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Middle Aging in Women: Patterns of Personality Change

from the 30s to the 50s

Abigail J. Stewart,'* Joan M. Ostrove,” and Ravenna Helson’

This three-sample study focused on changes in four key features of women’s personalities
(identity, generativity, confident power, and concern about aging) over the course of middle
age. Based on women’s retrospective and concurrent feelings about their lives in their 30s,
40s, and 50s, scales were developed and validated for the four themes. We found that identity
certainty, generativity, confident power, and concern about aging all were experienced as
more prominent in middle age (the 40s) than in early adulthood (the 30s). We also found
that these elements of personality were rated even higher in the 50s than the 40s. Scores
seemed to be a function of age more than historical period or particular experiences in social
roles. Scores on identity certainty, generativity, and confident power were positively related

to well-being, while concern about aging was negatively related to well-being.
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Psychological accounts of midlife have been as
conflicted as cultural images of middle-aged people.
There is controversy concerning what, if anything,
about personality changes after young adulthood
among both men and women (see e.g., Costa &
McCrae, 1980; Helson & Stewart, 1994). At one ex-
treme, Freud’s (1933/1965) theory was particularly
pessimistic about the prospects of midlife develop-
ment among women; he suggested that by age 30 a
woman ‘‘often frightens us by her psychical rigidity
and unchangeability” (pp. 134-135). Among those
who believe change is possible for women—and
men—during midlife, some demonstrate that this
change is characterized by increased competence (see
Helson, 1997, for a review); others describe it as a
shift initiating a long period of decline (e.g., Clausen,
1986; Levinson, Darrow, Klein, Levinson, & McKee,
1978; Schaie & Willis, 1986; Troll, 1985).
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Interestingly, a considerable body of research
has documented that people, including women, ex-
pect their personalities to change in middle age,
and believe that they did when asked in middle
and later ages (Blumenthal & Herman, 1985; Ryff,
1989, 1991; Reinke, Ellicott, Harris, & Hancock,
1985; Ryff & Migdal, 1984; Ryff & Heincke, 1983;
Woodruff & Birren, 1972). Of course, we cannot
assume that retrospective and prospective reports
describe the process of aging in the same way that
longitudinal data would. There is evidence, for
example, that young people hold stereotypes about
aging and older generations that may influence their
projections of themselves into the future (Slotter-
back, 1996; Slotterback & Saarnio, 1996). This sug-
gests that retrospective reports may actually be
more useful than projections into the future. In
fact, many studies do find considerable consistency
between retrospective and concurrent accounts of
personality development (Harker & Solomon, 1996;
Ryff, 1989; Stewart, Franz, & Layton, 1988). At
the same time, some evidence suggests that retro-
spective accounts may overestimate the degree of
change actually experienced (Woodruff & Birren,
1972), while other evidence suggests that retrospec-
tive accounts may tend to ‘“‘smooth out” complex
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patterns of development to fairly simply trends
(Robbins, 1963; Stewart, Franz, & Layton, 1988).
In any case, retrospective accounts must inform us
about individuals’ subjective experience of their
own aging, which is itself significant. In fact, Ryff
(1991) suggests that comparison of the self in the
present with the self in the past constitutes an
important source of higher or lower well-being for
adults (see also Suls & Mullen, 1982).

The current project uses retrospective and con-
current data from three studies of college-educated
women to examine subjective changes in personality
over a 20-year period. Theoretical and empirical
accounts of middle age converge on four important
features of midlife, particularly for women. Two of
these features were identified by Erikson as ele-
ments in an overall process of adult personality
development: identity and generativity. Two others
have been identified by researchers (e.g., Neugarten,
Clausen) as important features of midlife conscious-
ness: confident power and concern about aging.
These aspects of personality are expected to de-
velop, or increase, over the course of middle age.
Successful personality development is also generally
seen as a factor supporting well-being within each
life stage, while difficulties in development (e.g., in
constructing an identity, or avoiding stagnation) are
associated with poorer mental health (see Erikson,
1980; Jung, 1954; Levinson et al., 1978). Therefore,
we expect identity, generativity and confident power
to facilitate well-being in middle age, and concern
about aging to compromise it.

IDENTITY AS A DEVELOPMENTAL ISSUE
FOR MIDLIFE WOMEN

Identity is usually thought of as an accomplish-
ment of adolescence (Erikson, 1950). However,
Erikson (1950, 1964; Erikson, Erikson, & Kivnick,
1986) proposed that women might not develop
identities in late adolescence and early adulthood
as men did. Instead, he argued that women devel-
oped them later, in the context of intimate relation-
ships (which he thought came after identity for
men; Erikson, 1968; see also Franz & White, 1985).
The notion that identity may be important after
early adulthood, perhaps especially for women, has
been suggested by many studies (Grotevant, 1987,
Kroger & Haslett, 1991; Waterman, 1982; Whit-
bourne, 1986; Whitbourne & Tesch, 1985; Whit-
bourne & VanManen, 1996).
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Identity development appears to have important
consequences for midlife well-being as well. For ex-
ample, Vandewater, Ostrove, and Stewart (1997)
found that women’ midlife well-being was facilitated
by earlier attainment of a well-articulated identity.
Similarly, Hann and MacDermid (in press) found
that identity development was positively related to
midlife self-esteem and life satisfaction in women.
In these cases, accomplishment of developmentally
earlier tasks (identity formation) sets the stage for
later psychological health.

GENERATIVITY

In characterizing women’s personality develop-
ment, Erikson suggested that they (like men) experi-
enced a midlife generativity crisis, resulting in part
from age-related social pressures to make a contribu-
tion to the next generation. This crisis results in a
capacity and commitment to care—for ideas, cultural
products, institutions, values, and people (see espe-
cially Erikson et al., 1986). While some studies have
suggested that generativity (at least some measures
of it) is indeed higher in middle age than in early
adulthood (see, e.g., McAdams, de St. Aubin & Lo-
gan, 1993; McAdams, Hart, & Maruna, 1998; Ochse &
Plug, 1986; Peterson & Stewart, 1990; Ryff &
Heincke, 1983; Ryff & Migdal, 1984; Vaillant, 1993),
other studies have been equivocal (see, e.g., Gruen,
1964; MacDermid, Franz, & De Reus, 1998;
McAdams et al., 1993; Ryff & Migdal, 1984; Whit-
bourne, Zuschlag, Elliot, & Waterman, 1992). Differ-
ences in results do not seem attributable to whether
data were retrospective or concurrent, although they
may be attributable to measurement differences (see
Stewart & Vandewater, 1998).

The evidence concerning relationships to well-
being is less clear for generativity than for identity.
Measures of the felt capacity for generativity may
be somewhat related to concurrent mental health
(McAdams et al., 1993), but since generativity is an
accomplishment expected to be “complete’” only by
the end of middle age, it may be more strongly related
to later mental health (Erikson, 1982). Stewart and
Vandewater (1998) have reviewed evidence that is
consistent with this interpretation.

CONFIDENT POWER

Neugarten and her colleagues (in Neugarten,
1968) proposed that the core of middle-aged person-
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ality is made up of “‘executive processes’’ of mastery
and competence (see Chiriboga, 1989, for a similar
view). Recent research has confirmed both that adults
of all ages share a view of middle-aged people as
particularly competent, productive, and responsible
(Lachman, Lewkowicz, Marcus, & Peng, 1994) and
that middle-aged adults generally feel that they are
more in command of themselves and their worlds
than adults of other ages (Howard & Bray, 1988;
Jones & Meredith, 1996). These results seem to hold
in similar ways for women as they do for men
(Brown & Pacini, 1993; Cartwright & Wink, 1994;
Schuster, Langland, & Smith, 1993). For example,
Helson and Moane (1987) reported increases in con-
fidence, dominance, and coping skills among women
in their sample between early adulthood (age 27) and
middle age (age 43). Wink and Helson (1993) report
similar changes in men and women between early
adulthood and later middle age (age 53), although
they are sharper for women. These increases in con-
fidence and authority are often accompanied by a
broader sense of well-being. Research in this area
has generally relied on attributions about people of a
particular age, or (for self-ratings) on cross-sectional
comparisons or longitudinal data. It is unclear
whether the pattern of increasing confident power
in middle age characterizes retrospective views of
the self.

CONCERN ABOUT AGING

It has been widely assumed that middle age ush-
ers in a long period of decline toward death and that
therefore it will be associated with an increase in
thoughts about death and mortality (Becker, 1973;
Clausen, 1986; Jacques, 1965; McAdams, 1985), as
well as with declines in perceived physical, relational,
and psychological capacities (Clausen, 1986; Levin-
son et al., 1978; Schaie & Willis, 1986; Troll, 1985).
Because of the high cultural value placed on women’s
reproductive potential and activities, it has been
equally widely assumed that middle age—and the
associated decrease in reproduction-related demands
and potential —would pose a particular challenge to
women’s self-image and sense of purpose (Gergen,
1990; Mathews, 1979; Unger & Crawford, 1996; Wil-
liams, 1987). However, there is evidence that some
aspects of women’s well-being (positive relations with
others; personal growth) are somewhat better than
men’s at all ages (see Ryff, 1989, 1991; Ryff & Keyes,
1995; Ryff & Singer, 1996), and none are worse.
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Moreover, Montepare (1996) found that middle-aged
women had more favorable body images, in some
respects, than either younger or older women. Re-
search in this area, as for confident power, has not
tended to assess retrospective self-views.

Finally, it is generally assumed that concern
about aging, especially the physical processes associ-
ated with it, is more common and age-appropriate
among the elderly than the middle-aged (Ryff, 1989).
Therefore, women who feel particularly concerned
about aging when they are still only middle-aged,
should be particularly vulnerable to lower well-being
(Berscheid & Walster, 1972; Grambs, 1989; Monte-
pare, 1996; Scarf, 1980). In contrast, those who are
quite unconcerned with aging are likely to reap more
psychological benefits from the other features of mid-
dle aging (see Berkun, 1983; Heilbrun, 1988).

ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS FOR
PERSONALITY CHANGES

Personality development in middle age might be
mainly a function of the accumulation of experi-
ence—with people, with problems, with oneself—in
the course of any life. Alternatively, changes in the
social context, perhaps especially changes in gender
roles affecting women in some cohorts more than
others (see, e.g., Agronick & Duncan, 1998; Dun-
can & Agronick, 1995; Stewart & Healy, 1989), might
account for apparent differences in patterns in our
samples. Similarly, changes in individual women’s ex-
perience of social roles (e.g., in being wives and moth-
ers, or in years of labor force participation) might be
the source of changes within samples or of differences
between them. To the extent possible, with limited
data, we will evaluate those alternative explanations
of observed personality differences.

EVALUATING HYPOTHESES ABOUT
WOMEN’S MIDLIFE PERSONALITY
DEVELOPMENT

We will use data from three studies of college-
educated women, drawn from cohorts that graduated
from college in the late 1950s and the early and late
1960s. Although it is always difficult to compare stud-
ies in which data were collected independently, and
there are inevitable gaps and differences in the data
available, the possibility of cross-sample replication
makes it worth the trouble. For all three studies, we
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will provide evidence supporting the validity of scales
to assess the four personality characteristics (identity,
generativity, confidence, and concern about aging)
using data about women’s reported feelings about
their 30s, 40s, and 50s. Using a combination of concur-
rent and retrospective data, we will assess perceived
personality change from early adulthood to middle
age (30s-40s) and both perceived and actual person-
ality change within middle age (40s—50s). We will
evaluate the hypotheses that each of the four themes
(identity, generativity, confident power, and concern
about aging) will increase from the 30s to the 40s
and from the 40s to the 50s. Next we will use data
from some of the studies to try to rule out the possibil-
ity that these changes are due to historical change
(via cohort) or particular social role experiences,
rather than age. Finally, we will evaluate the hypothe-
ses that more secure identities and confidence will
be associated with higher midlife well-being, while a
strong focus on aging will be associated with lower
well-being. Generativity, since it is an age-normative
preoccupation, is predicted to be less associated with
well-being at this age, but should facilitate later well-
being by supporting continuing personality devel-
opment.

METHOD
Overview of Three Studies

The data presented in this paper are drawn from
the Michigan Women’s Life Paths Study (the Michi-
gan sample), the Mills Longitudinal Study (the Mills
sample), and the Smith Alumnae Study (the Smith
sample). Virtually all of the women in all three studies
were white and currently middle or upper class. At
midlife, most had been married at least once, were
mothers, had advanced degrees, and participated in
the paid labor force (see Table I for data for all three
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samples). In many ways, then, women in the three
samples were quite similar to each other in middle
age.

On the other hand, there were some differences.
The three colleges are located in different regions
of the country (Smith in the East, Michigan in the
Midwest, and Mills in California). Moreover, two are
small, private women’s colleges (Smith and Mills),
and the third is a large public university. Finally,
although at the time of testing, women in all three
samples were middle-aged, they were drawn from
slightly different birth cohorts (graduating from col-
lege in 1958/60, 1964, and 1967), and were a range
of ages when tested [in the Michigan sample they
averaged 47 years, in the Smith sample 52, and in
the Mills sample they averaged 43 and 52 years old
(for two different waves)]. To the extent that results
are the same despite these differences, the differences
enhance our capacity to generalize from the results
to a broader group of women.

Almost identical data about the subjective expe-
rience of midlife were available from the women in
each of the three samples. Each of the three studies
also provided additional, less directly comparable,
information about the women’s personalities, work
lives, family lives, and experiences of midlife.

Participants
Michigan

The Michigan sample included 102 women who
graduated from the University of Michigan in 1967
and who have been participants in Tangri’s longitudi-
nal study of a stratified random sample of the women
in that class (Tangri, 1969, 1972; Tangri & Jenkins,
1986; 1993). The original sample was made up of 200
senior women at the University of Michigan and was
drawn from a larger study of the student body (Gurin,

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of the Three Samples”

University of
Michigan
Class of 1967
(age 47, N = 102)

Classes of 1958/1960

Mills College Smith College
Class of 1964

(age 52; N = 94) (age 52; N = 135)

Ever married 95
Mother 86
Graduate degree 70
In paid labor force 91

89 96
77 88
54 73
78 86

“Data are percentages (%).



Middle Aging in Women

1971; see Tangri, 1969, 1972, for more information).
The data for this study were all drawn from the 1992—
1993 assessment, when the women were, on average,
47 years old.

Mills

In 1958 and in 1960, a representative two-thirds
of the senior class (N = 144) at Mills College partici-
pated in a study of personality characteristics and
plans for the future among college women (Helson,
1967). The women were contacted again in 1963—
1964, 1981, and 1989, when they were approximately
27, 43, and 52 years old (see Helson, Mitchell, &
Moane, 1984, and Helson & Wink, 1992, for further
details). At the age 43 and 52 follow-ups, the women
were asked to assess their experiences of midlife. It
is the data from these two waves [ages 43 (N = 102)
and 52 (N = 94)] that we used in the current study.
Eighty-nine women provided data about their experi-
ences of midlife at both ages 43 and 52.

Smith

In 1994, at the request of members of the Smith
College Class of 1964, 30th Reunion Committee, re-
searchers at the University of Michigan began a study
of the lives of the women of that class. Two hundred
thirty-two women (about 35% of women who were
mailed a questionnaire) completed a questionnaire
that was mailed to their home by the Reunion Com-
mittee as part of their reunion preparation materials.
In 1995, a second questionnaire was sent to the 232
participants to obtain more systematic personality
data and it was at this time that the women completed
the measure about their experience of midlife that
was also administered to the Michigan and Mills sam-
ples. One hundred thirty-five women completed this
follow-up questionnaire and provided sufficient data
on the midlife experience measure. The group that
completed the second questionnaire constitutes the
core Smith sample for this study. The women were,
on average, 52 years old at the time of the second
questionnaire.

Attrition effects or sampling biases over the vari-
ous waves of data collection in all three samples were
minor or nonexistent (for further discussion, see
Cole & Stewart, 1996; Jenkins, 1989, 1994; Roberts &
Helson, 1997).
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Measures
Feelings about Life during Middle Age

As part of the age 43 assessment of the women
in the Mills sample, Helson developed a measure of
“feelings about life”” based on theories about adult
development (see Helson & Moane, 1987; Helson &
Wink, 1992). The measure included 40 statements
to which participants responded on a 3-point scale
indicating the extent to which they thought these
statements were descriptive of their lives. They were
asked to rate these 40 items for their descriptiveness
“now” (in their 40s) and retrospectively, in their 30s.
A modified version of this feelings about life measure
was administered at the age 52 follow-up of the Mills
sample. Thus, the Mills women have feelings about
life data retrospectively about their 30s and concur-
rently for both their 40s and their 50s. In a different
study about the Mills women that also relied in part
on retrospective data, Harker and Solomon (1996)
found that the women at midlife were indeed quite
accurate in reporting their goals and values as
young adults.

The original 40 items administered at the age 43
follow-up of the Mills sample were also asked of the
women in the Michigan sample when they were 47
years old. They were asked for the descriptiveness
of the 40 items in their 30s (retrospective) and in
their 40s (concurrent). Finally, an expanded version
(that added items particularly relevant to midlife and
aging) of the measure was included in the Smith sam-
ple follow-up questionnaire administered at age 52.
This measure asked the women to rate the descrip-
tiveness of the items when they were in their 30s
(retrospective, as for Mills and Michigan), in their
40s (retrospective, in contrast to Mills and Michigan),
and in their 50s (concurrent, as for Mills at age 52).

Developing Scales from the Feelings about
Life Measure

In order to derive conceptually relevant scales
to assess identity, generativity, confident power, and
concern about aging, we chose items from the ‘‘Feel-
ings About Life”” measure based on their theoretical
significance in the literature on midlife. Identity cer-
tainty items were chosen to operationalize Erikson’s
(1950/1963; 1968, 1980) concept of identity as a rela-
tively secure and affirmed sense of a place in the
social world resulting from a process of searching
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and self-definition. Generativity items were similarly
chosen to operationalize Erikson’s notion that gen-
erativity is defined by a preoccupation with a world
beyond the self, including across generations, and a
desire to make a contribution (see especially Erikson
et al., 1986). Confident power items were chosen to
operationalize notions of ‘“‘executive processes” of
mastery and competence (e.g., Helson & Wink, 1992;
Neugarten, 1968), while items assessing concern
about aging were chosen to reflect increased preoccu-
pation with “time left”” and the approach of death,
and decreased physical attractiveness (Clausen, 1986;
McAdams, 1985; Levinson et al., 1978). Although a
core of items on the scales is identical in the three
samples, because there are differences we will de-
scribe the measures separately for each sample. Table
II shows the items on each of the four scales, for
each sample.

Michigan. The identical scales were assessed in
the Michigan sample at age 47, for the 40s and the
30s. Reliabilities for the four scales were roughly
comparable: consistent and adequate for both iden-
tity certainty (¢ = .81 and .85) and generativity
(a = .53 and .53), which had more items; lower and
more inconsistent for the two-item confident power
(o = .36 for the 30s and .66 for the 40s) and concern
about aging (o« = —.10 for the 30s and .23 for the
40s) scales.

Mills. For the Mills study, we have retrospective
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data about the 30s from age 43, and concurrent data
about the 40s at age 43 and the 50s at age 52. Identity
certainty was assessed with an 8-item, highly reliable
scale (o = .83 for the 30s, .86 for the 40s, and .83 for
the 50s). Generativity was assessed with a 7-item,
reasonably reliable scale (a = .62 for the 30s and .51
for the 40s); it was assessed with a 5-item scale in the
50s (@ = .51). Our conception of confident power
could be assessed with two items at age 43 (a =.67
for the 30s and .43 for the 40s), but these items were
not available at age 52. Finally, concern about aging
was also assessed with only two items at both age 43
(a for the 30s was .35 and for the 40s was .52), and
age 52 (a =.48 for the 50s).

Smith. When the Smith data were collected, ad-
ditional items were included that assessed confident
power and concern about aging. These new items
produced scales with much higher and more consis-
tent reliabilities. Thus, the reliabilities for identity
certainty (a =. 83, .83 and .80 for the three ages
rated) and generativity (o« = .59, .61, and .68) were
quite comparable to those for the 6-item version of
confident power (« =.73, .77, and .74) and the 5-item
version of concern about aging (o = .59, .61, and
.64). These longer scales were correlated .87 and .80
at age 50 with the 2-item versions of the scales used
in the Mills and Michigan samples.

In all three samples, intercorrelations (absolute
value) of the four concurrent scales were generally

Table I Items on Feelings About Life Scales”

Identify certainty

A sense of being my own person

Excitement, turmoil, confusion about my
impulses and potential (reversed)

Coming near the end of one road and not yet
finding another (reversed)

Feeling my life is moving well

Searching for a sense of who I am (reversed)

Wishing I had a wider scope to my life (reversed)

Anxiety that I won’t live up to opportunities
(reversed)

Feeling secure and committed

Generativity

Feeling needed by people

Effort to ensure that younger people get their
chance to develop

Influence in my community or area of interest

A new level of productivity or effectiveness

Appreciation and awareness of older people

Having a wider perspective®

Interest in things beyond my family®

Confident power

Feeling powerful

Feeling more confident

Feeling I have the authority to do what 1
want

Not holding back when I have something to
offer

Having an accurate view of my powers and
limitations

Feeling I understand how the world and
other people work

Concern about aging
Looking old
Thinking a lot about death
Knowing there are things I'll never do
Feeling less attractive than I used to be
Feeling men aren’t interested in me

“Items in italics were available only for the Smith sample. All other items were available in all three

samples.

‘Indicates items that were not available for the generativity scale in Mills in the 50s.
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nonsignificant, among identity certainty, generativity,
and concern about aging. Confident power was gener-
ally positively correlated with both identity certainty
and generativity; for example, within ratings for the
40s correlations of confident power with identity cer-
tainty averaged .47 (range = .43-.52) and with gen-
erativity averaged .49 (range = .38-.64). While these
correlations are moderately high, the three variables
are conceptually distinct, and quite separate from
concern about aging.

In the remainder of this section, we will first
describe the measures that we used to assess the
validity of each of the scales. We will then describe
well-being measures used to test the relationship be-
tween the feelings scales and various aspects of well-
being. Finally, we will describe variables we used
to rule out alternative explanations of changes in
midlife feelings.

Validating Identity Certainty

We used the identity achievement prototype,
based on Marcia’s (1966) elaboration of Erikson’s
theory of identity development, from the California
Adult Q-sort (CAQ; Block, 1978) to assess the valid-
ity of identity certainty. This measure was available
in the Michigan sample at age 47 and in the Mills
sample at age 43; it was not available for the Smith
sample. Interjudge reliabilities for the CAQ compos-
ites were in the recommended range (Block, 1978):
for the Michigan sample at least .58 (mean = .77);
in the Mills sample, at least .65 (mean = .75).

The development and validation of the identity
achievement prototype is described in Mallory (1984;
see also Helson, 1992; Helson, Stewart & Ostrove,
1995 for information about the use and reliability of
Q-sort prototypes in these samples). Q-sort items
that were judged by experts to be most characteristic
of a prototypical person with an achieved identity
included: values own independence; has a clear, con-
sistent personality; has insight into own behavior.
Items that were judged to be least characteristic of
having an achieved identity included: is self-de-
feating; feels a lack of personal meaning in life; and
avoids close relationships. The identity achievement
score used in the present study is the correlation
between the prototype and the individual partici-
pant’s sort. The average identity achievement score
in the Michigan sample (age 47) was .66; in the Mills
sample (age 43) it was .33.
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Validating Generativity

Loyola Generativity Scale. The Michigan women
completed a six-item version of the Loyola Gen-
erativity Scale (McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992),
designed to measure individual differences in con-
cerns with generativity. It includes such items as ““I
have important skills that I try to teach others;” “If
I were unable to have children of my own, I would
like to adopt;” and ‘I have made and created things
that have had an impact on other people.” Partici-
pants rated their level of agreement with the items
on a 7-point scale ranging from strongly disagree to
strongly agree. The original 20-item test has both
high internal consistency and test-retest reliability
(McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992). The alpha reliabil-
ity of the six-item version used in this study was .67.
The mean was .10 (S.D. = 3.65).

Q-Sort Generativity Realization Scale. In both
the Michigan and Mills samples, we also measured
generativity using a scale based on Peterson’s (see
Peterson & Klohnen, 1995) Q-sort of the prototypi-
cally generative person. Following standard proce-
dures (see Peterson & Klohnen, 1995 and Wink,
1992), we created a scale based on individuals’ aver-
age scores on the thirteen most descriptive items from
the prototype (e.g., Behaves in a giving way toward
others; Is turned to for advice and reassurance; Be-
haves in an ethically consistent manner). This scale
had an alpha of .70 in the Michigan sample (mean
= 91.19, S.D. = 8.14) and .86 in the Mills sample
(mean = 78.12, S.D. = 13.94).

Validating Confident Power

In the Michigan and Mills samples, we used the
Dominance and Self-acceptance scales of the Califor-
nia Psychological Inventory (CPI; Gough, 1987) to
validate confident power. High scorers on Domi-
nance are considered confident, assertive, dominant,
and task-oriented (Gough, 1987, p. 6). High scorers
on Self-acceptance have good opinions of themselves
and see themselves as talented and personally attrac-
tive (Gough, 1987, p. 6). Both scales have adequate
reliability and validity (Gough, 1987; Helson &
Moane, 1987; Helson et al., 1984). The average Domi-
nance score in the Michigan sample was 60.81 (S.D.
= 10.27); in the Mills sample it was 61.41 (S.D. =
10.91). The average Self-acceptance score in the
Michigan sample was 55.73 (S.D. = 8.56); in the Mills
sample it was 57.67 (S.D. = 8.27).



30

Validating Concern about Aging

Data to validate concern about aging were avail-
able in the Smith sample only. We created a seven-
item scale from six presence—absence concerns about
aging (looking older, being treated as older, dimin-
ished sex life, feeling passé, things are still undone,
things that will never happen), and responses to one
open-ended question, “How do you feel about turn-
ing 50?” These answers were reliably coded (in-
terrater agreement = .90) into five categories: un-
qualified negative (1), qualified negative, neutral,
qualified positive, and unqualified positive (5). The
seven items were standard-scored and summed
(a = .50).

Ruling Out Alternative Explanations

In all three samples, we used three life-experi-
ence variables—whether or not the participant was
amother, whether or not she was currently married or
had a committed partner, and years of participation in
the paid labor force—to explore potential experien-
tial correlates of feelings at midlife. In the Michigan
sample at age 47, 86% of the women were mothers,
84% had partners, and 91% were in the paid labor
force. In the Mills sample at age 52,77% of the women
were mothers, 60% had partners, and 78% were in
the paid labor force. In the Smith sample, 88% were
mothers, 73% had partners, and 86% were in the paid
labor force.

Measures of Well-being

We had two measures of well-being available to
us across the three samples. First, we used a single-
item measure of life satisfaction. In the Michigan
study, the women were asked to rate their level of
satisfaction with life on a 4-point scale ranging from
very dissatisfied to very satisfied (mean = 3.39;
S.D. = .69). A similar measure of life satisfaction
(rated on a 4-point scale) was available in the Mills
sample from the age 52 assessment (mean = 3.25;
S.D. = .86) and in the Smith sample (at age 53, rated
on a 5-point scale; mean = 4.38; S.D. = .77; see
Robinson, Shaver, & Wrightsman, 1991, for discus-
sion of single-item life satisfaction measures).

In both the Michigan (age 47) and Mills (age
43) samples the Well-being scale of the CPI was avail-
able. High scorers on Well-being feel in good physical
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and emotional heath, are optimistic about the future,
and tend not to be concerned about health and per-
sonal problems (Gough, 1987, p. 6). The average
Well-being score in the Michigan sample was 53.64
(S.D. = 5.69); in the Mills sample it was 53.51 (S.D.
= 6.45).

RESULTS
Plan of Analysis

We will first present the validity correlates for
each of the feelings scales available in the Michigan,
Mills, and Smith samples. We will then turn to the
tests in each sample of our primary expectation: All
themes will increase from the 30s to the 40s and from
the 40s to the 50s. We also present analyses that
attempt to address the fact that age and historical
time, as well as experiences in particular roles, are
inevitably confounded, and we try to rule out their
respective possible influence on the changes in per-
sonality we examine here. Finally, we present the
correlations between the feelings scales and psycho-
logical and physical well-being.

Validity Correlates

Table III presents correlations between each of
the feeling scales and conceptually related variables
available in the Michigan, Mills, and Smith samples.
We used concurrent data (for Michigan in the 40s,
for Smith in the 50s, and for Mills in both) to validate
the feelings scales with the measures available for

Table III. Validity Evidence for Feelings Scales
Michigan Mills Smith

Identity certainty
Identity achievement 28b 31° —
Q-sort
Generativity
Loyola generativity .36 — —
Generativity Q-sort 26° 27 —
Confident power
CPI dominance 40 320 —
CPI self-acceptance 287 31° —
Concern about aging
Negative feelings about — — 35¢
getting older
p < .05.

bp < .01.
P < 001.
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Identity Generativity Confident Awareness of
certainty power aging

Fig. 1. Changes in feelings about life from the 30s to the 40s in the Michigan sample.

that time in each sample. The table demonstrates
that across all of the samples for which we had validity
correlates available, there were substantial and con-
ceptually relevant correlates of each of the four feel-
ings scales.

Tests of Research Questions

All Themes will Increase from the 30s to the 40s
and from the 40s to the 50s

Figures 1-3 graph the means for each of the
feelings scales at each of the ages for each of the
samples. As we predicted, in each of the three sam-

ples, scores on identity certainty, generativity, confi-
dent power, and concern about aging were higher
in the 40s than the 30s. All findings were based on
retrospective data except the difference between the
40s and 50s in Mills, which were based on data from
both periods. Of the 19 comparisons between the 30s
and 40s and the 40s and 50s in the three samples, all
were significant at the .01 level and 18 were in the
predicted direction. The only finding in the unex-
pected direction was in the Mills sample, in which
scores on generativity decreased from the 40s to the
50s. However, the measure of generativity in Mills
at age 52 did not include two items that were in the
age 43 measure (‘“‘Having a wider perspective” and
“Interest in things beyond my family”).

3
2.5 ]
’7 W 30s
24 [140s
W 50s
1.5
1 _ T T T
Identity Generativity Confident Awareness of
certainty power aging

Fig. 2. Changes in feelings about life from the 30s to the 40s to the 50s in the Mills sample.
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Fig. 3. Changes in feelings about life from the 30s to the 40s to the 50s in the Smith sample.

Ruling Out the Effects of Historical Time and
Life Experience

The kind of data we had available for this study
allowed us to rule out two alternative possibilities
for the sources of changes in feelings over the course
of midlife: historical time and social role experiences.
Although understanding the effects of both historical
time and life experience is critical to the study of
adult personality development, we suspected that
changes in feelings over the course of midlife were
attributable to broad processes of development asso-
ciated with many different life experiences.

The women in the Michigan and the Mills
samples were approximately 10 years apart in age
and were both assessed when they were in their
40s. The Michigan women were in their 40s in the
1990s and the Mills women were in their 40s in
the 1980s. Because of this feature of the data, it
was possible to assess whether levels of feelings in
the 40s were a function of decade, or historical
moment, rather than of age per se. In order to
address this issue, we used a MANOVA to analyze
the four feelings scales for differences between the
two samples tested at the same age, but different
historical times. There was, in fact, no main effect
for sample (F[1, 203] = 0.03, n.s.).

Overall, there were very few differences (and
no consistent patterns of difference across cohort)
between mothers and nonmothers, or between
women who currently had partners and those who
did not, on any of the feelings scales in all three
samples. Mothers in the Michigan sample had sig-
nificantly higher scores on identity certainty in the

40s (mean = 2.44) than women who were not mothers
(mean = 2.12, ¢ = 2.03, p = .05). Mothers in the Mills
sample had significantly lower scores on concerns
about aging in the 50s (mean = 1.71) than women
who were not mothers (mean = 2.03, t = 2.20, p <
.05). In the Mills sample, women who had partners
had higher scores on identity certainty in the 50s
(mean = 2.51) than women who did not (mean =
229, t = 227, p < .05). There were no significant
correlations between years of labor force participa-
tion (or, among the Smith women, whether or not
they were in the paid labor force full time or not)
and any of the feelings measures in all three samples,
with one exception. In the Mills sample, years of
participation in the paid labor force was significantly
correlated with concerns about aging (r = .23, p <
.05).

Relationships to Well-being

Table I'V presents the correlations between each
of the four feelings scales and two indexes of well-
being, assessed concurrently. In all three samples,
identity certainty was positively related to life satis-
faction; in Michigan and Mills (the only samples in
which the CPI was available), it was positively related
to CPI Well-being. Generativity was related to well-
being in the Smith (life satisfaction) and Mills sam-
ples (life satisfaction and CPI Well-being), but not
in the Michigan sample. Finally, concern about aging
was negatively related to both indicators in all
samples.
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Table IV. Concurrent Well-being Correlates of Feelings Scales

Identity Confident Concern
certainty  Generativity power about aging
Life satisfaction
Michigan (40s) A7¢ 17 36¢ —.26°
Mills (50s) .59¢ 226 n/a —.24
Smith (50s) 37 220 260 —.18+
CPI well-being
Michigan (40s) A1° .02 .03 —.28¢
Mills (40s) A7¢ 19¢ 26° —.38
‘p < .05.
bp < .01.
°p < .001.

DISCUSSION

The results of our analyses of data from all three
samples supported our expectation that women felt
more identity certainty, generativity, confident
power, and concern about aging in their 40s (midlife)
than they recalled feeling in their 30s (early adult-
hood). Two of the samples reported on their 40s while
they were in them (43 and 47 on average), while one
reported on the 40s retrospectively (from age 53).
Results were equivalent in all three, despite small
differences in dates of testing, the difference in retro-
spective versus concurrent report on the 40s, and
measurement differences on two of the scales. This
equivalence is all the more impressive, given several
differences in the three schools from which the sam-
ples graduated: region (east coast, west coast, and
midwest), selectivity, gender composition (single sex
versus coeducational), and public versus private.

For the two samples with available data, we
found a similar pattern from the 40s (early middle
age) to the 50s (later middle age). In one, we had
concurrent data in the 50s and retrospective recall of
the 40s. In the other, we had the same concurrent
data at both times for two of the four scales. Thus,
although our evidence is limited, both women’s self-
perceived personality change and actual change from
the 40s to 50s was similar. The only exception to the
overall pattern was that on generativity Mills women
scored lower in the early 50s than in the early 40s.
Perhaps the slightly different measure in the 50s ac-
counts for the lower score at that time; alternatively,
generativity may show some fluctuation related to
changing responsibilities for children and parents.

Ruling Out Alternatives

We attempted to rule out the impact of social
history on these findings in two ways. Using data

from two samples with concurrent data about person-
ality in the 40s in different decades (the 1980s and
the 1990s), we were able to establish that there were
no differences in reported feelings in the 40s in these
different decades. Since women in both samples had
shown identical patterns of personality change from
their 30s to their 40s, and their scores were equivalent
in their 40s in different decades, it is unlikely that
broad social changes in these personality characteris-
tics account for our findings.

We also attempted to rule out the impact of
particular social role experiences on this process, in
a limited fashion. Neither family nor work role expe-
riences showed consistent significant effects.

Finally, as expected, identity certainty and con-
fident power were strongly and consistently associ-
ated with midlife well-being, while concern about
aging (which we view as not yet age appropriate)
was generally associated with low well-being. Midlife
generativity was also related to positive well-being,
except in the somewhat younger Michigan sample.

These four aspects of personality seem, then, to
be part of a process that marks not only transition
into middle age, but also development within it. We
hope that future research will be aimed at testing the
notion that identity certainty is a precondition (or at
least a support) for both generativity and confident
power in middle age, which, in turn, may facilitate
positive personality development into an old age in
which concern about aging may increase, but is ac-
companied by other preoccupations (such as integ-
rity, as Erikson suggested). It seems plausible that
increased integration of private or self-focused con-
cerns with identity and public preoccupations with
the wider society and future generations (generativ-
ity) might enhance women’s sense of efficacy and
authority (confident power). This integrated process
of self-possession and worldly contribution should be
accompanied by a recognition of the aging process
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that is realistic, but falls short of “concern.” A dy-
namic model of change over time in the balance of
preoccupations into, during and out of middle age can
only be tested with data collected at several points.

Extending These Findings

The evidence presented in this paper points in
many directions for further research. First, it is impor-
tant to evaluate the degree to which these findings are
particular to women, or to people with educational,
material, and race privilege. We suspect that there
may be some ways in which the model does apply
to other groups and other ways in which it may be
particular to the women we studied. For example,
gender pressures may force males, on average, to
adopt a public posture of identity certainty before
they have accumulated enough experience for it to
be empirically based. As a result, middle age in men
may involve freedom from external demands for the
appearance of “confident power,” while in women it
provides an opportunity for an increased experience
of confident power. Individuals without the kinds of
privilege the women in these studies have (poor peo-
ple and people of color, for example) may show dif-
ferent patterns as well. For example, development of
generativity might occur particularly early for some
groups with strong group norms for participation in
a mutually supportive community. However, we sus-
pect that, because adulthood involves increasing mas-
tery of skills and acquisition of knowledge for most
people, the general pattern of increasing identity cer-
tainty, supporting midlife generativity and confident
power, is likely to be broadly relevant.

It is also not clear whether these results are spe-
cific to the United States, where there is a particular
premium on individualism. It may be that a sure sense
of one’s own identity and of confident power facilitate
well-being precisely because they are valued in this
culture and have been at least since the 1950s, when
the women in these samples were growing up. Simi-
larly, in a society that devalues older people and
glorifies youthful beauty in women, those whose at-
tention is particularly focused on aging may have a
more difficult time.

A second direction for research that this study
points toward is a much more extensive inquiry into
the developmental period of early adulthood that
precedes the period we focused on most closely in
this paper. This protracted period seems to be quite
an uncomfortable one, despite popular cultural im-
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ages to the contrary. It seems to us that there is a great
deal more to be understood about the psychological
pressures felt during the long period between “iden-
tity formation” in adolescence, and ‘‘identity cer-
tainty.” The process of developing a comfortable
sense of self, in early adulthood, appears more
strained than previous research and theory have sug-
gested (see Pals, 1999, for other evidence along
these lines).

Middle age in women has continued frequently
to be constructed within psychology, as in the wider
culture, as a negative period, despite an extensive
empirical literature that was inconsistent with that
view. (Bromberger & Matthews, 1996, make a similar
observation about the alleged, but empirically unsup-
ported, vulnerability of middle-aged women to mel-
ancholia.) This observation could stimulate an impor-
tant project for the history of psychology. Our
findings that many women feel empowered in middle
age are, in fact, consistent with many findings gener-
ated over the past 30 years; perhaps it is important to
ask why it has been so difficult to take them seriously.
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