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Little research has examined changes in personal identity over different periods of adult development. The
aim of the present cross-sectional study was to target these changes through the characterization of the main
dimensions in self-defining memories (SDMs; thematic content, specificity, integrative meaning, tension,
contamination/redemption, and emotion) and their interactions. Our final sample was composed of 652
healthy French adults aged from 18 to 97 years, divided into four age groups: young adults (n= 163,
M= 23.7 years), middle-aged adults (n= 135, M= 44.0 years), young-old adults (n= 178, M= 64.5
years), and old-old adults (n= 176, M= 79.6 years). Participants were asked to recollect three SDMs. A
similar pattern of thematic content was observed throughout adulthood, except for relationship narratives
were more frequent in the two younger groups. The findings highlighted that specific and integrated
SDMs decreased with age and that tension and contaminative sequences were the most frequent in young
adults. Redemptive memories did not significantly differ whatever the age of participants. No clear positivity
effect was observed with aging. Finally, an analysis of the correlations among the main SDMs’ dimensions
showed that specificity correlated positively with tension in young adults and integrative meaning with
redemption in young and middle-aged participants. We found no significant correlation between specificity
and integration in any age group. For the first time, this study sheds new light on lifelong identity
adjustments.

Public Significance Statement
The current study explored the development of personal identity through the comparison of four French
age groups of adults: young, middle-aged, young-old, and old-old. It provides insights into a few devel-
opmental trends of the self. Thus, we found that some characteristics of memories supporting the sense
of identity and called self-defining memories are differently influenced by age.

Keywords: self-defining memories, identity, autobiographical memory, adulthood, lifespan

Autobiographical memory (AM) refers to the ability to travel back
and forward in time mentally (Tulving, 2002). Thus, it allows us to
remember past events that we have personally experienced during
our life and also to project ourselves into the future. AM is unique
to each individual and closely tied to the self and personal identity
(Conway & Jobson, 2012). Personal identity is considered to emerge
in late adolescence or early adulthood (e.g., McAdams & McLean,
2013) and to change during a person’s entire life (e.g., P. B. Baltes
et al., 1980) through the process of individuation. AM contains self-
information that plays a critical role in creating a stable and enduring

representation of our self over time (i.e., sense of being the same per-
son during one’s lifetime), but also in updating the self while main-
taining continuity (Conway, 2005). Individuals create their identity
through the internalized construction of stories about their life
(McAdams, 2001). Specifically, they tell themselves and others
who they are and how they became who they are now, but also who
they think they will become in the future (McAdams & McLean,
2013). As they integrate new events and experiences during their
life course, individuals revise their stories throughout adult life
(e.g., Cierpka, 2012; Habermas & Bluck, 2000). McLean (2008)
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compared the representation of self in young and older adults and
highlighted that younger individuals build more their identity in
terms of change and older individuals in terms of stability. Through
their AMs, individuals try to create a coherent sense of identity and
to maintain their psychological adaptation (McLean, 2008).
Many studies have examined personal identity through the con-

struct of self-defining memories (SDMs). SDMs are highly salient
and robust autobiographical narratives that are relevant to enduring
goals and play a central role in one’s identity (e.g., Singer et al.,
2013). These memories are defined as vivid, repetitively remem-
bered, linked to thematically similar memories, and emotionally
intense at the time of retrieval (Singer & Salovey, 1993).

Main Dimensions of SDMs

The thematic content is the principal theme emphasized in the nar-
rative. It may closely reflect personal identity through individual
motives and expectancies, goals in life, or other complex cognitive–
affective mechanisms (Blagov et al., 2022). The thematic content of
each SDM was assessed in seven mutually exclusive categories fol-
lowing Thorne and McLean’s manual for coding events (2001): life-
threatening events (LTEs); recreation or exploration events; relation-
ship events; achievement events; guilt or shame events; drug, alcohol,
or tobacco use events; and nonclassifiable events (NCEs). LTEs
involve risk to one’s self or to others (death or severe illness, accident,
serious assault or sexual abuse, etc.). Recreation or exploration events
refer to narratives describing recreational activities such as leisure
activities, hobbies, travel, sport, and festivities. Relationship events
focus on interpersonal events (relations with peers, love, wedding,
divorce, interpersonal conflict, etc.). Achievement events include ref-
erences to one’s own or others’ effortful attempts at mastery or accom-
plishment, regardless of the outcome (success or failure). Guilt or
shame events are events that involve a moral choice or one’s doing
right or wrong. Drug, alcohol, or tobacco events include events that
refer to the use of drugs, alcohol, or tobacco for recreational or
other purposes. Finally, NCEs are narratives that do not fit into the
six categories above or that involve more than one category.
The most widely explored dimension in SDMs is specificity. A

memory is considered as specific when: (a) it refers to a single
event that occurred within a particular place and a particular day,
eventually at a precise time; (b) the event had a brief duration
(Singer & Blagov, 2000–2001). More precisely, a highly specific
SDM is a rich narrative containing many sensory and spatiotemporal
details and also illustrates singular experiences corresponding to par-
ticular actions, affects, images, or interactions with others (Blagov et
al., 2022). Conversely, a nonspecific SDM may refer to similar
repeated events that occurred over more than a day (over weeks or
months) and are recalled in a single memory (Singer et al., 2007).
In such a summarized SDM, no single event is described with
enough sensory and spatiotemporal details to occur in a particular
time. Finally, overgeneralized SDM is another nonspecific memory
that refers to semantic or abstractive events that occurred in more
than a day (Singer & Blagov, 2000–2001).
Integrative meaning is probably the most crucial dimension because

it is engaged in identity development as it permits the construction of a
life story thanks to the emergence of cognitive skills such as autobio-
graphical reasoning from adolescence (Habermas & Bluck, 2000;
McAdams, 2001). We decided to apply the term integrative meaning
or integration to define different processes: a lesson learned about the

self, someone else, or the world (Singer & Blagov, 2000–2001) or,
more generally, a meaning made of the important events in one’s
life. Thus, an integrative SDM contains sequences that attribute mean-
ing to the event described and conveyswhat this experience taught (the
narrator describes: “I learned the lesson that…” or “from there, I
became aware that…”). The description should not be a simple state-
ment of a fact (e.g., “I lacked confidence”), but should refer to a degree
of reflection and, for example, should specify how the event contrib-
uted to changing a personality trait or to seeing it in a different light.
On the contrary, a nonintegrative SDM does not contain statements
about what the past event taught the narrator about the self, someone
else, or the world (Singer et al., 2007).

Tension is indicated by an explicit reference to discomfort,
disagreement, or unease of any character during the narration of
the SDM (Thorne et al., 2004). More precisely, tension is present
in stressful experiences like mortality events, whereas leisure and
exploration experiences are expected to illustrate very few tension
sequences. In addition, relationship or achievement events should
involve intermediate levels of tension between life-threatening and
leisure events (Thorne et al., 2004).

Contamination refers to an explicit transformation, in the narra-
tion, from a positive to a negative emotion (McAdams et al., 2001).
More precisely, the beginning of the narration should describe a
positive state (e.g., a vacation period, a joyful relationship, a suc-
cessful schooling), but this positive is followed, sometimes sud-
denly, by a negative or traumatic ending (e.g., a serious injury, a
major conflict or a betrayal, a failed exam). In contrast to contam-
ination, the concept of redemption illustrates the capacity of adap-
tation after negative experiences and is defined as an explicit
transformation in the narrative from a demonstrably negative to a
demonstrably positive affective state (McAdams et al., 2001).
The SDM should first refer to clearly negative emotions (e.g., sad-
ness, fear, anger) or pain and reflect a challenging experience as it
should end with a positive situation illustrating a problem resolv-
ing, a lesson learned, or a stage of personal growth (McLean
et al., 2020).

Finally, the affective response at the time of recollection has also
been targeted in literature (Blagov& Singer, 2004; Cuervo-Lombard
et al., 2021; Lardi et al., 2010; Singer et al., 2007). According to their
definition (Singer & Moffitt, 1992), SDMs elicit strong positive or
negative feelings and affects when recalled. In some previous studies
(e.g., Blagov & Singer, 2004), a list of positive and negative emo-
tions was presented to the participants who were asked to rate
them after the recollection of the memory. More often, the emotional
valence and intensity were assessed after the memory retrieval (e.g.,
Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021) or the changes in affect consisting of
the difference between the emotional level after the recollection and
a baseline affect assessment (Lardi et al., 2010).

Dimensions of SDMs Throughout Adulthood

Different cognitive mechanisms explain how personal identity is
slowly constructed and modified from the episodic information of
memories: autobiographical reasoning especially through social inter-
actions (McLean et al., 2007), redemptionand contamination
(McAdams & McLean, 2013).

Only rare studies have been conducted to target and understand the
evolution of personal identity, which can be realized through the com-
parison of the dimensions of SDMs at different ages of adulthood.
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As early adulthood is the period of identity construction, several
studies have explored SDMs in young adults (e.g., Blagov &
Singer, 2004; Lardi et al., 2010; McLean & Thorne, 2003; Thorne
et al., 2004). However, only two studies targeted old adults in com-
parison to young adults (Singer et al., 2007) or to middle-aged par-
ticipants (Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021), and only one compared
these three age groups (Falzarano et al., 2019). Some differences
have been observed when comparing the main dimensions of
SDMs in adults at different ages. The main results reported in previ-
ous studies in healthy participants are displayed in Table 1.

Thematic Content

As indicated above, the thematic content of SDMs refers to cate-
gories reflecting the main goals in personal life like achievement
events, interpersonal relationships, and leisure events and also illus-
trating LTEs (Thorne & McLean, 2001). Table 1 presents most pre-
vious studies and shows that, whatever the age of participants, 20%–

25% of SDMs referred to LTEs. In accordance with studies compar-
ing two age groups (Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021; Singer et al.,
2007), Falzarano et al. (2019) did not observe any significant differ-
ences between life-threatening SDMs in young, middle-aged, and
older participants.
Concerning recreation or leisure events, the frequency ranged from

7.0% to 20.3% depending on the study (see Table 1). The compari-
sons between age groups highlighted contradictory findings. While
Cuervo-Lombard et al. (2021) showed that older participants recalled
significantly more SDMs referring to recreation or leisure than
middle-aged ones, no differences were observed between groups in
the two other studies (Falzarano et al., 2019; Singer et al., 2007).
As presented in Table 1, all the previous studies found that relation-

ship events were the most important content in the SDMs of young
and middle-aged participants (ranging from 26.7% to 45.0%). In
older adults, the number of memories referring to this content was
still high (20.3%–27.5%). Only one study found a significant differ-
ence with middle-aged participants reporting a higher number of
SDMs characterized by relations than older participants (Cuervo-
Lombard et al., 2021).
Table 1 shows that the number of achievement events was high in

most of the previous studies (18.9%–38.7%) but with lower frequen-
cies (12%–13%) found in some of the studies concerning emerging
adults (Thorne & McLean, 2002; Thorne et al., 2004). Previous
studies that compared this content at different ages did not find sig-
nificant differences between the groups (Cuervo-Lombard et al.,
2021; Falzarano et al., 2019; Singer et al., 2007).
Guilt or shame events and drug, alcohol, or tobacco use eventswere

the least represented contents in the SDMs (see Table 1), and no effect
of age on their frequencies was previously observed (Cuervo-
Lombard et al., 2021; Falzarano et al., 2019; Singer et al., 2007).
Finally, the memories that did not refer to the above contents

(NCEs) represented ,10% of the SDMs.

Specificity

As presented in Table 1, in emerging adults (aged,22 years old),
studies found that approximately three quarters of the SDMs were
specific (Blagov & Singer, 2004; Blagov et al., 2022; Lardi et al.,
2010; Singer et al., 2007), that is they described an event that
occurred within particular place and time and lasted ,24 hr

(Singer & Blagov, 2000–2001). When considering samples of
young participants with larger age ranges, however, the frequency
of specific memories seemed to be lower (d’Argembeau et al.,
2012). In middle-aged individuals, Cuervo-Lombard et al. (2021)
found that less than half SDMs were specific and there was no sig-
nificant difference with older adults. Finally, Singer et al. (2007)
reported that older adults provided fewer specific memories than col-
lege students. Thus, considering previous research, specificity
seemed to decrease with advancing age consistently with the well-
known decline in the ability for episodic remembering between
early and late adulthood.

Integrative Meaning

Studies exploring integrative meaning in SDMs, that is, the ability
of the individuals to step back from the narrative to derive higher per-
sonal meaning or a life lesson (Blagov& Singer, 2004), showed con-
tradictory results at different life stages (Table 1).

In some studies in young adults, about a quarter to a third of all
SDMs were integrated (Blagov & Singer, 2004; Blagov et al., 2022;
Singer et al., 2007; Thorne et al., 2004). Older adults recollected
many more integrated SDMs (Singer et al., 2007). Opposite findings
were reported in other studies where integrative meaningwas found to
be relatively high in early adulthood (d’Argembeau et al., 2012; Lardi
et al., 2010; Lavallee et al., 2019). Moreover, Cuervo-Lombard et al.
(2021) found integrative meaning was less observed in older adults
compared to middle-aged adults. With a slightly different task, con-
sisting in asking participants to recount personally significant positive
and negative memories during a semidirective interview, Habermas et
al. (2013) observed an increase in the search for meaning from adoles-
cents to middle-aged adults but not beyond.

Tension

As presented in Table 1, three studies targeted tension sequences
in SDMs, that is, a reference to unease, disagreement, or discomfort
of any character in the narrative (Thorne et al., 2004), and they
seemed to show that this dimension decreased throughout adult-
hood (Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021; Lardi et al., 2010; Thorne et
al., 2004). Tensed memories were found to be much higher in
emerging adults (Lardi et al., 2010; Thorne et al., 2004) than in
middle-aged participants (Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021). The latter
reported significantly more tensed SDMs than old participants
(Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021).

Contamination and Redemption

Table 1 shows that only three previous studies explored contamina-
tion or redemption in healthy adults’ SDMs (Blagov et al., 2022;
Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021; Lardi et al., 2010), that is an explicit
transformation, in the narratives, from a positive to a negative state
or the opposite evolution (McAdams et al., 2001). They showed
that contamination sequences were high in college students (Blagov
et al., 2022; Lardi et al., 2010) but very low in midlife and later life
(Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021). Two of these studies reported that
the frequency of redemptive SDMs seemed to decrease with age: it
was relatively high in emerging adults (Lardi et al., 2010), lower in
middle-aged adults, and even lower in older adults (Cuervo-
Lombard et al., 2021). In contrast, Blagov et al. (2022) found that
redemptive sequences in memories were low in young participants.
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The original study by McAdams et al. (2001), including narrative
interviews of adults from 35 to 65 years old (Mage= 49.8 years),
established that turning point memories contained more redemption
sequences than all other specific life events. These authors also high-
lighted that redemption was more frequent than contamination.
When comparing young adults (Mage= 19.0 years) to older ones
(Mage= 71.9 years), McLean and Lilgendahl (2008) did not find
any age effect in the use of redemptive sequences in low- or even
high-point memory narratives. Nevertheless, they showed that the
use of redemption in emerging adults was positively correlated
with the identity function of reminiscence. In a 3-year longitudinal
study, Dunlop et al. (2016) recently explored the contaminative
and redemptive stories exhibited by college participants who were
asked to write 10 key narratives. Between the two waves of collec-
tion, they found that the number of contaminative stories increased
in young students and decreased in college seniors whereas the fre-
quency of redemptive narratives increased in freshmen and did not
change in college seniors. Lastly, McAdams and McLean (2013)
suggested that the mechanism of redemption was probably more fre-
quent in the middle-age adult period where it served to sustain the
hope or confidence that is needed to weather short-term setbacks.

Emotion

In line with the socioemotional selectivity theory developed by
Carstensen et al. (1999), there is strong evidence that people rate
their past experiences as less negative or even more positive as they
get older (e.g., Gallo et al., 2011). As rated for emotion, it is well estab-
lished that SDMs are more positive than negative (e.g., Blagov &
Singer, 2004; Singer & Moffitt, 1992). Comparisons between groups
of participants of different ages have been performed in some previous
studies. Thus, Singer et al. (2007) showed that older adults recalled
SDMs that were more positive and less negative than the college stu-
dents’memories, while Cuervo-Lombard et al. (2021) found that older
participants’ SDMs also contained more positive emotion and less
negative emotion than those of middle-aged adults. Another study
found a similar mean rating for emotion in the SDMs of young adults
in their 20s or 30s (d’Argembeau et al., 2012).

Interactions Among the Dimensions of the SDMs

Few studies have targeted interactions among the main SDMs’
dimensions. Specificity was positively correlated to threat or LTE
and negatively to achievement in college students (Blagov &
Singer, 2004; Lardi et al., 2010). A negative correlation was reported
between specificity and integrative meaning in young participants
(Blagov & Singer, 2004; d’Argembeau et al., 2012; Lardi et al.,
2010; Singer et al., 2007), but not in older participants (Singer et
al., 2007). These results suggest that young adults develop autobio-
graphical reasoning and convert their detailed specific SDMs into
less specific integrated SDMs. Furthermore, in young adults, a pos-
itive correlation was found between integrative meaning and tension
(Thorne et al., 2004) or redemption (Lardi et al., 2010). In addition,
SDMs that referred to LTEs contained more tension, contamination,
and redemption sequences (Lardi et al., 2010).

About the Present Study

Researchers have tended to collect SDMs data from adults of dif-
ferent ages, in particular, in college students. However, to date, thereT
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are only a few lifespan studies focusing on the self (Fritsch et al.,
2023b; McAdams & Olson, 2010). Because a person’s life is always
a work in progress incorporating new life experiences over time, it
seems important to highlight potential changes in self over different
periods of adult development. The aim of the current cross-sectional
study was to extend previous studies on SDMs to improve our under-
standing of the complex development of the self. To the best of our
knowledge, the present study is the first that explored the main
dimensions (specificity, integration, tension, redemption, emotion,
thematic content) of these salient memories through the comparison
in large samples of participants over the entire adult lifespan. Indeed,
Falzarano et al. (2019) compared young, middle-aged, and older
adults, but each participant recollected only a single narrative and
authors only explored SDMs’ thematic contents. We chose to distin-
guish four age groups and divide old participants into two subgroups
(young-old and old-old). Young-old participants are in transition
from work life to retirement, whereas old-old participants were
closer to the end of their lives. In line with the postulated disconti-
nuity in the model of third versus fourth age (M. M. Baltes, 1998)
that is important with regard to the healthy aging perspective, we
expect some differences in young-old and old-old adults. Finally,
a further important and new aspect of the current work is the analysis
of the interactions among the main SDMs’ dimensions.

Hypotheses

Main Dimensions of SDMs

First of all, considering thematic content, we expected that the fre-
quency of memories referring to LTEs, leisure, and achievement
would not vary across adulthood (Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021;
Falzarano et al., 2019; Singer et al., 2007). On the contrary, we
hypothesized that relationship sequences would be less frequent in
older adults’ SDMs than in young participants’ SDMs (Cuervo-
Lombard et al., 2021). We expected the number of specific SDMs
to be the highest in young adults (e.g., Blagov & Singer, 2004;
Lardi et al., 2010) and the lowest in older adults (e.g., Singer et al.,
2007). We also hypothesized that integrative meaning would decrease
throughout adulthood (Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021; Lardi et al.,
2010). The same evolution was expected for tension, contamination,
or redemption sequences (Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021; Lardi et al.,
2010). Concerning emotion, we predicted more positive emotional
valence in old participants’ memories than in those of middle-aged
and young participants (e.g., Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021; Singer
et al., 2007). As no previous study compared SDMs’ characteristics

in young-old and old-old participants, we tested whether these pat-
terns differed between these two old adult groups.

Correlations Among SDMs’ Dimensions

We hypothesized that the specificity of SDMs would be nega-
tively correlated with SDMs’ integrative meaning in young adults
(Blagov & Singer, 2004; d’Argembeau et al., 2012; Lardi et al.,
2010; Singer et al., 2007) but not in other participants. We also pre-
dicted that integrative meaning would be related to tension (Thorne
et al., 2004) and redemption (Lardi et al., 2010).

Method

Participants

All participants were French native speakers and were recruited
from three sources. The majority of younger adults were psychology
or other undergraduates of the University of Toulouse. Middle-aged
adults were recruited by personal contacts, and older adults were
recruited through announcements at community organizations, such
as the local senior centers or clubs. None of the participants was finan-
cially compensated. Our final sample consisted of 652 adults ranging
from 18 to 97 years, divided into four age groups like Wolf and
Zimprich (2015): young adults (n= 163, M= 23.7 years, SD=
3.3), middle-aged adults (n= 135, M= 44.0 years, SD= 8.9),
young-old adults (n= 178, M= 64.5 years, SD= 2.8), and old-old
adults (n= 176, M= 79.6 years, SD= 7.0). Older adults had been
selected by their age, according to the World Health Organization’s
agreed cutoff of this population (.60 years old). They were all retired
and noninstitutionalized. Moreover, they were screened for global
cognitive function using the mini-mental state examination (MMSE;
Folstein et al., 1975); 44 of them were excluded from the study
because they showed pathological cognitive functioning according
to the thresholds defined by Hudon et al. (2009). We did not
include participants who presented a pathological score for anxiety
and/or depression disorders on the 14-item Hospital Anxiety and
Depression Scale (Zigmond & Snaith, 1983). Thus, neither of our
groups suffered from anxiety or depressive disorders. Even if our old-
old group presented a significantly higher score of depression than the
younger adults (4.31 vs. 3.52, p= .008 with the Bonferroni correc-
tion), their score was not pathological. The sociodemographic and
clinical characteristics of the four age groups (young, middle-aged,
young-old, old-old) are reported in Table 2. All groups were matched
for sex, F(3, 648)= 1.72, p= .162, but the young adults’ group

Table 2
Sample Characteristics

Characteristic

Age group

p18–30 31–59 60–69 70–97

Number of participants 163 135 178 176 .065
Age, M (SD) 23.7 (3.3) 44.0 (8.9) 64.5 (2.8) 79.6 (7.0) ,.001**
Females (%) 55.8 58.5 62.9 67.1 .162
Years of education, M (SD) 13.8 (2.0) 12.7 (2.5) 12.6 (2.9) 10.9 (3.4) ,.001**
Anxiety (HAD), M (SD) 5.8 (2.2) 6.6 (3.7) 5.7 (3.6) 6.0 (4.3) .127
Depression (HAD), M (SD) 3.5 (2.2) 3.7 (2.6) 3.6 (2.1) 4.3 (2.5) .045*
MMSE, M (SD) — — 28.9 (1.2) 27.6 (1.9) ,.001**

Note. HAD=Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale; MMSE=Mini-Mental State Examination.
* p, .05. ** p, .001.

SELF-DEFINING MEMORIES THROUGHOUT ADULTHOOD 5

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al
A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.



presented a higher educational level than the other three subsamples
and the older age group a lower level, F(3, 648)= 32.11, p, .001.

Procedure

The present research was conducted in accordance with the
Helsinki Declaration and was approved by the local ethics commit-
tee (CERNI No. 2019-143). Participants were individually inter-
viewed in a quiet setting. The experiment was initially introduced
verbally by informing participants that they would have to recall
some important personal memories and that they would be asked
to fill out written questionnaires. They were informed that identifica-
tion and personal information would be coded for the confidentiality
of the data collected. Before inclusion in the research, participants
were asked to give their written informed consent.

Measures

All participants were asked to retrieve and write down three SDMs
according to the self-defining memory task (Blagov & Singer, 2004;
Singer &Moffitt, 1992). The questionnaire was introduced by an oral
description and while listening to it, participants had, in front of them,
a sheet of paper with a summary of the six characteristics of an SDM.
To be considered as an SDM, a recollected memory should meet the
following criteria: (a) the memory is at least 1 year old; (b) it is impor-
tant for the subject and vividly represented; (c) it helps oneself and
significant others to better understand who the subject is as a person;
(d) it reflects an enduring theme or issue or refers to an unresolved
conflict from one’s life and is connected to other memories pertaining
to similar themes; (e) it could be either a positive or a negative event;
the only important aspect is that it generates strong feelings; and (f) it
is a memory the subject has thought of many times and is familiar like
a picture studied or a song learned by heart.
Thereafter, participants had to rate their emotions associated with

each SDM at the time of recall on two 7-point Likert scales (from
0= not at all to 6= extremely intense), one for positive emotions
and the other for negative emotions.

Scoring

All 1956 SDMs were coded by Alain Fritsch and 20% of them
were scored by two independent raters (Alain Fritsch and Virginie
Voltzenlogel or Christine-Vanessa Cuervo-Lombard). In the few
cases where the ratings differed, differences were resolved by discus-
sion among the raters. Finally, agreement (Cohen’s κ) was deter-
mined for each dimension.
Content of SDMs. The thematic content refers to the categories

defined by Thorne and McLean (2001): (a) LTEs; (b) recreation or
exploration events; (c) relationship events; (d) achievement events;
(e) guilt or shame events; (f) drug, alcohol, or tobacco use events;
and (g) NCEs. Agreement between the raters was good for thematic
content (Cohen’s κ= .87).
Specificity. Each SDM was coded as specific (score= 1) or

nonspecific (score= 0). The memory was considered specific if it
contained at least a single event that happened at a unique place
with a duration of,24 hr (Williams&Broadbent, 1986). It was con-
sidered nonspecific if it referred to a categorical event (repeated sim-
ilar events) or an extended event (longer than 24 hr). Agreement
between the raters was very good for specificity (Cohen’s κ= .96).

Integrative Meaning. The presence or absence of integrative
meaning in the memories was determined following Singer and
Blagov’s manual (2000–2001). An SDM was considered to be inte-
grated (score= 1) if the subject stepped back from the description
and gave a comment or statement indicating the personal meaning
or significance of the event and what it revealed about himself or her-
self, someone else, or life in general. By contrast, an SDM was con-
sidered to be nonintegrated (score= 0) if it contained only the
narration of an event without a meaning. Agreement between the rat-
ers was very good for integrative meaning (Cohen’s κ= .90).

Tension. The presence (score= 1) or absence (score= 0) of
tension was coded in each narrative (Thorne et al., 2004). The ten-
sion was defined as an explicit reference to disagreement, unease,
or discomfort in the narrative. Agreement between the raters was
very good for tension (Cohen’s κ= .91).

Contamination and Redemption. Contamination and redemp-
tion sequences were defined following the Foley Center for the Study
of Lives’manual (1998, 1999) andMcAdams et al. (2001). They were
coded as present (score= 1) or absent (score= 0). A redemptive event
had to contain an explicit and clear transformation in the story from a
really negative-affect state to a really positive-affect one. The negative
state of the event had to be clear and explicit and had to change into a
decidedly positive situation or produce a positive outcome of some
kind. On the contrary, a contaminative event had to contain an explicit
transformation in the memory narrative from a demonstrably positive
affective state to a demonstrably negative affective state. Agreement
between the raters was acceptable for contamination (Cohen’s
κ= .76) and good for redemption (Cohen’s κ= .88).

Emotional Valence. The emotional valence of the SDMs was
calculated with the numeral difference between the scores on the
two 7-point Likert emotion scales (one for positive emotions and
the other for negative emotions). For each SDM, we obtained a
score ranging from −6 (extremely negative emotion) to +6
(extremely positive emotion).

Statistical Analysis

Analyses were performed using SPSS®. For normally distributed
variables, we conducted a separate univariate analysis of covariance
on eachmain SDM’s dimensionwith age group as a between-subject
factor and educational level (in years) as a covariate. Post hoc com-
parisons were used to determine significant differences between age
groups. For the five nonnormal distributed variables (contamination;
redemption; guilt or shame; drug, alcohol, or tobacco; NCEs), com-
parisons were performed with Kruskal–Wallis H tests and in case of
significant differences, pairwise comparisons were performed using
Mann–Whitney U tests. Results were considered to be significant at
a level of α= .05, and the Sidak correction was applied for multiple
independent testing. To perform a more detailed exploration of the
differences throughout adulthood, we compared the frequencies of
the 1956 memories in the four age groups regarding their thematic
content, and, for this purpose, we used Mann–Whitney U tests.

In addition, relationships between the memory variables were
established in the four age groups separately between the main
dimensions of the memories (specificity, integrative meaning, ten-
sion, contamination, redemption, and emotional value). Spearman
correlations were calculated and were considered to be significant
at α= .05. The Bonferroni correction was applied for multiple inter-
dependent testing.
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Results

Table 3 presents the mean characteristics of the SDMs’ dimen-
sions, the results of the different analyses of covariance, and the sig-
nificant differences between the groups. The Sidak correction was
applied for multiple independent testing, and we considered results
with p, .008 as statistically significant. As no gender differences
were found in the main dimensions of SDMs (ps. .05), data were
collapsed across men and women.

Thematic Contents

No significant age differences were found for five of the thematic
contents rated in the SDMs: LTEs, leisure or exploration, achieve-
ment, guilt or shame, and drug, alcohol, or tobacco abuse. The per-
centage of only two contents varied with respect to adults’ age:
relationship and nonclassified events. Relationship SDMs were
found to be the most frequent in early adulthood (18–30 years) and
midlife (31–59 years) before decreasing. Thus, the young adults and
the middle-aged participants recollected more relationship sequences
than the young-old group (both ps, .001) and the old-old group
(respectively, p, .001 and p= .001). There were no significant dif-
ferences between young and middle-aged adults (p= .707) and
between young-old and old-old adults (p= .304). The opposite find-
ing was observed for nonclassified events, as the frequency of NCEs
increased throughout adulthood. The young adults’ group reported
fewer nonclassified SDMs than the young-old (U= 12,740.5,
p= .028) and the old-old group (U= 11,842.5, p= .002), and the
middle-aged group reported fewer nonclassified events than the
young-old group (U= 9,742, p= .001) and the old-old group (U=
9,036.5, p, .001). Other differences were not significant (ps. .05).

Specificity

Specificity decreased throughout adulthood with the young adults
group (18–30 years) reporting more specific SDMs than the young-
old group (p= .005) and the old-old group (p, .001). Considering

thematic content, we found that more LTEmemories were specific in
young adults (83.9%) than in young-old adults (59.6%; U= 3,840,
p, .001) and in old-old adults (57.0%; U= 3,639, p, .001). This
significant difference was also observed in middle-aged adults
(72.7%) compared to old-old adults (U= 3,968, p= .023). In addi-
tion, middle-aged adults reported more specific achievement SDMs
(63.9%) than young-old adults (42.9%; U= 2,022, p= .012) and
old-old adults (44.1%; U= 1,663, p= .025). All other differences
were not significant (ps. .05).

Integration

The percentage of integrated SDMs was lower in old-old adults
than in young adults (p= .003) and inmiddle-aged adults (p, .001).
Furthermore, compared with the young-old group, the middle-aged
group reported more integrated SDMs (p= .001). Middle-aged par-
ticipants provided the highest percentage of integrated SDMs but
that percentagewas not significantly different from young adults’ inte-
grated memories (p= .207).

SDMs containing life-threatening sequences were more often
integrated in young adults (39.8%) and in middle-aged adults
(51.1%) than in young-old adults (26.6%; U= 4,400.5, p= .047
and U= 3,619.5, p, .001, respectively) and in old-old adults
(22.4%; U= 4,112, p= .008 and U= 3,356.5, p, .001, respec-
tively). In addition, old-old adults reported fewer integrative leisure
SDMs than the other three groups (14.9% vs. 28.3%, 27.5%, and
26.3%, all ps, .05). Finally, relationship SDMs were more often
integrated in young adults (49.4%) than in young-old adults
(34.0%; U= 6,405.5, p= .017) and in old-old adults (32.2%;
U= 7,625, p= .004), and in middle-aged adults (46.9%) than in
old-old adults (U= 6,444, p= .019). For thematic content, all
other differences were not significant (ps. .05).

Tension, Contamination, and Redemption

Percentage of SDMs with tension was higher in young adults than
in young-old and old-old adults (both ps, .001) but did not differ

Table 3
Mean Characteristics of the SDMs for the Four Age Groups and Effect of Age (ANCOVA or Kruskal–Wallis Tests)

Characteristic

M (SD)

StatisticsY M YO OO

Thematic content
LTEs (%) 18.9 (25.1) 21.7 (23.2) 20.4 (23.3) 20.3 (22.8) F(3, 646)= 0.35; p= .790; η2= 0.00
Leisure, exploration (%) 18.7 (23.7) 17.0 (23.7) 22.1 (27.0) 17.8 (25.4) F(3, 646)= 1.25; p= .290; η2= 0.01
Relationship (%) 32.1 (28.8) 31.6 (29.5) 18.2 (23.0) 22.4 (28.6) F(3, 646) = 11.25; p, .001*; η2 = 0.05
Achievement (%) 11.5 (17.9) 15.1 (21.4) 15.9 (21.3) 12.9 (21.3) F(3, 646)= 1.59; p, .191; η2= 0.01
Guilt, shame (%) 3.1 (10.3) 1.5 (6.9) 2.3 (9.8) 2.7 (10.4) H(3)= 2.37; p= .499
Drug, alcohol, tobacco (%) 0.4 (3.6) 0.3 (2.9) 0.4 (3.5) 0.2 (2.5) H(3)= 0.54; p= .911
NCEs (%) 15.2 (22.3) 12.8 (22.7) 21.0 (25.0) 25.0 (31.0) H(3) = 22.19; p, .001

Specific SDMs (%) 63.6 (32.0) 57.8 (35.1) 52.3 (33.8) 47.5 (34.3) F(3, 646) = 4.97; p = .002; η2 = 0.02
Presence on integrative meaning (%) 38.9 (35.2) 42.7 (37.9) 29.4 (33.1) 23.5 (30.9) F(3, 646) = 7.50; p, .001*; η2 = 0.03
Presence of tension (%) 36.0 (30.7) 28.6 (28.0) 23.0 (27.0) 19.8 (22.7) F(3, 646) = 8.66; p, .001*; η2 = 0.04
Presence of contamination sequences (%) 11.1 (18.9) 3.7 (11.3) 6.6 (17.0) 6.4 (15.4) H(3) = 19.09; p, .001
Presence of redemption sequences (%) 12.9 (20.4) 11.1 (19.5) 10.3 (19.4) 8.0 (16.7) H(3)= 6.24; p= .100
Emotional value (/6) 1.72 (2.51) 2.18 (2.82) 2.76 (2.64) 2.11 (3.01) F(3, 644) = 4.12; p = .007*; η2 = 0.02

Note. The bold formatting corresponds to statistically significant results. Y= young adults (18–30 years); M=middle-aged adults (31–59 years); YO=
young-old adults (61–69 years); OO= old-old adults (70–97 years); LTEs= life-threatening events; NCEs= nonclassifiable events; SDMs= self-defining
memories; ANCOVA = analysis of covariance.
* p value corrected (,.008) using Sidak correction for multiple independent testing (α= .05).
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between the middle-aged, the young-old, and the old-old groups.
Regarding thematic content, life-threatening SDMs present more ten-
sion sequences in young and middle-aged adults (respectively, 71.0%
and 71.6%) than in young-old (47.7%; respectively, U= 3,889.5,
p= .001 and U= 3,650.5, p= .001) and in old-old adults (48.6%;
respectively, U= 3,862.5, p= .001 and U= 3,625.5, p= .001). In
addition, the young adults reported more tensed SDMs containing
relationship events (37.2%) than the young-old group (21.7%; U=
6,391, p= .010) and the old-old group (17.0%;U= 7,342, p, .001).
Finally, in achievement memories, there were more often tension
sequences in the young-old participants (25.9%) than in the old-old
participants (11.8%; U= 2,482, p= .029).
Compared to other participants, the young adults reported SDMs

that contained more contamination sequences than those of middle-
aged adults (U= 8,952, p, .001), young-old adults (U= 12,607.5,
p= .004), and old-old adults (U= 12,599.5, p= .008). The young
group reported a higher percentage of contamination for LTEs
(26.9%) than middle-aged (11.4%;U= 3,457, p= .008), young-old
(14.7%; U= 4,450, p= .032), and old-old adults (15.0%; U=
4,382, p= .038); the young adults also reported more contaminative
sequences than the middle-aged individuals in the SDMs with rela-
tionship events (10.9% vs. 1.6%; U= 9,052, p= .002).
The percentage of redemption sequences did not vary with age

group (all ps. .008). However, in terms of relationship content,
redemption was more frequent in young adults (16.0%) than in
young-old adults (6.2%; U= 6,821.5, p= .021) and old-old adults
(6.8%; U= 8,353, p= .020).
Considering tension, contamination, and redemption, all other

differences were not significant (ps. .05).

Emotional Value

The young-old group reported SDMs with a higher emotional
value compared to the young adult group (p= .001). None of the
other mean comparisons reached the level of significance.
Considering thematic content and emotional value, significant

differences were found for LTEs. The frequency of positive life-
threatening SDMs was higher for young-old adults (30.6%) than
for young adults (15.2%; U= 4,206, p= .011), middle-aged adults
(14.8%; U= 4,002, p= .010), and old-old adults (17.8%; U=
5,038.5, p= .029). All other differences were not significant
(ps. .05).

Correlations Among Main Dimensions

Correlations among the main SDMs’ dimensions are set out in
Table 4. The Bonferroni correction was applied for multiple interde-
pendent testing, and we considered results with p, .003 as statisti-
cally significant. For every age group, few associations between
specificity, integration, tension, redemption, contamination, and
emotion were observed.
Specificity correlated positively with tension (p= .002) in the

young adult group only (18–30 years).We also found that integrative
meaning was positively linked with redemption in the young group
(p= .002) and the middle-aged group (31–59 years; p, .001).
Moreover, we found a positive association between tension and
redemption in the middle-aged (p, .001) and young-old (60–69
years; p= .001) groups. T
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The strongest correlations were negative and observed between ten-
sion and emotional value in the young adult group, the middle-aged
group, and the young-old group (ps, .001). In the old-old group
(70–97 years), the negative link was found but was weaker
(p, .001).We showed that contaminationwas stronglyand negatively
correlated with emotional value in the young adult group (p, .001).
These two dimensions were moderately linked in the two older groups
(ps, .001), but they were not correlated in the middle-aged one
(p= .11). On the contrary, we found that redemption did not correlate
with emotional value whatever the age group: in the young adult group
(ρ= .22, 95% CI [0.07, 0.36], p= .005), in the middle-aged group
(ρ= .00, [−0.17, 0.17], p= .96), in the young-old group (ρ=−.07,
[−0.21, −0.08], p= .18), and in the old-old group (ρ= .12, [−0.03,
0.26], p= .10). Finally, we found that contamination and tension cor-
related whatever the age of the participants (p, .001, p, .001, and
p= .003, respectively, in the young adult, young-old, and old-old
groups) except in the middle-aged adults (p= .31).

Discussion

The aim of this cross-sectional study was to explore personal iden-
tity development by examining the evolution of SDMs throughout
adulthood. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first time that
these self-relevant memories have been investigated in a large sam-
ple. We compared the main dimensions of the SDMs and their rela-
tionships in four life periods: in young adults, middle-aged,
young-old, and old-old individuals.
As no gender differences were found in the main dimensions of

SDMs, data were collapsed across men and women. In line with pre-
vious studies (McLean, 2005; Pasupathi & Mansour, 2006), SDMs
characteristics seemed not to be influenced by gender. However,
Wood and Conway (2006) observed, in young adults, that negative
valence and meaning-making were more present in women’s SDMs
than in men’s SDMs.

Thematic Content

In the present study, we established that the frequency of SDMs
did not vary with age for LTEs, leisure events, achievement events,
guilt or shame events, and tobacco, drug, or alcohol use events.
However, relationship events decreased and NCEs increased
throughout adulthood, with young and middle-aged participants rec-
ollecting more relationship events and fewer NCEs than young-old
and old-old adults. These results suggest that overall the same
themes are present from emerging to older adults and that the current
goals and concerns, reflected through these themes (e.g., Blagov &
Singer, 2004), are highly consistent over time. This finding is con-
gruent with a previous longitudinal life span study showing that
life narratives, and to a lesser extent important memories, tend to
level off frommidlife (Köber &Habermas, 2017). This strong stabil-
ity was also observed in a longitudinal study including six cohorts of
participants, from 12 to 65 years (Camia & Habermas, 2020), who
were asked to recall their most important memories and life narra-
tives. Results showed that, whatever the age of the participants
and compared to recent memories, older memories were more stable
in their content, suggesting that after an initial phase of revision, the
salient life story narratives reflect a stabilization of the self.
Nevertheless, we found that relationship events were more fre-

quent in the narratives of young and middle-aged adults compared

to older ones. This finding is congruent with previous studies on
SDMs (Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021) and life reviews (de Vries et
al., 1995). We can argue that in young and middle-aged adults,
the most important concern and a very salient characteristic of iden-
tity is the need for relationships with friends and building a family
(Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021; Lardi et al., 2010). Lastly, we
found that NCEs were more frequently recollected in the old adults’
SDMs than in the young adults’ memories. This could be explained
by the fact that older adults’ SDMs are often composed of several
events with more than one type of content.

Specificity

We found a similar percentage of specific SDMs to those previously
reported in young adults (Blagov & Singer, 2004; d’Argembeau et al.,
2012; Lardi et al., 2010; Singer et al., 2007) and in older adults
(Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021; Singer et al., 2007). In middle-aged
adults, this percentage was higher in our study than in the only other
study conducted on this age group but with a much smaller sample
(Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021).

As we hypothesized, the percentage of specific SDMs decreased
throughout adulthood. In line with the only previous study compar-
ing SDMs in young and older adults (Singer et al., 2007), we found
that young participants recalled more specific memories than young-
old and old-old participants. This finding is consistent with previous
studies on AM, which have established that older adults recollected
fewer episodic memories than younger adults (e.g., C. A. Holland
et al., 2012). Indeed, semantization increases with the age of mem-
ories and the age of participants (Piolino et al., 2006).

Interestingly, when considering the content of the specific SDMs,
we found that the memories containing LTEs were more specific in
young adults than in young-old and old-old ones and in middle-aged
than in old-old adults. It can be assumed that these events correspond
to the SDMs with a high negative emotional response. Emotional
arousal and personal involvement in an event seem to be two factors
that have a large impact on the likelihood that a vivid memory can be
maintained over time (A. C. Holland & Kensinger, 2010).

Integrative Meaning

As expected, we found that integrative meaning varied with age
and tended to diminish with aging. Old-old participants recollected
fewer integrated SDMs than young and middle-aged adults and
young-old adults recalled fewer integrated SDMs than middle-aged
adults. The percentage of integrated SDMs was the highest in the
middle-aged group, but it did not differ significantly from the
young adults. These results are in accordance with previous findings
highlighting that the search for meaning increases between late ado-
lescence and middle adulthood in narratives (Bluck & Gluck, 2004;
Habermas et al., 2013; Pasupathi &Mansour, 2006). The decrease in
integrative meaning found in the present study is congruent with
another French study comparing SDMs in middle-aged and older
adults (Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021) but contrasts with Singer et
al. (2007), who found that North American college students reported
fewer integrated SDMs than older adults (24.6% vs. 76.3%). We
assume that this inconsistent result could be explained by two
main factors: firstly, the older participants in the American study
had a higher educational level, and secondly, cultural differences
may impact autobiographical reasoning through adulthood. We
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argue that young or middle-aged adults explore their identity for
change, personal understanding, and adaptation (Staudinger,
2001), whereas older adults need their self to be more stable and
coherent (e.g., McLean, 2008), because they live more in the present
instead of anticipating and projecting themselves in the future
(McLean & Pratt, 2006). In a consistent way, compared to young par-
ticipants, older ones are less likely to integrate their past and future
into their life stories and to create a sense of unity and personal con-
tinuity through time (Habermas & Köber, 2015). This result could be
explained, at least partially, by an impairment of executive function-
ing. Indeed, reduced executive functions in older adults are well
known (MacPherson et al., 2002), and previous studies have shown
that executive deficits may partially account for impaired meaning-
making capacities in a clinical condition (Berna et al., 2011).
Moreover, in old adults but not in young ones, autobiographical rea-
soning is found to be strongly linked to semantic verbal fluency
(Raffard et al., 2020), suggesting that semantic ability is a salient com-
ponent of integrative meaning only in older adults.
Interestingly, in congruence with a recent longitudinal study in

college students (McLean et al., 2022) showing that change in auto-
biographical reasoning depended on the narrative domain (academ-
ics, romance) and the types of experiences, we found that the
decreasing integrative meaning in SDMs observed through adult-
hood varied with the thematic content. The significant differences
concerned LTEs (both young and middle-aged adults’ SDMs were
more integrated than those of young-old and old-old adults), rela-
tionships (the young adults provided more integrative meaning
than young-old and old-old adults whereas the middle-aged recalled
more integrative meaning than old-old adults only), and leisure
events (the old-old group recollected fewer integrated SDMs than
the other three groups). The prevalence of integrative meaning in
LTEs and relationship events (Thorne et al., 2004) is not surprising
and has already been highlighted in emerging and young adults’
SDMs. More precisely, on the one hand, the search for meaning in
relationship narratives would be crucial for the construction of iden-
tity through the processes of lesson learning and gaining insight
(McLean&Thorne, 2003). On the other hand, the LTEs and the cog-
nitive dissonance they produce constitute a disruption that generates
enduring changes in interpersonal relations (Thorne & McLean,
2002). Thus, most frequent contents were found to have a strong
impact on the self that arguably remains until midlife.

Tension, Contamination, and Redemption

In accordance with previous studies (Lardi et al., 2010; Thorne et
al., 2004), we found that more than a third of young adults’ SDMs
contained tension sequences, confirming that some of these self-
relevant memories are associated with enduring conflicts.
Furthermore, we highlighted that the number of tensed SDMs
decreased with age. This reduction of tension might be associated
with the decrease we observed in integrative meaning. Compared
to older groups, tensed SDMs were more frequent in young adults
for LTEs and relationship events and in middle-aged adults for
LTEs. This confirms that experiences representing interpersonal
relations and vulnerability are crucial for the development of the
self in young adulthood and to a lesser extent in middle age.
As expected, we found that the frequency of SDMs with contam-

inative sequences decreased throughout adulthood and that young
adults recollected more contamination in their narratives than other

adults. As for tension in memories, our findings provide new evi-
dence that LTEs and conflicts in relations are experienced as highly
difficult events by young individuals. On the contrary, middle-aged
participants reported the lowest number of contaminative SDMs, in
particular in relationship events, even if their frequency was not sig-
nificantly different compared to young-old and old-old adults. A
possible explanation is that midlife represents the time of maturity
where identity is already robustly constructed and where individuals
generally face a few bad experiences, such as bereavement over the
death of parents and loved ones. Our findings are also in accordance
with Dunlop et al.’s (2016) longitudinal study showing that young
college students tend to construct more contaminative stories than
seniors. These authors argue that young adults need to experiment
with different identities and even a contaminative self before moving
away from it in midlife.

Contrary to our initial hypothesis, we found that redemptive SDMs
tend to decrease regularly, but not significantly, with age. This result is
not that surprising considering that only four previous studies
explored redemption in SDMs and that only one compared two age
groups and found a significant difference between midlife and older
age (Cuervo-Lombard et al., 2021). Other studies on memories that
were not recalled from the SDMs task are in line with our findings.
Thus, comparing young and older adults, McLean and Lilgendahl
(2008) found no age effect on the number of their redemptive narra-
tives. In their longitudinal study, Dunlop et al. (2016) established
that freshmen reported an increasing frequency of redemptive narra-
tives whereas the seniors’ tendency to provide similar stories did
not change. Despite the absence of an age effect on general redemp-
tive SDMs, considering relationship events, young adults reported
more redemptive memories than young-old and old-old adults.
While redemption and contamination sequences are both narrative
strategies for the construction of the self (McAdams, 2001), all
these results suggest that when facing adversity, individuals, and par-
ticularly emerging adults who experienced conflictual relations, need
to connect with a positive identity (McLean & Lilgendahl, 2008) and
hope in a better future.

Emotional Value

We observed that young-old adults reported more positive SDMs
compared to young adults. These findings are in accordance with a
previous study comparing SDMs in young and older adults (Singer
et al., 2007) and are presumably linked to an increasing access to pos-
itive memories or a decreasing access to negative ones. Compared to
young and middle-aged adults, it can be argued that, in line with the
socioemotional selectivity theory of aging (Carstensen et al., 1999),
young-old adults are more focused on the regulation and satisfaction
of their emotions in later life because they need to promote their more
salient goals and concerns (Falzarano et al., 2019).

Correlations Among SDMs’ Dimensions

Contrary to previous studies on young adults (Blagov & Singer,
2004; d’Argembeau et al., 2012; Lardi et al., 2010; Singer et al.,
2007) and to our initial hypothesis, we did not find that specificity
and integrative meaning were significantly negatively correlated in
any of the groups. We assume that unlike the participants included
in previous studies, our young participants had a more highly devel-
oped autobiographical reasoning whereas they still had high specific
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SDMs. Then, from midlife on, people may have a large store of
SDMs that in particular includes old summarized and recent specific
narratives, both of them containing integrative assessments.
In line with previous work (Blagov & Singer, 2004; Lardi et al.,

2010), in young adults, we found a positive correlation between the
specificity and tension of the SDMs, assuming that negative events,
like life-threatening narratives, are indeed better remembered in detail.
Unlike previous studies, we did not find a significant relationship

between integrative meaning and tension (Lardi et al., 2010; Thorne
et al., 2004) or conflict (McLean & Thorne, 2003). However, in the
present study, integrative meaning correlated positively with redemp-
tion in young and middle-aged adults, which is congruent with Lardi
et al. (2010). A possible explanation is that the presence of tension
potentially contributes to promoting change and adaptation through
meaning-making (Thorne et al., 2004). Both contamination
and redemption are linked to tension but, although people learn
more from stressful negative experiences than from positive ones
(Baumeister et al., 2001), only the change from a negative to a positive
situationmay improve autobiographical reasoning (McAdams, 2006).
We observed that the positive link between integrative meaning and
redemption only concerned individuals until midlife but not beyond.
We can assume that, compared to young and middle-aged adults,
older adults may have partly integrated their redemptive experiences
so that their narratives contain redemptive sequences without integra-
tive assessments.

Limitations

Although this study has been conducted on a large sample, several
limitations need to be acknowledged. Firstly, our research is a cross-
sectional comparison and therefore might confound the effects of
age and cohort. Thus, it cannot be ruled out that part of the observed
age group differences may be due to differences in the cohort, espe-
cially given the profound social and societal changes that have
occurred in the past century. This limitation can be addressed ideally
with a longitudinal study of intraindividual changes or, more feasi-
ble, with a cohort-sequential design (e.g., Köber & Habermas,
2017), which permits the estimation of cohort effects. Secondly,
we used no random sampling. Thus, our sample might not be repre-
sentative of the French population for some demographic data such
as sex ratio or sociocultural level, so that our results cannot be
directly extrapolated to the entire population. Thirdly, we did not
assess executive functioning in our participants. El Haj and
Gallouj (2019) demonstrated that updating (but not shifting and inhi-
bition) is positively correlated with the capacity to produce SDMs in
normal aging.

Conclusion

The construction and preservation of the coherence of the self
across the adult lifespan are generally perceived as one of the core
functions of AM (e.g., Conway, 2005). Our cross-sectional study
comparing young, middle-aged, young-old, and old-old adults pro-
vides insights into a few developmental trends of the self. Thus, we
highlighted that some SDMs’ characteristics are differently influenced
by age.
The personal identity of young adults is represented by the pre-

dominance of a large number of specific SDMs, which concern in
particular memories containing tension sequences such as LTEs.

These individuals reported integrative narratives and developed differ-
ent narrative strategies so that their SDMs are very rich in tension, con-
tamination, and redemption. Two main contents seem to be highly
salient for the development of their self: LTEs and relationship events.
The development of identity is still high in midlife and characterized
by very specific and integrated SDMs with autobiographical reason-
ing associated with redemptive processes. Relationships and achieve-
ment events are frequent or detailed in these memories. Middle-aged
individuals recalled frequent tension sequences in their LTEs but,
compared to young adults, fewer contaminative memories. Even if
the SDMs in young-old adults are mostly specific, they are lower in
integrative meaning than in young and middle-aged adults. At this
stage of life, the emotional value of memories is the highest, thanks
to a positive cognitive bias. Relationship events feature less promi-
nently in the narrative content. Interestingly, we did not observe differ-
ences between young-old and old-old adults suggesting stable
personal identity in aging.

In conclusion, our findings provide interesting knowledge of the
self at different ages of life and, in particular, help to characterize
identity in healthy older adults to support successful aging.

Future research could examine the impact on the self of other indi-
vidual variables such as personality, psychological adjustment, or
well-being. Indeed, Blagov et al. (2022) linked personality traits
and psychological adjustment to some SDMs’ dimensions, but they
targeted only in young adults. Besides, self-esteemwas positively cor-
related with the integrative meaning of self-defining future projections
(Fritsch et al., 2023a). More generally, well-being is linked to impor-
tant life experiences (Liao et al., 2021) and is one condition for expe-
riencing successful aging (Teater & Chonody, 2020).
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