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Abstract
Previous research has shown that recalling positive influences in one’s life story correlates with generative concern. Given 
findings that not everyone benefits from generative efforts uniformly, however, the present study tested if extraversion moder-
ates this relation. In total, 147 older German adults (59 through 83 years) recalled positive influences in their lives in an inter-
view session and provided self-report questionnaire data on their generative concern (Loyola Generativity Scale), generative 
behavior (Generative Behavior Checklist), and extraversion (Mini-IPIP scales). Results from a moderated mediation model 
indicate that recalled positive influences related to generative concern but not generative behavior. Moreover, extraversion 
did indeed moderate between recalled positive influences and generative concern in that the relation was significantly posi-
tive for medium and high extraversion. The findings suggest that what people learn from generative role models is generative 
concern rather than generative behavior. They also suggest a twofold role of extraversion for generativity: It has been found 
to be a predictor of generativity but also affects what people gain from others’ generative efforts.
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In his lifespan developmental theory, Erikson (1963) intro-
duced the term generativity to denote individuals’ desire to 
help younger generations thrive (Kotre, 1984). This can be 
achieved in various social domains such as the family (i.e., 
as parents, see Peterson et al., 1997, or as grandparent, see 
Moore & Rosenthal, 2014), the work place (Zacher et al., 
2011), or politics (Peterson & Duncan, 1999). As such, 
generativity is highly socially beneficial (McAdams, 2013). 
Moreover, generativity is associated with well-being (e.g., 
Grossman & Gruenewald, 2020; Hofer et al., 2008). While 
generally primarily associated with middle adulthood, gen-
erativity also plays a major role in the lives of older adults 
(Erikson & Erikson, 1997): For example, when interviewed, 
older people describe generativity as a core aspect of suc-
cessful aging (Fisher, 1995). Moreover, generativity predicts 
psychological functioning and well-being in older samples 
(e.g., Busch et al., 2018; Gruenewald et al., 2012; Versey 

et al., 2013). Thus, given its individual and societal ben-
efits, it is important to study how generativity develops. The 
present study did so by (a) examining how recalled posi-
tive influences in the life stories of older participants relate 
to their generative concern and behavior, and (b) testing if 
participants’ trait extraversion moderates the relationship 
between recalled positive influences and generative concern.

The Development of Generativity

Apart from a genetic component (Faßbender et al., 2019), 
research has identified family factors that contribute to an 
individual’s generativity development. For example, parents’ 
authoritative parenting style is positively associated with 
their adult offspring’s generativity (Peterson et al., 1997). 
Similarly, parents’ emphasis on caring predicts their ado-
lescent offspring’s generativity across a four-year interval 
(Frensch et al., 2007). Moreover, when generative parents 
teach their adolescent children values they make more use 
of certain story characteristics (i.e., interactivity, specificity) 
which in turn relate to their offspring’s generativity (Pratt 
et al., 2008).
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However, there is abundant evidence that generativity 
also is learnt outside the family. For example, taking care of 
one’s friends is a developmental precursor of generativity in 
adolescents (Lawford et al., 2013). In general, generativity 
correlates with social support from family and non-family 
sources (Grych et al., 2020; Hart et al., 2001), suggesting 
that generativity might be learnt particularly when oneself 
has been the recipient of somebody else’s generative efforts 
(Kessler & Staudinger, 2007). Results from an early child-
hood development program corroborate this conclusion in 
that its participants scored higher on generativity as adoles-
cents than comparison youth (Love et al., 2013).

In fact, young men who had a mentor reported more gen-
erativity as a midlife adult than those who had not (Wester-
meyer, 2004). In a similar vein, the number of mentor figures 
in young adulthood correlates positively with midlife gen-
erativity motivation (Peterson & Stewart, 1996). Jones and 
McAdams (2013) reported a comparable finding but pointed 
out that the positive relation is found in Euro-American but 
not African-American participants. More recently, Busch 
and Kranz (2021) showed that received generativity contrib-
utes to provided generativity in gay men by fostering their 
gay identity affirmation. It is important to emphasize that in 
these studies, mentor figures have not been understood in 
terms of formal mentors (as, for example, in official career 
mentoring programs in companies) but as older people with 
more life experience who passed on their knowledge and 
experiences to the participant. In sum, research supports 
the notion that receiving generative care – whether from 
someone inside or outside the family – is conducive to an 
individual’s generativity (McAdams, 2013).

Apart from the agreement regarding this broad conclu-
sion, however, the studies referenced above differ in how 
they have approached generativity, that is, in terms of gen-
erative concern or generative behavior. In their generativity 
model, McAdams and de St. Aubin (1992) defined genera-
tive concern as a conscious “concern for and interest in pro-
moting the next generation” (McAdams et al., 1998, p. 20). 
It, thus, describes a general inclination towards generativity 
in that individuals cherish the idea of contributing to the 
well-being and thriving of coming generations. Generative 
concern predicts corresponding generative behavior in mid-
dle and old adult samples (e.g., Cox et al., 2010; Hofer et al., 
2016; for an overview, see, e.g., McAdams, 2013), which 
is the behavioral realization of a generative inclination. As 
delineated above, people can show generative behavior in a 
wide variety of contexts.

So, while some studies propose that positive influences 
foster the development of generative concern (Grych et al., 
2020; Hart et al., 2001; Jones & McAdams, 2013; Lawford 
et al., 2013), others suggest that positive influences have 
an effect on generative behavior (Busch & Kranz, 2021; 
Kessler & Staudinger, 2007; Westermeyer et al., 2004). To 

disentangle these two propositions, we tested a mediation: 
We hypothesized that positive influences relate primarily to 
generative concern (Jones & McAdams, 2013). Generative 
concern, then, relates to generative behavior (McAdams, 
1992, 1998). This reasoning does not rule out, however, that 
positive influences might be associated with both, generative 
concern and generative behavior. This, then, would show 
in a combination of a direct effect of positive influences on 
generative behavior and an indirect one through generative 
concern.

Generativity and Extraversion

Is it to be expected that everybody will benefit from mentor-
ing in the same way, however? In general, the personality 
trait of extraversion seems to modulate the effect that inter-
ventions have on participants. For example, a life-review 
intervention was more successful in decreasing depressive 
symptoms in more extraverted individuals (Korte et al., 
2012). Similarly, a humor-based intervention in midlife 
women had a more positive effect on their happiness when 
they were more extraverted (Wellenzohn et  al., 2018). 
Thomas et al. (2021) reported that extraversion affected 
how much adolescents benefited from an intergenerational 
encounter group in terms of their self-concept clarity. This 
result is of particular relevance to the present study as it indi-
cates that generative efforts may be received differentially 
based on the recipients’ trait of extraversion.1

Marr et al. (2020) suggested that extraverted individuals 
might benefit more from less structured interventions that pro-
vide more opportunity for social interactions. This might be 
due to some characteristics of extraverts: For example, extra-
verts maintain and nurture their social relationships, which 
might give their mentor figures more opportunity to offer 
more advice (Dougherty et al., 2007). Moreover, they are more 
likely to ask for social support when they find themselves in a 
stressful situation than introverts (Watson & Hubbard, 1996), 
so that mentor figures can give advice that is more specific. 
This is in line with findings that extraversion relates to self-
disclosure (Carpenter & Freese, 1979; Sun et al., 2020), which 
mentor figures might reciprocate by relating some of their life 

1 To be more specific, Thomas et al. (2021) did not find any modera-
tion effect for conscientiousness, neuroticism, or openness to experi-
ence. They did find, however, an additional moderation for agreeable-
ness, arguing that extraversion and agreeableness are most closely 
linked to social behavior and experience (Tov et al., 2016). Based on 
these findings, we did not consider conscientiousness, neuroticism, or 
openness to experience in the present research. Furthermore, no anal-
yses on agreeableness are presented as the corresponding measure 
featured an internal consistency in the present study that was below 
what is considered acceptable (i.e., < .6; Ursachi et al., 2015).
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experiences. Thus, the effects of informal mentoring should 
covary with participants’ extraversion.

Extraversion is a well-documented correlate of generativ-
ity (e.g., Blatný et al., 2019; Cox et al., 2010; Peterson et al., 
1997). Extraverts find it easier to interact with others than 
introverts do (McCrae & Costa, 2003), which should facili-
tate generativity. The focus of the present research, however, 
is less on the relation between generativity and extraversion 
itself, but rather on how extraversion shapes experiences 
of receiving generativity so that they become conducive to 
generativity development.

The Present Research

Previous research has shown that recalled positive influences 
in one’s life story relate to generativity development. Specifi-
cally, recalling such influential figures outside the family, 
for example, mentors, was a predictor of generative concern 
(Jones & McAdams, 2013). That is, people who benefit from 
some positive influence’s generative efforts learn to care for 
future generations and later realize this concern in genera-
tive behavior. This learning opportunity presented by the 
positive influence may be used differentially, however: In an 
intergenerational exchange program, it was particularly the 
extraverted adolescents whose self-concept clarity increased 
(Thomas et al., 2021). Thus, extraversion might moderate 
how much people benefit from positive influences in terms 
of their own generativity development.

Drawing on these findings, we tested a moderated medi-
ation: Specifically, we hypothesized that recalled positive 
influences are positively associated with generative con-
cern. This association, however, was hypothesized to be 
moderated by extraversion: Because they may feel more 
comfortable in unstructured social interactions, extraverts 
should show behavior that elicits more advice and sharing 
of life experiences from their positive influences. Thus, they 
should benefit more from positive influences – that is, the 
relationship between positive influences and generative con-
cern should be closer when extraversion is high. Finally, 
because generative concern facilitates generative behavior, 
we hypothesized that recalled positive influences are linked 
indirectly to generative behavior through generative con-
cern. The inclusion of generative behavior in the model also 
allowed us to test if positive influences primarily predict 
generative concern or generative behavior as well.

Methods

Procedure

The present data are part of a cross-cultural study on suc-
cessful aging (e.g., Busch et al., 2018; Hofer et al., 2016). 

As not all instruments were employed at all cultural sites, 
the present study focused exclusively on the German sample. 
Hofer et al. (2016) also reported analyses on the relation 
between generative concern and generative behavior in the 
present sample. As, however, the inclusion of generative 
behavior in the present study offered the opportunity to test 
if recalled positive influences relate to generative concern 
and/or generative behavior, we think this is justified.

The study was announced in a local newspaper report, 
which featured a contact for those interested in participating. 
Participants were invited to university premises for data col-
lection. A trained student assistant was present to respond to 
all questions if any should arise. First, participants worked 
through a set of questionnaires (among them the instruments 
for generative concern and behavior, see below). Then, they 
provided sociodemographic information (e.g., age, gender). 
Finally, some participants were asked some questions in an 
interview form. This was not possible for all participants, for 
example, because of conflicting time schedules. One of the 
interview questions referred to positive influences in one’s 
life story (see below).

All participants were informed about the purposes of 
the study and provided informed consent. Participant codes 
were used to match questionnaire and interview data without 
endangering participants’ anonymity. In general, the study 
was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Hel-
sinki. Participants received financial compensation for their 
participation.

Participants

For the present analyses, data from 147 participants were 
used (73 females, 74 males). They ranged from 59 through 
83 years in age (M = 68.03, SD = 5.90). Originally, a mini-
mum age of 60 years had been set as inclusion criterion, 
but three participants aged 59 took part, and we decided 
against discarding their data. Eleven participants who had 
taken part in the interview session produced missing data in 
the questionnaire, here defined as more than 10% of items 
of a given scale unanswered. One participant’s data were 
discarded because of multivariate outliers. Seven additional 
participants did not provide any response to the interview 
question although they had initially consented to participate 
in the interview session.

Measures

Positive Influences

Participants were asked about the positive influences that 
have had a long-lasting impact on their lives. The question 
was composed to correspond to the “III. Important Persons” 
section of the 1995 version of the Life-Story Interview (as 
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described in McAdams et al., 1997, and found in https:// 
sites. north weste rn. edu/ thest udyofl ives resea rchgr oup/ instr 
uments/). Specifically, the question was: “In everybody’s 
life there is a multitude of people that play a role in the life 
story. Some people play only a minor role, but others play 
a major role and have a great influence in one’s life. Now I 
would like to learn a bit about those people that have had 
a big influence on your life. Looking back over your life 
story, please identify those persons that have or have had a 
great positive influence on your life story. Please describe 
these persons and the way in which they have had a positive 
impact on your life.”

Participants’ responses were audiotaped, transcribed in 
verbatim, and subsequently coded for the number of positive 
influences that each participant named. If participants made 
clear that (a) someone had a long-lasting influence on them 
and (b) that influence had a positive valence for the partici-
pant, the respective person was coded as positive influence. 
That is, the positive influences score reflects the number 
of individuals that a participant mentioned who meet the 
aforementioned conditions of a long-lasting positive influ-
ence. Thus, a participant’s positive influence score is 1, if 
they talked about a single person, even if they might give 
more than one example of how that person had influenced 
them. In coding, we focused on extra-familial individuals 
(cf. McAdams et al.’s, 1997, helper category) so that our 
positive influence score corresponds closely to Jones and 
McAdams’ (2013) positive teacher/mentor influence cate-
gory. Three examples are given in Appendix A (abbreviated 
for the sake of readability).

According to recommendations (Syed & Nelson, 2015), 
the first author and two coders worked through 20 interviews 
to discuss the exact scoring procedure. Then, the two cod-
ers coded 30 interviews to determine interrater reliability. 
With κ = .781, p < .001, reliability was good (cf. Syed & 
Nelson, 2015), so that both coders then continued to score 
the remaining interview responses independently. In case of 
uncertainty, coders met and agreed on the final score.

Generative Concern

The Loyola Generativity Scale (LGS; McAdams & de St. 
Aubin, 1992) features 20 statements that reflect an individ-
ual’s concern for the coming generations. For each statement 

(e.g., “I have important skills that I try to teach others”), 
participants indicated how much it applies to them (0 = state-
ment never applies to you; 3 = statement applies to you very 
often or nearly always). Cronbach’s Alpha was .713.

Generative Behavior

Consisting of 40 generative activities (e.g., “did volunteer 
work for a charity”), the Generative Behavior Checklist 
(GBC; McAdams & de St. Aubin, 1992) asks participants 
how frequently they have performed each generative act dur-
ing the last two months (0 = not at all; 2 = more than once). 
Cronbach’s Alpha was .823.

Extraversion

Donnellan et al. (2006) developed the Mini-IPIP scales to 
measure the Big Five personality traits in an economic way. 
Each trait is measured with four items. For extraversion, the 
items read, “I am the life of the party,” “I don’t talk a lot” 
(reverse scored), “I talk to a lot of different people at par-
ties,” and “I keep in the background” (reverse scored). Par-
ticipants gave their assessment as to how well the statement 
describes them (0 = not at all true; 4 = very true). Cronbach’s 
Alpha was .646.

Results

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics on positive influences, 
generative concern, generative behavior, and extraversion. 
Participants named up to four positive influences. As, how-
ever, there were only three participants who listed four posi-
tive influences and statistically, these scores turned out to be 
extremes, we set these three participants’ positive influences 
score to three. Rerunning analyses with unchanged positive 
influences scores yielded results that are in line with those 
presented below. Corresponding output is available in OSF 
(https:// osf. io/ 6yvbr).

Positive influences correlated significantly only with 
generative concern. Extraversion, too, significantly related 
to generative concern; its correlation with generative 
behavior marginally failed to reach significance, r = .147, 
p = .077. Finally, there was a significant correlation between 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics 
of and correlations among 
positive influences, generative 
concern, generative behavior, 
and extraversion

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

M SD 1 2 3 4

1 Positive influences 0.830 0.961 –
2 Generative concern 1.659 0.400 .204* –
3 Generative behavior 0.576 0.193 .061 .504*** –
4 Extraversion 1.922 0.632 −.070 .283*** .147 –

https://sites.northwestern.edu/thestudyoflivesresearchgroup/instruments/
https://sites.northwestern.edu/thestudyoflivesresearchgroup/instruments/
https://sites.northwestern.edu/thestudyoflivesresearchgroup/instruments/
https://osf.io/6yvbr


70 H. Busch, J. Hofer 

1 3

generative concern and generative behavior. Age was sig-
nificantly negatively associated with generative concern, 
r = −.218, p = .008, and generative behavior, r = −.232, 
p = .005. There was no gender difference for generative con-
cern, t(145) = −.803, p = .423, but for generative behavior, 
t(145) = 2.383, p = .018, with female participants, M = 0.613, 
SD = 0.199, reporting more generative behavior than male 
participants, M = 0.539, SD = 0.182. Thus, both age and gen-
der were included as covariates in the moderated media-
tion analysis. All variables were z-standardized before the 
analysis was run.

To test the moderated mediation hypothesis, we employed 
PROCESS model 7 (Hayes, 2018), which defines that the 
moderator affects the path between predictor and mediator 
(path a) but not the path between mediator and criterion 
(path b; path terminology according to Baron & Kenny, 
1986). Indirect effects were interpreted as significant when 
the bias-corrected bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals 
(95% CIs; 10,000 bootstrap samples) did not include zero.

With N = 147, the sample size fulfill requirements for 
detecting a simple mediation effect at power = .80 for 
a small-to-medium path a and a medium path b (Fritz & 
MacKinnon, 2007). Monte-Carlo simulation yielded a .71 
power for the detection of a simple mediation (Schoemann 
et al., 2017); a corresponding power analysis for moderated 
mediation does not exist yet.

Figure 1 illustrates the moderated mediation and provides 
unstandardized coefficients (Bs), along with corresponding 
standard errors (SEs) in parentheses. As can be seen, the 
direct effect (c’) of positive influences on generative behav-
ior was not significant, whereas path a, path b, and the inter-
action term of positive influences * extraversion were.

The index of moderated mediation was significant, 
B = 0.076, BootSE = 0.040, 95% CI [0.003, 0.158], indicat-
ing that the indirect effects at different levels of the modera-
tor extraversion differed from each other (Hayes, 2015). R2 
change for the interaction term was .024, F(1, 143) = 4.258, 
p = .041. While the indirect effect of positive influences on 

generative behavior was nonsignificant when extraversion 
was low, it was significant when extraversion was medium 
or high (see Table 2 for direct and indirect effects). Low, 
medium, and high extraversion corresponds to scores at one 
standard deviation below the mean, at the mean, and one 
standard deviation above the mean, respectively.

The moderation is illustrated in Fig.  2, which shows 
the graphs for the relationship between positive influences 
(given on the x-axis at one standard deviation below the 
mean, the mean, and one standard deviation above the mean) 
and generative concern (given on the y-axis in standard devi-
ation units with 0 equaling the mean) for the three levels of 
extraversion delineated above (i.e., one standard deviation 
below the mean, the mean, and one standard deviation above 
the mean). Note that extraversion positively related to gen-
erative concern, B = 0.281, BootSE = 0.077, p < .001.

In an additional analysis, we added the interview word 
count (for a similar procedure see, e.g., McAdams & Guo, 
2015) to the model because positive influence scores 
related to interview length, r = .171, p = .039. This addition, 

Fig. 1  Generative concern mediates the relation between positive 
influences and generative behavior, with extraversion moderating the 
path from positive influences to generative concern. Path coefficients 

are unstandardized regression weights (Bs) with corresponding stand-
ard errors (SEs) in parentheses. Gender was coded 0 = female and 
1 = male. †p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Table 2  Direct and indirect effects of positive influences on genera-
tive behavior through generative concern with the relation between 
positive influences and generative concern moderated by extraversion

Scores for the moderator variable extraversion are given at one 
standard deviation below the mean (low extraversion), at the mean 
(medium extraversion), and one standard deviation above the mean 
(high extraversion), respectively

B SE 95% CI

Direct effect
 Positive influences → Generative 

behavior
−.011 .071 [−.152, .130]

Indirect effect: Positive influences → Generative concern → Gen-
erative behavior at different levels of extraversion

 Low extraversion (−1 SD) .046 .062 [−.069, .177]
 Medium extraversion (± 0 SD) .122 .046 [.037, .219]
 High extraversion (+ 1 SD) .198 .060 [.092, .326]
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however, did not change the results as presented here. 
Finally, rerunning analyses without any of these covariates 
did not substantially affect results either. All corresponding 
outputs are available in OSF (https:// osf. io/ 6yvbr).

Discussion

Based on previous research on the relation between positive 
influences and generativity, we hypothesized that recalled 
positive influences in participants’ life story would relate to 
their generative concern (Jones & McAdams, 2013). Given 
findings on how extraversion moderated the effects of gener-
ative efforts (Thomas et al., 2021), however, we additionally 
hypothesized that the relation between positive influences 
and generative concern would be closer when extraversion 
is high. Drawing on findings on the relation between genera-
tive concern and generative behavior (e.g., McAdams et al., 
1998), we added the latter to the model so that we tested 
a moderated mediation: Specifically, positive influences 
related to generative concern, but extraversion did indeed 
moderate this link. Positive influences had a solely indirect 
effect on generative behavior through generative concern, 
but no direct effect emerged.

Thus, in the present study, we replicated the positive rela-
tion between recalled positive influences outside the family 
context and generative concern (Jones & McAdams, 2013). 
This indicates that, on the one hand, role models and men-
tors can express their generativity by taking care of future 
generations (Marsaglio, 2008), and on the other hand, the 
recipients of this care do actually benefit from this care 
in terms of their own generativity development (Busch & 
Kranz, 2021). Moreover, we could specify what aspect of 
generativity recalled positive influences affect: The fact 
that positive influences related to generative concern, but 
not generative behavior, suggests that, in the long run, peo-
ple learn a positive attitude toward generativity from those 
whose generative efforts they benefitted from. Imitation 
learning might be more relevant to short-term learning of 
prosocial behavior (Kessler & Staudinger, 2007), but for 
long-term generativity development, the internalization of 
generative attitudes might be required. This is in line with 
the generativity model that posits generative concern as 
the first instance in the sequence towards actual generative 
behavior (McAdams et al., 1998; McAdams & de St. Aubin, 
1992). We would, thus, expect that were studies demon-
strating an association of positive influences and generative 
behavior (e.g., Busch & Kranz, 2021) complemented with 

Fig. 2  The moderating effect of extraversion on the relation between 
positive influences and generative concern. Solid line: high extraver-
sion (one standard deviation above the mean); dashed line: medium 
extraversion (the mean); dotted line: low extraversion (one standard 
deviation below the mean). On the x-axis, scores for positive influ-
ences are given at one score below the mean, at the mean, and one 

standard deviation above the mean; note, however, that for partici-
pants who did not report a single positive influence in their life sto-
ries, the z-standardized score was −.864. Scores for generative con-
cern are also given in terms of standard deviations (i.e., 0 equals the 
mean)

https://osf.io/6yvbr
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a generative concern measure, the same indirect effect as 
found in the present study would emerge.

It is noteworthy that McAdams et al. (1997) forwarded 
seemingly contradictory results to the present ones: Using 
a definition of positive influences that corresponds to the 
one employed in the present study, they did not find any 
difference between more and less generative individuals in 
how many positive influences they had experienced. How 
can this finding be reconciled with the significant relation 
between positive influences and generative concern here and 
in Jones and McAdams (2013); McAdams et al. (1997) pre-
dominantly looked at childhood experiences because they 
were interested in early influences on generativity devel-
opment (see also McAdams, 2013). This difference might 
well account for divergent results because positive influences 
might also appear later in life, as the examples in Appen-
dix A illustrate. Thus, generativity development seems to 
receive impulses in childhood (Love et al., 2013), adoles-
cence (Lawford et al., 2013), and adulthood (Erikson, 1963).

The relation between recalled positive influences and gen-
erative concern, however, was qualified by an interaction 
with extraversion. This indicates that recipients’ personality 
affects generativity development in two ways: One way is 
that due to feeling more comfortable in social interactions, 
extraverts are more likely to engage in generativity (Blatný 
et al., 2019; Cox et al., 2010). This reflects in the positive 
relation extraversion had with generative concern in the pre-
sent data. The other way is that other people’s generative 
efforts may affect people differentially depending on their 
extraversion (Thomas et al., 2021). This way reflects in the 
moderating effect extraversion exerted on the link between 
recalled positive influences and generative concern.

At this point, it seems advisable to contextualize the 
current results with respect to participants’ age. Jones and 
McAdams (2013) examined positive influences and genera-
tivity in participants in their mid-fifties. The present study 
complements this by including older participants. Together 
with other findings on received and provided generativity 
(Busch & Kranz, 2021), this indicates that supportive indi-
viduals can foster people’s generativity development across 
adulthood. In a similar vein, the moderating effect of extra-
version on the benefits of broadly defined interventions has 
occurred in adolescents (Thomas et al., 2021) as well as 
older adults (Korte et al., 2012). This suggests that extraver-
sion might increase the effects of unsystematic social inter-
ventions across adulthood, particularly given the stability 
of extraversion across the adult lifespan (McCrae & Costa, 
2003).

Why did extraverts in the present sample benefit more 
from positive influences in terms of their generative concern 
development? One potential answer is that extraverts are 
perceived as more involved (e.g., interested in what the other 
has to say) by social interaction partners in unstructured 

situations (Eaton & Funder, 2003). Hence, extraverts might 
elicit more care or mentoring from their positive influences 
because they tend to create more positive interactions with 
them, thereby motivating influential figures to invest more 
in their relationship (cf. the finding that perceived rejection 
of generative efforts reduces generativity, Tabuchi et al., 
2015). That is, whereas the number of positive influences 
did not significantly relate to extraversion, the intensity of 
generative efforts by the positive influence might well do. 
Future research might test this explanation by additionally 
assessing positive influence intensity, for example, by prob-
ing for the degree of self-disclosure of the positive influence 
or the readiness to seek for social support with the positive 
influence figure.

The present results do not mean that extraversion must 
necessarily be beneficial for intervention effects in the broad-
est sense. For example, extraverted children showed less 
benefit from an anti-aggression training (Stoltz et al., 2012). 
In this particular example, the authors attributed this to the 
reduced impulse control component of extraversion. This 
leads us to a limitation of the present study: Extraversion is 
a multifaceted trait and some may be more closely related 
to generativity than others (Cox et al., 2010). The extraver-
sion measure employed here is a brief instrument, which is 
designed to measure traits as broadly as possible (Donnel-
lan et al., 2006). However, the brief scales seem to capture 
warmth and gregariousness better than, for example, activity 
level and excitement seeking. Thus, different extraversion 
facets may play a role in moderating effects of social influ-
ences or interventions. For that reason, future research might 
try to replicate the present results with a fuller extraversion 
assessment tool. Besides, other traits might be worth con-
sidering in this context, particularly agreeableness (Thomas 
et al., 2021; Tov et al., 2016). Again, however, a detailed 
look at specific facets would be required. For example, the 
trust component of the agreeableness trait would also be a 
candidate for a moderating influence on the link between 
positive influences and generative concern.

Limitations, Outlook, and Practical Implications

Above, we have already discussed a limitation with respect 
to the extraversion measure. The use of a more comprehen-
sive measure might also have the advantage of an increased 
internal consistency, which in the present sample was low 
but still in the acceptable range of above 0.6 (Ursachi et al., 
2015). Another limitation concerning assessment refers 
to the positive influences: In the interview question, we 
asked participants to recall instances of positive influences. 
Whether participants have actually experienced these or 
whether they have reinterpreted certain experiences retro-
spectively remains unclear. As it is, however, the present 
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findings are in line with previous research (e.g., Jones & 
McAdams, 2013).

Regarding the present sample, it is unfortunate that we 
had to discard some participants’ data because they had pro-
duced missing data in the questionnaires or did not want to 
answer the interview question. Thus, the sample size did 
not suffice to reach a power of .80. On the other hand, the 
sample size is comparable to Jones and McAdams (2013). 
Furthermore, the present study complements theirs nicely in 
that they studied adults from 55 through 59 years, whereas 
we report findings from participants from 59 years up, thus 
increasing the generalizability of the finding. Of course, the 
same relation could also be tested in a broader age range 
across middle adulthood.

Finally, a more diverse (e.g., concerning sexual orienta-
tion) sample would increase the scope of the findings. In this 
context, ethnicity/cultural background of participants might 
play an important role. Positive teacher/mentor influence 
seems to affect the generativity development of Black and 
White American differentially (Jones & McAdams, 2013). 
A comparable analysis could not be conducted in the pre-
sent sample, as there were no participants with a migration 
background. Culturally diverse samples would be desirable, 
however, as cross-cultural research has shown differences in 
advice seeking, advice giving, and reactions to advice (Feng 
& Feng, 2018): For example, spontaneous advice giving is 
more common in collectivist cultures so that differences in 
the definition of what constitutes a positive influence might 
arise.

Future research might focus on potential explanations of 
the link between positive influences and generative concern. 
For example, gratitude might spawn generativity by moti-
vating people to give something back (Froh et al., 2010). 
Interestingly, some non-generative people also used the 
norm of reciprocity, which is inherent to the idea of giv-
ing back: They argued that they did have anybody to help 
them, so why should they help others (Cheng et al., 2008). 
Given the social and individual relevance of generativity, it 
is important to develop ideas on how to promote generativ-
ity in those who have not experienced it themselves (see 
Marsaglio, 2008).

The present finding on the moderating effect of extraver-
sion also informs generativity research with respect to how 
the intended recipients perceive generative efforts. Previ-
ous research has shown that it was detrimental to generative 
individuals’ well-being when their generative efforts were 
rejected (e.g., Tabuchi et al., 2015). However, under what 
circumstances the intended recipient actually does reject 
generative offers needs more scientific attention. Apparently, 
as Thomas et al. (2021) and the present findings suggest, 
recipients’ traits play a role in this context.

In sum, despite some limitations, the present study con-
tributes some insights into the development of generativ-
ity. First, recalled positive influences related to generative 
concern but not generative behavior. Second, extraversion 
moderated this relation, which suggests a double role of 
extraversion in the development of generativity in that it 
is a direct predictor of generativity but also modulates 
the extent to which learning opportunities for generativity 
are taken. This opens up a new perspective on how broad 
personality traits affect personality development in other 
domains such as generativity.

Appendix A

Example 1: After my husband’s death [when I was 31], 
the pastor of [my hometown]. I could always unburden 
myself of my worries there. For example, when I was not 
paid any welfare money, he said: “That can’t be, I’ll take 
care of that.” Then he gave me an address, and eventually 
I received some welfare money. That’s what he was like, 
taking care of practical matters, but also emotionally.

Example 2: I met a couple in America, with whom I 
lived for one-and-a-half years [when I was 19]. And they 
were my surrogate parents of a kind. And they have had 
a super positive influence on me: They were very active, 
politically for example. They realized what I needed to 
know to get along in America, because I went there a little 
naively and there was a lot I didn’t know. But they weren’t 
know-it-alls, you know. They took care of me and wanted 
me to tell them where I was going and things like that. 
But they did all that so very nicely and were very tolerant, 
and they brought me into contact with so many things that 
otherwise I might never have discovered for myself. And 
yes, they were quite some role models for me.

Example 3: I was doing an apprenticeship [when I was 
17] and I couldn’t swim. At my workplace, I met my men-
tor–if you will–and with him, I got to know the German 
Life Saving Association. I was so fascinated that I had to 
become a member, and I have stuck with it up to now. I 
learnt swimming, got my swimming teacher license, got 
involved in voluntary youth work. I enjoyed it so much 
that I gave my every free weekend for the Association. 
It was fun and it has shaped me, and I still enjoy it. Still, 
every Monday, I teach some five- through seven-year-olds 
how to swim.
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