Among
African Americans (but not among Whites), moreover,
income was positively associated with generativity (r =
.25, p < .05). Education was unrelated to the four self-
report indices of psychosocial adaptation, though among
African Americans, higher levels of education were posi-
tively associated with both greater generativity (r = .30,
p < .05) and higher public-service motivation (r = .24,
P <.05). Gender was significantly related to psychological
well-being only, with women (M = 207.3, SD = 24.9) scor-
ing significantly higher on psychological well-being than
men (M =195.7, SD = 26.1), €(155) = 2.76, p < .01, d = 0.39.

Total scores (summing across 12 interview segments)
for the five themes of the redemptive-self prototype
showed generally modest positive intercorrelations
(mean r = .23 for the 10 correlation coefficients), with the
exception of a very low association (r = .01) between the
themes of early advantage and redemption sequences
and a high association (r = .51, p < .001) between sensi-
tivity to suffering and prosocial goals. Most of the five
themes were not statistically related to the two additional
narrative indices employed in the study: contamination
sequences and meaning making. Length of interview
protocol (number of words) was significantly associated
with the narrative indices of early advantage (r = .16,
p < .05), contamination sequences (r = .16, p < .05), and
meaning making (r = .26, p < .0D).

With respect to gender differences in life stories,
women (M = 1.93, SD = 1.10) expressed more instances
of early advantage in their interviews than did men (M =
1.54, SD = 1.16), 1(155) = 2.12, p < .05, d = 0.35. Women’s
interviews (M = 1.52, SD = 1.16) also revealed higher
levels of prosocial goals than men’s did (M = 1.11, SD =
1.34), 1(155) = 1.99, p < .05, d = 0.33. For race/ethnicity,
African Americans, on average, showed twice as many
instances of moral steadfastness (M = 2.44, SD = 1.51) as
did White adults (M = 1.22, SD = 1.15), «(152) = 5.71,
p <.001, d=0.92. African Americans’ scores on the nar-
rative theme of prosocial goals were also significantly
higher (M = 1.83, SD = 1.46) than those of Whites (M =
0.99, SD = 0.90), £152) = 4.39, p < .001, d = .71.

Table 1 displays correlations between self-report indi-
ces of psychosocial adaptation and narrative themes as
well as results from a series of multiple regression analy-
ses wherein education, income, gender, race, interview

length, and one of the seven narrative themes were
entered each time to predict one of the four self-report
indices. Results are also displayed for a total psychoso-
cial-adaptation index (summing the standard scores for
each of the four self-report variables, with depression
scores reverse-scored) and a total thematic index for the
redemptive-self prototype (summing the standard scores
for the five main narrative themes of the redemptive self).

In strong support of the study’s hypothesis, all five
themes composing the redemptive-self prototype, as well
as the summary composite, were positively and signifi-
cantly associated with self-reported generativity. The
regression results for these five themes mirrored the cor-
relations, with the strongest associations with generativity
emerging for the theme of prosocial goals. The compos-
ite of all five themes showed a highly robust relationship
with generativity (» = .49, p < .001). Moreover, a multiple
regression analysis in which the aforementioned demo-
graphic variables, interview length, and all five of the
redemptive-self themes were entered simultaneously in
the statistical prediction of generativity yielded a multiple
R of 525, with statistically significant individual b values
for the themes of early advantage, redemption sequences,
and prosocial goals. By contrast, generativity was unre-
lated to the narrative themes of contamination sequences
and meaning making.

Table 1 also shows that the five narrative themes com-
posing the redemptive-self prototype were positively and
significantly associated with psychological well-being,
and three of them (sensitivity to suffering, moral stead-
fastness, and prosocial goals) were related positively to
public-service motivation. However, the five themes were
weakly and inconsistently related to depression. The nar-
rative indices of contamination sequences and meaning
making were unrelated to psychological well-being, public-
service motivation, and depression, with one exception:
The regression analysis showed that the number of con-
tamination sequences in the life-story interview was sig-
nificantly associated (p < .05) with increased levels of
self-reported depression. Previous research has also doc-
umented an association between contamination themes
and depression (Adler et al., 2006).

Discussion

This is the first large-scale empirical study to demonstrate
that constructing a particular kind of story about one’s
life in full has a robust statistical linkage with indepen-
dent indices of psychosocial adaptation. Previous
research on narrative identity has demonstrated associa-
tions between individual themes or tendencies in life
stories (such as the single theme of a redemption sequence)
and self-report measures of well-being, mental health,
and the like (e.g., Bauer, McAdams, & Sakaeda, 2005;

Downloaded from pss.sagepub.com at LSU Health New Orleans on April 1, 2015


http://pss.sagepub.com/

100" > Qe 'TO" > G 'CO° > s

“S[EATOIUL 2OUDPLUOD 94CG e s1ase( ul sroquiny “uoneidepe [eosoyd4sd jo saorpur
110d21-J]9s 211 JO 2UO JO sI0IPaId Se MIIATUT JO YISUD| PUE ‘QOBI ‘IOPUIS ‘[9AD] UONEINPD ‘DQWODUT UM SUOJE PIIOIUD SEM SOWY) JANEITEU ) JO UO ‘SISA[EUE UOISSIIZOI YOBD UJ 210N

[€0T0o-1 oz ‘t1=1  [90%00-] 8T '¢r—] [€z'8T1-] (8T 'sT-]  [F1900-]1 LT ‘sT=]  [€T°Z0-] (92 ‘90-]
6900 Y0 SN0 0 €S0 10’ 7LE0 10 8%<°0 or Sunjew Surueay
[2°0 ‘9°0-] (L0 ‘T -] [8'T ‘T°0] (62" ‘20— [2'T ‘09-] (80" ‘¥l €T ‘0] (60" ‘OT"—] €T ‘TT-] 8T ‘T1-]
¥2C0— LO'= 8160 148 0Tyc— 80— LTT0— 70— 0220 €0 soouanbas uoneurEIUO)
SOWIDY]) SANEIIEU JOUIO
8T %1l 65 9¢1  [20‘T¢-l [0 ‘6T-] [Tz T8l [¢s ‘Lzl For‘Tyl (1S ¢ [1°6 ‘8%l [09 L]
8T1'C w8V 45148 b 1 L99FT w0 8LT L —aY 9569 —a ansodwo)
(1T %0l [1¢ 971 [Lo‘o1-1 11 ‘¢z -] 78 ‘6’1l v 611 9% ‘<1l Ly ‘0T’] VA [cs ‘621
19L°0 - Wio— 90— TS - $20°¢ s/ € 019'C 0¥ S[EOS [B1080I (]
[£0T0] [9¢" 90°] (toz1-]  [10° '8z (L6 ¢c0] (L€ “L07] OT0T-1 61 ‘01—l 7'z ‘c0l l6€ ‘T1']
LS0 #:CC 655°0— 4 €L6T #:CC Z1¢0 70 881 9T soouanbas uondwopay
(60 ‘T°0] (1% ‘1] o=l [c1 81— (89 ‘1'1] (L€ ‘607] 6¢TT Oy “LT1] [€z¢ol (8¢ ‘T1]
9%<°0 - 09¢ 0— Y0 = ¥86°¢ wCT S6¥'C —e LTCT ST SSOUISEJPEAIS [EION
[T°T €0 9y ‘611 60'60-] [€T ‘0c-] [T, T0-] [6€ ‘60 s ‘6Tl [0S ‘0] 9¢ Tl [L¥ ‘8T]
£89°0 - 9000 ¥0'— S6S°¢ w T 6SS°¢ - 68¢'C s/ € Sutioyns 01 ANANISUSS
1T ‘¢0l [y €11 [10-'81-] [c0—‘ze-] (L8 °8T] [6¢" ‘011 [0€¢ %0-1 (9T %0—] 7€ ‘6°0] €y V1]
999°0 w0 8C v6'0— 61— €TTs ST 0LT'T 1 s1C w0 8C ofejueape Ajrey
sowy) Jjos-oandwopay
q A q A q A q A q A owaY) pue A10391e)
ansodwon uorssaxdoa(] SUI(-[[oM [EDISOJOUIASJ  UONEBATIOW DIIAIIS-OI(N ] ArAnerouan

uoneidepe Terosoyd4sd jo xopur odar-jlog

SAOTATIIUT

KI0IG-9JIT UT SoWAY [, 2ANeIIEN put uoneldepy [BI00SOUIAsJ JO sad1pu] odoy-J[og usamiag SUONE[dY 0] SINSY UOIssaI3ay o[dn[ny pue [euoneP1io) T J[qel,

Downloaded from pss.sagepub.com at LSU Health New Orleans on April 1, 2015


http://pss.sagepub.com/

Narrating the Generative Life

Tavernier & Willoughby, 2012). Beyond case studies
(Colby & Damon, 1992), qualitative explorations (Tuval-
Mashiach, 2006), and analyses of cultural and historical
texts (McAdams, 2013b), however, no previous research
in psychological science has cast an empirical eye on the
full multifaceted narrative of a person’s life—a particular
kind of story about life with a particular kind of begin-
ning, middle, and anticipated ending.

The results from the current study show that highly
generative (caring and productive) midlife adults are
much more likely than their less-generative counter-
parts to narrate their lives as variations on this five-
theme prototype. The same kind of life story is also
associated with increased levels of public-service moti-
vation and psychological well-being but is unrelated to
depression. Thus, the prototype of the redemptive self
appears to be a life-story format that is deeply impli-
cated in healthy psychosocial adaptation in the midlife
years. While direct observations of caring and produc-
tive behavior were not obtained, previous research has
shown that measures of generativity and public-service
motivation are strongly associated with actual behaviors
indicative of positive parenting, volunteerism, civic
engagement, and a generally prosocial approach to life
(e.g., Coursey et al., 2008; Rossi, 2001). Finally, two
well-validated narrative constructs that are not part of
the redemptive-self pattern—contamination sequences
and meaning making—appeared to be unrelated to lev-
els of psychosocial adaptation at midlife, with the
exception of a modest association between contamina-
tion sequences and depression.

Research on narrative identity is based on the assump-
tion that people draw on their own life stories to make
sense of their lives and to cope with life’s challenges
(McAdams & McLean, 2013). As internalized and evolving
narrative structures, life stories are psychological
resources that can be used to accomplish many different
ends. Redemptive life stories of the kind examined in the
current study would appear to be well-suited for support-
ing a generative adult’s efforts to have a positive impact
on the next generation, at least in American society. The
story tells the adult that he or she enjoyed an early advan-
tage or blessing in life that, when combined with sensi-
tivity to the suffering of other people, may set up a kind
of moral challenge: “I am blessed, but others suffer.”
Commitment to promoting the well-being of future gen-
erations may be reinforced by the life-narrative theme of
moral steadfastness, as the narrator grounds the pursuit
of generative goals in a strong personal ideology.
Moreover, the story’s emphasis on redemption sequences
affirms the adult’s hope that the hard work and daunting
challenges that generativity presents—raising children,
working for change in the community, trying to make a
positive difference in the world—will ultimately bring

positive outcomes: Today’s defeats will turn into tomor-
row’s victories (McAdams, 2013b).

Finally, the theme of prosocial goals extends genera-
tive commitments into the envisioned future. Reflected in
the fact that prosocial goals showed the strongest empiri-
cal association with self-reported generativity, this fifth
theme may admittedly overlap with the construct of gen-
erativity itself. Yet even when prosocial goals are removed
from the prototype, the other four themes of the redemp-
tive self exhibit strong positive associations with a self-
reported tendency to promote the well-being of future
generations.

The geographic and socioeconomic parameters of this
study limit its generalizability. As in many past studies,
income was positively associated with psychological
well-being, though the statistical effect emerged only
within each of the two race subsamples rather than when
the entire sample as a whole was analyzed. Within the
African American subsample only, higher education lev-
els were associated with stronger generativity and public-
service motivation. Other interesting differences appeared
for race/ethnicity. As reported also in Hart et al. (2001),
African Americans scored significantly higher on genera-
tivity than did Whites. More research is needed to deter-
mine how general this finding might be. Intriguingly, the
life stories constructed by the midlife African American
participants in this study were laden with themes of
moral steadfastness and prosocial goals, exhibiting mean
scores nearly double those of Whites.

Surveying African American folktales, cultural narra-
tives, and religious traditions, McAdams (2013b, Chapter
7) has argued that the core ideas behind the redemptive-
self prototype are especially resonant with the cultural
mythos of African American experience, as described by
sociologists and historians. In the current study, for
example, a sizeable number of the narratives told by
African Americans regarding instances in their lives of
moral steadfastness and prosocial goals were flavored
with religious sentiments. McAdams (2013b) suggests
that many of the most compelling illustrations of the
redemptive-self prototype in American heritage and his-
tory are found in the African American community.

Future studies need to replicate these findings in other
geographic areas and cultural contexts, and with respect
to a broader age range in midlife. Theoretical writings on
the redemptive self have suggested that this kind of story
for life resonates well with Americans’ traditional under-
standings of how to live a good life (McAdams, 2013b).
Whether these same understandings apply to other soci-
eties is an open question (Hammack, 2008).

The study’s correlational nature suggests another
important limitation. Whether developing a particular
kind of life story (such as the redemptive self) leads to
heightened generativity, or whether being highly
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generative in the first place predisposes midlife adults to
construe their life in redemptive terms, cannot be deter-
mined from the current results. Both possibilities seem
plausible.

The very nature of life-narrative research, moreover,
adds further ambiguities regarding causal inference. Life
stories themselves are selective and highly biased recon-
structions of the autobiographical past (and the imagined
future; Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000; McAdams &
McLean, 2013). To a great extent, they convey what a
person currently imagines the past to be, rather than
what the past really was.

At the same time, the fact that life stories are not per-
fectly accurate portrayals of what actually happened in
the past is itself the main epistemological justification for
scientific research into narrative identity. If life stories
were like video recordings of the objective past, then
they would tell the researcher next to nothing about
identity and nothing about how a person endeavors to
make sense out of and give coherent meaning to his or
her life. As subjective narratives, life stories provide a
sense of temporal meaning and purpose to life, and they
provide psychological resources for meeting many of
life’s challenges in the adult years.

Research into life narratives, therefore, departs from
some of the standard conventions that have traditionally
informed psychological research. Even though life-narra-
tive interviews delve into past autobiographical events,
the veridicality of those events and their putative causal
status in a person’s life are not the focus of the inquiry.
Instead, life-narrative research traffics in the subjective
tales—biased and reconstructed as they are—that peo-
ple tell about their lives, the personal myths they formu-
late to make sense of who they are today and how they
believe they have come to be the persons they are
becoming.
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