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College graduates transitioning to the workforce completed a 13-week, light, psychoeducation intervention
designed to increase volitional personality change motivation via weekly email newsletters. Contrary to ex-
pectations, the intervention did not significantly enhance overall change motivation or consistently inspire
desired trait change goals following the study period or after 6 or 10 months. However, participants in the
intervention group did report increased desire to change emotional stability at specific points during the study.

These findings underscore the limitations of this particular psychoeducational intervention approach and help to
fill in the boundary conditions of when and how personality change is possible. Additionally, using pre-registered
analyses, we successfully replicated key findings in volitional personality change literature, effectively laying a

foundation for future research.

1. Exploring the Dynamics of Volitional Personality Change

Across a variety of methodologies, researchers have found that most
people around the world want to change at least one aspect of their
personalities (Asadi et al., 2020; Baranski et al., 2020; Hudson & Fraley,
2015; Moore et al., 2021; Quintus et al., 2017; Robinson et al., 2015).
Studies assessing whether people are able to accomplish their person-
ality change goals have found that trait change is possible but requires
the use of intensive, structured behavioral interventions (Hudson et al.,
2020; Stieger et al., 2019; Stieger et al., 2023). These structured inter-
vention approaches typically require participants to complete behav-
ioral challenges on a weekly or bi-weekly basis, with researchers
following up on participants’ trait change progress each week (e.g.,
Allemand, et al., 2024; Hudson et al., 2020). However, in the absence of
structured interventions that target specific behavioral changes, peo-
ple’s personality change goals often remain unrealized (Asadi et al.,
2020; Baranski et al., 2017; Robinson et al., 2015).

The current study seeks to fill in the boundary conditions of per-
sonality change interventions by testing the effectiveness of a light,
psychoeducation-based intervention designed to increase participants’
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motivation to change personality traits via weekly email newsletters
about personality and work/life outcomes. The newsletters were
designed to be interesting and relevant to young adults during the
transition from college to the workforce, a particularly transformative
period in which personality trait change is often observed (Bleidorn
et al., 2022). In alignment with major components of Expectancy Value
Theory (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), the newsletters provided information
about the nature of personality, empirical evidence on the effectiveness
of volitional personality change interventions, behavioral strategies for
changing traits, and the relations between personality traits and desir-
able work and life outcomes. Testing the efficacy of this
psychoeducation-based intervention is useful because it reveals how
learning about personality and personality change might influence peo-
ple’s motivation to change different traits, including both implicit and
explicit motives toward self-improvement. Therefore, our research
contributes to a conceptual understanding of the role of motivation
throughout volitional personality change processes. Moreover, because
participants are simply asked to read weekly newsletters without
explicit instruction to change their behavior, this intervention can lead
to easily scalable applications of personality change interventions if
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found to be effective.

To this end, we carried out a randomized, controlled experiment and
tested pre-registered hypotheses on the effectiveness of a 13-week psy-
choeducational intervention on (a) participants’ motivation to change
their personality, (b) the prevalence of personality trait goals, and (c)
attainment of desired personality changes at immediate post-test and at
2 months and 10 months after the intervention, with the full study
spanning 14 months in total. In addition to these main intervention
objectives, we explored whether participants reported extrinsic vs.
intrinsic reasons for changing a personality trait and assessed whether
these different kinds of motivation impacted change goal attainment.
Such investigations build on motivation theories (Deci & Ryan, 2000;
Wigfield & Eccles, 2000) to provide novel information about the role of
motivation in impacting volitional personality change. We also con-
ducted a pre-registered replication of previous findings in the field of
volitional personality change. Namely, we assessed the prevalence of
trait change goals (prior to intervention) and the relationship between
trait change goals, current levels of personality traits, the intellect facet
of openness, and life satisfaction. This replication effort is meant to
establish a foundation for this line of research, robust across methods
and sample characteristics, from which future studies can build.

1.1. Personality change and development in emerging adulthood

Converging longitudinal research finds that personality traits change
incrementally across the lifespan, with mean-level increases in consci-
entiousness, emotional stability, agreeableness, and assertiveness being
especially prominent in young adulthood (Bleidorn et al., 2022; Roberts
et al., 2006). These adaptive changes may in part be attributed to the
adoption of new social roles in early adulthood (e.g., spouse, parent,
employee) that call for people to become more dependable, assertive,
hard-working, stress-resilient, and to develop lasting relationships in
work, family, and community settings. For instance, new employees
who increase in conscientiousness, extraversion, and emotional stability
may better adapt to new work task demands, social opportunities, and
life stressors (Bleidorn et al., 2018; Biihler et al., 2023; Lodi-Smith &
Roberts, 2007; Roberts et al., 2005).

While personality trait changes across any one age period are rela-
tively small in magnitude, findings from the research cited above un-
derscore that the transition from school to work is a particularly
transformative period in one’s life. During this time of emerging adult-
hood, people often attempt to secure stable employment, financial in-
dependence, and housing separate from their parents or caretakers.
More broadly, young adults navigating this transition are negotiating
new social roles and obligations related to work and career success
(Arnett, 2000). In addition to changes triggered by social role in-
vestments, many emerging adults actively pursue volitional personality
change for self-improvement to get along or get ahead more effectively
(Baranski et al., 2016; Hudson and Fraley, 2016; Miller et al., 2019).
Thus, we intentionally carried out our intervention during this formative
developmental period.

1.2. The Boundaries of successful volitional personality change

Intervention studies suggest that intentional trait change is possible,
especially among college students (e.g., Hudson et al., 2019; Stieger
etal., 2020). The boundary conditions delimiting intervention success or
a lack thereof, however, have yet to be fully determined in this inter-
vention domain. On the one hand, successful volitional personality
change interventions share a common feature of relatively intense and
structured “dosage” (i.e., frequency and timing) of intervention delivery
in periods ranging from 2 weeks (Stieger et al., 2020) to upwards of 15 to
16 weeks (Hudson & Fraley, 2015; Hudson et al., 2019; Stieger et al.,
2020; Stieger et al., 2023). For example, a 2-week personality inter-
vention using a smartphone (Stieger et al., 2020) calls for twice daily
intervention, involving a morning message and reminder to carry out
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implementation intentions set by the participant, and an evening mes-
sage that includes a behavioral adherence check and reminders to carry
out target behaviors at end-of-day. Stieger et al. (2021) then extended
the original intervention to a 3-month period. A separate 15-week study
(Hudson et al., 2019) asked participants to complete one to four
behavioral challenges weekly of increasing difficulty, with weekly re-
minders and the opportunity to earn digital “medals” for their challenge
completion. Both intervention types resulted in successful personality
change in the desired direction, and in the case of Stieger et al. (2023),
change was maintained 1 year after the initial 3-month intervention
period.

In the absence of structured intervention, people’s personality
change goals often remain unrealized (Asadi et al., 2020; Baranski et al.,
2017; Robinson et al., 2015). In one study, Baranski et al. (2017) asked
participants to report personality change goals in an open-ended format.
After the initial assessment, they followed up with participants after 6
months (college student sample) and 1 year (online sample). Results
showed that personality change goals did not predict corresponding
personality change. Interestingly, participants with goals to increase
conscientiousness decreased in conscientiousness, and those with goals
to increase extraversion increased in agreeableness. These results largely
replicated a study conducted by Robinson et al. (2015) using Likert-scale
methods of assessing trait change goals that followed participants for 6
months before to after college graduation. These researchers also did not
find that personality change goals predicted actual changes, and those
wanting to increase conscientiousness decreased in this trait.

Although the current literature signals the positive impact of struc-
tured, frequent interventions on desired trait change relative to their
absence, the field is mixed in the methodological approaches used to
assess volitional personality change. These methodological differences
highlight important distinctions in the literature that may partially
explain disparate findings on whether trait change goals predict desired
volitional personality change. For instance, Hudson and colleagues
(2020) assessed personality change weekly across 16-week waves and
found that trait change goals robustly predicted trait change across 12
studies. Other studies that did not observe trait change aligned with
goals followed up with participants after baseline once or twice across 6
months or a year (Asadi et al., 2020; Baranski et al., 2017; Robinson
et al., 2015). The frequency of personality and goal assessment may
serve as a reminder of participants’ goals and may foster corresponding
behavioral change or exert demand characteristics. Moreover, some
studies use Likert-scale items to assess personality change goals (e.g.,
Asadi et al., 2020; Hudson et al., 2020; Robinson et al., 2017), while
other studies (e.g., Baranski et al., 2017) use an open-ended, content-
coded approach in which a personality change goal is dichotomously
coded (i.e., 0 = goal is not present; 1 = goal present). While volitional
personality change measures with several items more reliably capture
trait-specific goals, they may also over-estimate participants’ goals,
forcing people to choose a goal for every trait (or item), even if a given
change goal is not their top priority. This scale approach is in contrast to
the open-ended, qualitative approach that captures goals that are top-of-
mind, and thus, more autonomously motivated and freely endorsed.

In spite of methodological differences, this body of work has begun to
sketch the boundary conditions by which people are able to effectively
change their personalities. In line with the ‘all or nothing’ behavioral
investment tendency, simply endorsing personality change goals
without engaging in behavior change is not enough to facilitate desired
personality change (Hudson et al., 2019a). In addition, simply asking
individuals to identify a few behaviors they can carry out in daily life in
service of their personality change goals seems inefficacious, as partic-
ipants tend to propose vague, unactionable plans (Hudson & Fraley,
2015). By contrast, carrying out counter-dispositional behavior might
require repeated reminders and encouragement to create implementa-
tion intentions (specific if-then plans someone can activate based on
situational cues; Hudson et al., 2019a; Hudson & Fraley, 2015; Stieger
et al., 2018). However, important questions remain about the
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appropriate amount of scaffolding and behavioral activation needed to
help individuals achieve personality change. Accordingly, below, we
first describe the theoretical basis of a new ‘light-touch’ intervention
that helps bridge the gap between intensive behavioral interventions
and the absence of any intervention. We then outline a series of hy-
potheses focusing on the effectiveness of this intervention approach.

1.3. Testing the effectiveness of a psychoeducational volitional personality
change intervention

We designed a relatively light, psychoeducation-based volitional
personality change intervention that does not explicitly ask participants
to change their behavior. The design and structure of the newsletter
component of our intervention followed the logic outlined by Expec-
tancy Value Theory (EVT). Originally proposed by Atkinson (1957) and
adapted by Wigfield and Eccles (2000), EVT posits that individuals’
motivation to accomplish goals is driven by the expectancy they have for
success and the intrinsic value the goal-oriented task has in terms of
importance, utility, and potential cost (Eccles-Parsons et al., 1983). In
other words, individuals are more motivated to accomplish a goal if they
feel capable of succeeding and appreciate the benefit of success. We
utilized EVT to both strengthen participants’ expectancy that they can
achieve their self-improvement goals and to educate them on the po-
tential value of personality trait change in various aspects of their lives.

Specifically, in the first half of our intervention (i.e., the first 8
weeks), we demonstrated the possibility of achieving personality change
goals (see Table 1 below for a list and description of the newsletter
topics). After providing brief background information about personality
in the first 3 weeks, the next five newsletters focused on the ability of
individuals to change aspects of their personality by summarizing results
of previous research (e.g., Hudson et al., 2016) and presenting partici-
pants with evidence-based behavioral strategies they could use to help
achieve their personality change goals (i.e., weeks 7-8). The latter half
of the intervention period (i.e., weeks 9-13) focused on demonstrating
the potential value of accomplishing personality trait change goals.
Specifically, we presented participants with information on how per-
sonality traits are related to career success, physical health, life satis-
faction, and leadership. In line with previous research utilizing EVT to
predict increases in college course enrollment (Abraham & Barker,
2015) and physical skill and health behavior development (Shang et al.,
2023), we anticipated that this design would aid in (a) the development
of personality change goals, and (b) the increased motivation needed to
accomplish new and existing goals.

In sum, with EVT as a theoretical foundation, our psychoeducational
intervention first educated participants about the possibility of changing
their personalities and then described the potential value of making
these changes. Taken together, our intervention tested the following
hypotheses:

Table 1
Newsletter topic schedule.

Measurement
occasion

Week  Newsletter topic

1 Introduction/instructions T;: baseline

2 What is personality and why does it matter?

3 The Big Five Personality Traits

4 Personality and school performance

5 Can personality traits change?

6 Do personality changes matter?

7 Can people choose to change their personality?

8 Behavioral strategies for changing personality To: mid-test
traits

9 Personality and work performance

10 Personality and career success

11 Personality and health

12 Personality and life satisfaction

13 Personality and leadership Ts: post-test
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H1: Participants randomized into the experimental condition will be
more motivated to change their personality over time relative to
those in the control condition.

H2: Participants randomized into the experimental condition will be
more likely to report a personality change goal over time relative to
those in the control condition.

H3: Participants randomized into the experimental condition who
report having a volitional personality change (VPC) goal will change
more in their desired direction relative to those in the control con-
dition and those in the experimental condition who did not report
having a VPC goal.

H4: Regardless of whether participants have a VPC goal, those in the
experimental condition will experience more change in any person-
ality trait relative to participants in the control condition.

In addition, we tested whether intrinsic motivation bolsters the
attainment of desired personality change. According to Self-
Determination Theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2000), goals are more
likely to persist and be attained if they are autonomously pursued, rather
than pursued due to external influences. Despite this prevalent argu-
ment, the importance of explicit and implicit personality change motives
remains largely unexplored, although previous research alludes to their
relevance. Thus, we propose:

H5: Participants who express intrinsic motivation to pursue per-
sonality change goals will experience greater personality change goal
achievement relative to those who express extrinsic motivation.

1.4. Convergent findings of volitional personality change during emerging
adulthood

In addition to testing the impact of our novel psychoeducation
intervention, we aimed to further replicate previous findings on voli-
tional personality change in a sample of emerging adults. Previous
research using a variety of methodological approaches has demon-
strated that most college students either want to change an aspect of
their personalities or are currently pursuing personality change goals
(Baranski et al., 2017; Hudson and Fraley, 2016; Miller et al., 2019).
Moreover, students are generally able to articulate what exactly they
want to change, the strategies they use to enact changes, and the events
or circumstances that led them to want to change in the first place
(Baranski et al., 2017).

The idea that emerging adults have the desire to actively change
their personalities, potentially in response to changing circumstances,
again speaks to the major tenets of self-determination theory (SDT).
Specifically, SDT proposes that striving towards personal goals is uni-
versal and fundamental for self-growth (Deci & Ryan, 2000). From the
SDT perspective, individuals want to improve their lives and develop
specific goals in alignment with a broader self-improvement motivation.
SDT additionally specifies that goals that fulfill the basic psychological
needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness are conducive to in-
creases in well-being. Indeed, research suggests that accomplishing
personality change goals predicts increases in well-being (Moore et al.,
2021; Hudson et al., 2020).

Individuals transitioning from college to the workforce may be
particularly invested in personal goals that satisfy these broader self-
improvement goals. Research using both idiographic-nomothetic (i.e.,
coded open-ended responses) or Likert scale methods demonstrates that
college students indicate wanting to be more extraverted, emotionally
stable, and conscientious and that these goals correspond negatively to
current personality trait levels (e.g., people who are low in extraversion
tend to report goals to increase extraversion; Baranski et al., 2017;
Hudson et al., 2015). Moreover, wanting to change anything about one’s
personality is positively related to neuroticism and the intellectual cu-
riosity facet of openness, and negatively related to happiness (Baranski
et al., 2020). Thus, many emerging adults are trying to change specific
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traits that may aid them in improving aspects of themselves in terms of H7: There will be inverse (i.e., negative) relationships between
competence, relatedness, and well-being (i.e., low levels of conscien- current personality trait levels and goals to change corresponding
tiousness, agreeableness, extraversion, and emotional stability). traits.

To establish a foundation for future volitional personality change H8: There will be a negative correlation between having a person-
research to build from, the current study conducted a pre-registered ality change goal and life satisfaction and a positive correlation with
replication of three major hypotheses previously explored by re- negative emotionality and the intellect facet of openness.

searchers in this field:

H6: Most participants will report goals to increase levels of 2. Method

emotional stability, extraversion, conscientiousness, and (to a lesser

extent) agreeableness. We report how we determined our sample size, all data exclusions (if
any), all manipulations, and all measures in the study. The pre-
registration, data, analysis scripts, and supplementary materials are

Week 9: Personality and Work Performance

Welcome back! We hope you had a great week. This week we will focus on the
links between personality traits and work performance.

IN WHAT WAYS DOES PERSONALITY PREDICT JOB PERFORMANCE?

Many companies use personality tests to inform hiring decisions because certain traits predict job
performance. Job performance is usually measured using supervisor ratings of the extent to which
employees perform behaviors that contribute to the goals of their workgroup and organizaticon.

The graph below shows relations between personality and job performance. As you can see,
conscientiousness is far and away the strongest predictor of job performance among the Big Five traits.
People who are more conscientious tend to perform their jobs better in almost all jobs. This is likely
because conscientiousness captures valuable workplace skills, like organization, responsibility, and
perseverance. Conscientiousness is important both when people self-report their own personality
(green bars) and when observers rate their coworkers' personzlity (blue bars).

eatieness Conscientious:

tion (1) with job performance

1

Openness

-Sc-! eports W Observer Ratings

The second strongest self-reported predictor of job performance is emotional stability. People who are
more emotionally stable (less neurotic) tend to perform their jobs better because they can better
adapt to stress and manage their emotions.

Other personality traits predict job performance differently across situations. For example,
extraversion is a strong predictor of performance in jobs that require a lot of social interactions, such
3s sales and managerial roles. Openness and agreeableness are generally wezak predictors of job
performance through self-ratings--but when observers rate personality, all of the Big five traits show
stronger relations with performance.

Click here to read an interesting Forbes article about the relationship between personality and job
performance.

Next week we will cover personality and career success (including income and satisfaction).

[[Link to Midpoint questionnaire]]

Fig. 1. Sample newsletter excerpt.
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posted on the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/uyrnv/?view_-
only=881cc55bec644223bb6cc0a54c18246¢). There were no changes
to the pre-registered analysis plan for all hypotheses and all pre-
registered hypotheses are reported.

2.1. Participants

Participants (N11 = 816; Mage = 22.77, SD = 2.97, 70 % female) were
recent college graduates recruited from three universities located in
central, southwestern, and midwestern United States. Five total surveys
were administered, including at baseline (June 2021), at the end of week
8 (mid-test), at the end of week 13 (post-test), at 6-month follow-up
relative to baseline, and at 14-month extended follow-up relative to
baseline. Participants received a $10 Amazon gift card upon completion
of each of the first four waves, and a $20 Amazon gift card for
completing the 14-month follow-up. A Monte Carlo simulation indicates
that a sample size of 200 is sufficient to detect a small, direct effect (yo1
= 0.10) of a level two variable (e.g., main effect of condition) at 80 %
power in a two-level multilevel model (Arend & Schafer, 2019), indi-
cating that our present study is sufficiently powered to detect our main
effect of interest (i.e., the effect of condition of target outcomes). Par-
ticipants’ ethnic distribution was 35 % Asian, 34 % White, 23 % His-
panic/Latino, 5 % Black/African-American, and 4 % “Other.”.

2.2. Procedure

Participants were recruited primarily via email; although we also
posted opportunities to participate in the survey via student organiza-
tions and word of mouth. Email lists of recent graduates were obtained
directly from the universities, and our initial pre-study survey collected
information to screen out participants who were not recent graduates.
After providing consent online, participants were randomized to one of
two conditions in our 13-week intervention: (a) a measurement-only
control condition or (b) an experimental condition that provided par-
ticipants with weekly psychoeducation via email newsletters on the
nature of personality, personality change, and the relationship between
personality and positive life outcomes. Table 1 details each weekly
newsletter topic, along with the timing of three survey measurement
occasions within the 13-week intervention period. See Fig. 1 for a
sample newsletter. All newsletters can be found on the Open Science
Framework (https://osf.io/uyrnv/?view_only=881cc55bec644223bb6
cc0a54c¢18246¢).

Participants randomized to the intervention condition received an
email with the newsletter as the body of the email at 10:00 AM on
Monday for 13 weeks. Each newsletter began with a welcome message
and a short summary of the week’s topic. Newsletters in weeks 1 through
4 orient participants to the study with instructions, an introduction to
personality, the Big Five personality traits, and the relevance of per-
sonality to school performance to contextualize these new topics.
Newsletters in weeks 5 through 8 introduce content regarding whether
personality can change, why personality change matters, and behavioral
strategies that can be implemented to change personality traits. Finally,
newsletters in weeks 9 through 13 elaborate on the importance of per-
sonality to key domains relevant to recent college graduates, particu-
larly: work performance, career success, health, life satisfaction, and
leadership. To assess weekly engagement in the intervention, we
embedded a single-item question asking participants “How much of this
email did you read?” on a scale from 1 (“I did not read this email”) to 5
(“I read everything in this email thoroughly™). A total of 401 participants
received weekly email newsletters (i.e., randomized to the experimental
condition). 77.30 % of those participants responded to the engagement
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prompt at least once, 45.65 % responded to 7 out of 14 engagement
prompts, 32.16 % responded to 10 prompts, and 15.46 % responded to
all 14. Of participants who responded to the weekly survey, on average,
they reported reading the entire email (M = 4.30; SD = 0.21). Sensitivity
analyses revealed no significant differences in our central hypotheses
between our full sample, and subsets with only those who responded to
75 % of engagement prompts and 50 % of engagement prompts. Thus,
we opted to use the entire sample in all analyses to maintain sufficient
power.

Participants across both conditions completed online surveys at five
time points via Qualtrics at baseline, mid-test (end of week 8), post-test
(end of week 13), 6-month follow-up relative to baseline, and 14-month
follow-up relative to baseline (see Table 2).

2.3. Measures

The measures described below were administered according to the
following schedule:

2.3.1. Independent variables

Condition. The experimental and control conditions were compared
for their effects on target outcomes using a dummy code (0 = control, 1
= experimental).

2.3.2. Dependent variables

2.3.2.1. Persondlity traits. Personality traits were assessed using the
Five Factor Model (openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agree-
ableness, neuroticism) with 30 items from the Big Five Inventory-2 Short
Form (BFI-2-S; Soto and John, 2017). Participants were asked to indicate
their agreement with each statement starting with “I am someone
who...” on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (“disagree strongly”) to 5
(“agree strongly””). Sample items include “Is outgoing, sociable” (socia-
bility, a facet of extraversion) and “Is compassionate, has a soft heart”
(compassion, a facet of agreeableness). Composites for each Big Five
domain were created by averaging six items for each relevant subscale.

2.3.2.2. Volitional personality change goals. Personality change goals
were assessed using an idiographic-nomothetic (qualitative free
response) method. Specifically, participants were asked, “What aspect of
your personality do you currently want to change? Please be specific. If
you do not want to change any aspect of your personality, please enter
N/A.” We coded N/A responses as participants not wanting to change
their personalities. The remaining free responses were coded along
categories representing increases or decreases in extraversion, consci-
entiousness, emotional stability, agreeableness, and openness. Three
independent undergraduate research assistants coded each response.
Inter-rater agreement was high for the major goal categories. Goal cat-
egories that captured less than 10 % of responses were not included in

Table 2
Measurement Schedule.

Measurement Timepoint T Ty T3 T4 Ts

Demographics

Big Five personality traits

Volitional personality change goals
Overall motivation to change personality
Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation

Life satisfaction

Note. Time intervals from baseline (T1) were 8 weeks (T2), 13 weeks (T3), 6
months (T4), and 14 months (T5).
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Table 3
Sample Desires for Personality Change and Their Associated Conceptual
Categories.

Goal Change Category ~ Example Response Mean o
across
waves

Increased “Increase sociability and conversation 0.96

extraversion skills.”

Increased “I want to be more caring.” 0.88

agreeableness

Increased “I"d like to become more driven when it 0.96

conscientiousness comes to my academic and professional

career.”

“How I feel about my self-image, how Iam  0.92
pretty much self destructive by criticizing

every little bad thing I do and how I look.”

Example Response

Increased emotional
stability

Motivation Category

Intrinsic “I tend to be very caring which makes it 0.64
difficult to assert things for myself”
Extrinsic “Sometimes I can be a bit much for people”  0.65

Note. Categories to decrease any trait and to increase openness were not included
in this list because each captured less than 10% of responses.

the analyses due to insufficient sample size (i.e., increases in openness
and decreases in all five traits). See Table 3 for descriptions of each
remaining category with example responses and reliability coefficients.

Finally, it should be noted that we focused on an open-ended
approach to assess personality change goals for two key reasons. First,
the open-ended response method limits possible demand characteristics
that may occur if participants were instead instructed to select person-
ality change goals from a list they may not think about otherwise (i.e., a
Likert-type scale approach). Indeed, 12 % of participants indicated not
wanting to change anything about their personality traits using an open-
ended method (see results below) whereas 4 % indicated that they did
not want to change any facet of the Big Five personality traits when
responding to a Likert-type scale method. Second, the open-ended
approach may capture personality change goals that are more top-of-
mind and may be especially susceptible to our light-touch psycho-
educational intervention.

2.3.2.3. Overall motivation to change personality. To assess participants’
overall motivation to change their personality, respondents were asked
to indicate how motivated they were to change their personality on a
scale of 5-point scale from 1 (“slightly motivated”) to 5 (“very
motivated™).

2.3.3. Moderator variables

2.3.3.1. Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. As part of our qualitative
assessment of volitional personality change goals, participants who
endorsed having a personality change goal were asked: “Please explain
why you want to change in this way. In other words, what has prompted
you to want to change your personality?” Free responses were coded for
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, such that motives related to the
facilitation of personal growth and psychological well-being were
deemed “intrinsic” (« = 0.64) and motivations related to gaining the
approval of others or avoiding guilt, shame, or criticism were deemed
“extrinsic” (o« = 0.65). Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation were coded by
three independent research assistants as mutually exclusive. See Table 3
for example responses.
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Table 4
Sample Sizes Across Waves and Conditions.

Timepoint Both Control  Experimental  Both
Conditions N N Conditions
Total N Retained N

Ty (baseline) 816 415 401 816

T, (mid-test) 508 273 235 457

T; (post-test) 440 233 207 397

T4 (6-month follow- 457 251 205 416

up)*
Ts (14-month 482 246 236 450

follow-up)*

Note. Follow-up months are reported relative to baseline assessment.
2.4. Attrition analyses and missing data

As is common in longitudinal psychological studies using repeated
measures (Nicholson et al., 2017), our study suffered from attrition.
There was a 40 % attrition rate across the full 1-year study interval. As a
data quality assurance measure, we retained survey responses at each
timepoint that were greater than 7 min in response time and in which
three of four attention checks were passed (see responses retained in the
last column of Table 4). Regarding our treatment of missing data, we
used pairwise deletion for our residualized change models, and full in-
formation likelihood estimation for our multilevel models to capitalize
on all available data (Graham, 2009).

2.5. Analytic approach

Per our pre-registration, to test the effectiveness of our intervention,
we carried out two sets of analyses. First, we tested whether overall
motivation to change personality was predicted by condition. Second,
we tested whether the obtainment of a specific personality change goal
was predicted by condition. Regarding the first set of analyses (testing
H1), we assessed whether condition impacts overall motivation to
change personality using residualized change models predicting Ts
motivation (mid-test), T3 (post-test) motivation, and T4 (6-month
follow-up)’ motivation from condition controlling for T; motivation
(baseline). Regarding the second analysis focused on the obtainment of a
personality change goal (testing H2), we again used residualized change
models. As our outcomes, we predicted the obtainment of a personality
change goal as measured by our dummy-coded free-response data. For
each outcome, we predicted To (mid-test), T3 (post-test), and T4 (6-
month follow-up) goals from condition controlling for T; (baseline)
goals.

Next, to address the effect of our intervention on personality change
attainment (testing H3 and H4), we employed multilevel modeling to
account for the nested structure of our data: observations (level 1)
nested within people (level 2) using maximum likelihood estimation. We
ran separate models for each trait outcome and engaged in a model-
building process described here. First, to test growth in our outcome
variables (traits as measured by the BFI-2), we tested time as a level 1
predictor, centered at baseline. Time was tested in both linear and
quadratic growth models to account for potential graduated decreases
over the longitudinal study, and was also tested as both a fixed and
random effect to test for significant differences in growth trajectories
between participants. We next added the condition variable (dummy
coded) to assess the impact of our intervention on a given trait (testing
differences in intercepts) and also tested a condition*time interaction
term to assess whether condition interacted with time to predict

! The decision to collect a 14-month follow-up was made after the pre-
registration was complete and analyses were underway. Thus, as per the pre-
registration, our main hypotheses used data from Waves 1-4. Multilevel
models assessing trait change included data from all 5 waves.
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different rates of change in a given trait (testing differences in slopes;
H3). Finally, we tested whether having a personality trait goal predicted
change in a corresponding trait, and whether the condition interacted
with having a trait-specific change goal in predicting each trait outcome
by testing a condition*change goal interaction term in each model
(testing H4).

Further, we used the same multilevel models specified above to
explore the relationship between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation to
trait change (testing H5). More specifically, we tested the effect of
intrinsic motivation (dummy coded) on a given trait (testing for differ-
ences in intercepts), as well as an intrinsic motivation*time interaction
term to test whether intrinsic motivation interacted with time to predict
different rates of change in a given trait (testing for differences in
slopes). We then tested an intrinsic motivation*condition interaction
term to test whether intrinsic motivation interacted with the condition
to predict personality trait change. Finally, we performed descriptive
analyses and calculated bivariate Pearson correlations to replicate
existing findings on volitional personal change (H6-H8).

Finally, to help further validate our focus on the open-ended
approach to VPC assessment, we conducted comparison analyses with
an alternative scale approach to assessing VPC (e.g., the ¢BFI; Hudson
et al., 2015). Both our open-ended response and alternative scale ap-
proaches yielded similar correlational analyses in which current per-
sonality trait levels are inversely related to corresponding trait goals. See
Table S4 in the Supplementary Materials (https://osf.io/uyrnv/?
view_only=881cc55bec644223bb6cc0a54c18246¢).

3. Results

To establish the foundation for our main intervention findings, we
first report findings from our pre-registered replication of consistent
findings in the field of volitional personality change (H6-H8). We then
tested the effectiveness of our volitional personality change intervention
in its ability to increase the motivation to change one’s personality (H1),
develop personality change goals (H2), and achieve personality change,
both relative to those without an initial goal (H3) and to those ran-
domized into the control condition (H4). Finally, we explore whether
reported intrinsically motivated goals predict greater downstream
change relative to extrinsically motivated goals (H5).

As reported earlier, to rule out alternative explanations, we first ran
sensitivity analyses testing whether results differed across varying levels
of reported attention while reading each week’s newsletter. Results did
not significantly change across attention levels; thus, we report findings
with the full dataset to maximize power and to remain consistent with
analyses that did not use condition as a covariate.

3.1. Pre-registered replication of Extant volitional personality change
findings

At baseline, the vast majority (88 %) of participants indicated a
desire to change an aspect of their personalities. As predicted by H6 and
replicating previous research, the most common personality change
goals were to increase extraversion (n = 243; 35 %), emotional stability

Table 5
Correlations Between Baseline Traits and Personality Change Goals.
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(n = 216; 31 %), and conscientiousness (n = 95; 13 %).

Next, replicating previous work and in alignment with H7, desires to
increase a given trait were inversely related to baseline levels of corre-
sponding traits (Table 5; note that baseline neuroticism was positively
related with the desire to increase emotional stability, which was coded
as a positive outcome).

Finally, again replicating previous work and in line with H8, having a
personality change goal was negatively related to life satisfaction (r =
—0.19) and positively related to baseline neuroticism (r = 0.18). Con-
trary to our hypothesis and previous research (Baranski et al., 2020),
having a personality trait change goal was not significantly related to the
openness facet of intellectual curiosity (r < 0.001).

3.2. Testing the effectiveness of the personality change intervention

We next tested the effects of our intervention. First, we hypothesized
that intervention condition would predict increases in overall motiva-
tion to change one’s personality (H1). Contrary to our hypothesis, those
randomized to participate in the intervention did not report greater
overall motivation to change their personalities at any point during the
study period relative to those who were randomized into the control
condition.

We also hypothesized that participating in our intervention would
increase the likelihood of reporting personality change goals (H2). We
found that, relative to those in the control group, those in our inter-
vention condition were more likely to cite an increased desire to become
more emotionally stable from T; to T3 (b = 0.093, p = 0.035). No effects
were observed for desires to increase conscientiousness, agreeableness,
openness, or extraversion. Thus, our hypothesis was not supported
except in the case of goals to increase emotional stability (See Supple-
mentary Materials for complete model parameters).

To assess the effects of our intervention on desired personality
change both relative to those without change goals regardless of con-
dition (H3) and relative to those in the control condition regardless of
initial trait change goal (H4), we first assessed the general personality
change trends across the study period of all participants. Participants
reported significant changes over time in all five traits, primarily in ways
that opposed the maturity principle (Roberts et al., 2006). On average,
participants showed significant linear decreases in extraversion (b = —
0.040, p < 0.001), conscientiousness (b = — 0.038, p < 0.001), agree-
ableness (b = — 0.026, p < 0.001), and openness (b = — 0.017, p <
0.001), as well as increases in neuroticism (b = 0.022, p < 0.001). Model
fit was improved in predicting change for each trait when allowing time
to randomly vary, except for neuroticism, indicating significantly
different growth trajectories between participants in predicting extra-
version, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and openness over time.

Next, we tested whether the intervention promoted personality trait
change for those who had a personality change goal (H4). Contrary to
our prediction, we found that condition did not interact with having a
personality change goal and time in predicting changes in trait extra-
version (b = -0.025, p = 0.282), conscientiousness (b = -0.014, p =
0.691), neuroticism (b = 0.021, p = 0.388), agreeableness (b =-0.052, p
= 0.245), and openness (b = -0.004, p = 0.958).

Goal to increase Extraversion

Goal to increase Agreeableness

Goal to increase Conscientiousness Goal to increase Emotional Stability

Baseline Extraversion —0.26**

Baseline Agreeableness 0.01 —0.14%*
Baseline Conscientiousness 0.14 0.03
Baseline Neuroticism -0.14 —0.04

—0.26**
—0.04 0.24%*

Note. ** p < 0.01. Openness is not included due to the low (<3%) reported base rate of goals to increase openness.
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When assessing the effects of our intervention on personality trait
change irrespective of having a personality change goal, we found,
contrary to our expectations (H4), condition exhibited no effect on
changes in trait extraversion (b = 0.004, p = 0.940), conscientiousness
(b = 0.021, p = 0.694), neuroticism (b = -0.026, p = 0.674), and
agreeableness (b = 0.049, p = 0.255). Condition did significantly predict
openness such that those in the intervention condition reported higher
openness compared to those in the control condition at baseline and
across the study period (b = 0.112, p = 0.020). However, condition did
not significantly interact with time to predict different rates of change in
openness (b = -0.020, p = 0.058), and thus, condition did not impact
different trajectories in openness between our experimental and control
conditions.

Finally, we tested whether having a personality change goal in a
specific domain predicted corresponding changes in the target trait
(independently from the intervention). We found that those who had a
goal to increase emotional stability decreased in neuroticism over time
(b = -0.041, p = 0.001), although this effect size is quite small and
should be interpreted with caution. Interestingly, having a change goal
to increase conscientiousness and agreeableness predicted significant
declines in corresponding traits. Specifically, those who wanted to in-
crease conscientiousness decreased in conscientiousness (b = -0.569, p <
0.001) and those who wanted to increase agreeableness decreased in
agreeableness (b = -0.252, p = 0.008). Having a goal to increase open-
ness had no effect on self-reported trait openness (b =-0.115, p = 0.407),
nor did having a goal to increase extraversion in increasing extraversion
(b =0.021, p = 0.067).

3.3. Intrinsic vs. extrinsic motivation in predicting trait change

We next tested our prediction that those who expressed intrinsic
motivation (vs. extrinsic) motivation to change their personalities would
experience greater personality change goal achievement (H5). To
contextualize these results, we outlined which trait goals participants
reported as intrinsically vs. extrinsically motivated. Desires to be more
conscientious, emotionally stable, and open were largely intrinsically
motivated, while desires to be more extraverted and agreeable were
largely extrinsically motivated (Table 6).

Contrary to our expectations, we found that having intrinsic moti-
vation to change one’s personality was negatively associated with trait
conscientiousness (b =-0.239, p < 0.001) and positively associated with
trait neuroticism (b = 0.246, p < 0.001), and that intrinsic motivation
did not significantly interact with time to predict different growth tra-
jectories in conscientiousness. Overall, these results did not confirm our
hypothesis that having intrinsic motivation to change one’s personality
results in greater personality change relative to having extrinsic
motivation.

Table 6

Frequency of Personality Change Goals and Intrinsic/Extrinsic Motivation.
Timepoint Frequency Intrinsic Extrinsic

n (%) Motivation Motivation
n (%) n (%)

Extraversion n=243(35%)" n = 95 (40 %) n = 145 (60 %)
Emotional Stability n =216 (31 %) n =180 (83 %) n =236 (17 %)
Conscientiousness n=95 (3 %) n = 89 (94 %) n==6(06%)
Agreeableness n =66 (10 %) n = 26 (39 %) n = 40 (60 %)
Openness n=15(2 %) n=9 (60 %) n =6 (40 %)

Note. We used majority-rule across three independent coders. Thus, disagree-
ment among coders is reflected in instances where intrinsic and extrinsic cate-
gories do not add to the total trait frequency.
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4. Discussion

To date, successful personality change interventions have used
structured, behaviorally-guided protocols in helping participants ach-
ieve desired personality change (e.g., Hudson et al., 2019; Stieger et al.,
2020), yet the boundary conditions separating effective from ineffective
interventions have yet to be fully established. Testing the efficacy of less
intensive interventions in facilitating desired personality change may
enable the delivery of personality change interventions at scale, and
could help facilitate popular interest in improving one’s personality.
Accordingly, based on major tenets of Expectancy Value Theory
(Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), we tested the effectiveness of a 13-week
psychoeducational personality change intervention in encouraging
personality change goal motivation and subsequent personality change.
We carried out this intervention among recent college graduates tran-
sitioning to the workforce, given this important period of adult per-
sonality development.

Overall, our intervention was not successful in increasing overall
motivation to change one’s personality and promoting desirable per-
sonality changes. Moreover, our intervention had limited success in
promoting the adoption of specific personality change goals over time.
Participants in the intervention condition were more likely to cite an
increased desire to become more emotionally stable from baseline to the
3-month follow-up, but there were no other significant differences
across conditions. Below we discuss implications to the development of
new personality change interventions.

4.1. The effectiveness of a psychoeducational motivation-focused
intervention

Of primary interest, our study tested whether a psychoeducation-
focused and less behaviorally intensive intervention facilitates voli-
tional personality change. We found no main effects of condition on
overall motivation to change personality and on personality trait
change. Our intervention also did not encourage broader adoption of
personality change goals as we expected.

Contextualizing our findings in the transition period from college
graduation to employment, we find that this highly transformative time
was largely marked by socially undesirable personality changes, how-
ever, our intervention did not largely help buffer against these unde-
sirable trends (see below for a possible exception).

Importantly, these mean-level change results conceptually replicate
recent work by Reitz and colleagues (2022) that found similar decreases
in personality change over their 2-year study period among individuals
during the same university-to-work transition period. These authors,
however, found that individuals who reported a higher sense of work-
related mastery observed more positive changes in conscientiousness
(Reitz et al., 2022). Thus, there may be similarly relevant, unassessed
moderators that may be at play in our study. Indeed, it may be the case
that the transition from college to the workforce is such an important
period in one’s life that positive or negative feelings of mastery put in-
dividuals on an upward or downward spiral of personality development,
respectively.

From the limited effects of our psychoeducational intervention, we
infer two primary points. First, our findings demonstrate the limitations
of motivation-focused and psychoeducational interventions in produc-
ing desired personality change compared to interventions focused on
behavioral strategies. Future research can explore other approaches to
enhancing individuals’ motivation, such as adding more interactive
components or building interventions that can benefit a broader popu-
lation. Second, we find that the transition from college to the workforce
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presents a period of both change and upheaval, resulting in decreases in
personality trait levels in the short term (albeit modest changes, on
average). This may bring extra challenges to personality interventions.
However, considering that this transition represents a critical period,
more research is needed to identify major barriers to desired personality
change during the transition and explore ways of helping recent grad-
uates cope with these challenges.

Interestingly, we found that regardless of condition, those with a goal
to increase conscientiousness and agreeableness tended to report de-
creases in those traits over time. The ‘back-firing’ effect partially repli-
cates findings from Baranski et al. (2020) and Robinson et al. (2015),
who both demonstrate that when participants do not engage in a voli-
tional personality change intervention, those with goals to increase
conscientiousness tend to decrease in conscientiousness over 6 months.
In accordance with the interpretation of those researchers, participants
with goals to increase conscientiousness tend to have low initial levels of
this trait, which may put them at a disadvantage at achieving goals to
increase organization, productivity, and responsibility in particular, and
goal pursuit in general. From this perspective, null results of our primary
analyses perhaps indicate that our intervention may have served as a
buffer to this ‘back-firing’ effect; however, more research is needed to
test this possibility.

4.2. Exploring why emerging adults want to change their personalities

Given the central theme of our intervention was the impact that
motivation has on successful personality change, we conducted two sets
of analyses examining the content of participants’ motivation — namely,
the degree to which goals were intrinsically vs. extrinsically motivated,
and the context of their motivation (e.g., professional, social, physical
health, psychological health, etc.). We found that desires to become
more extraverted and agreeable—traits that are primarily interpersonal
in nature—are largely extrinsically motivated. In total, 60 % of in-
dividuals endorsing each of these trait goals expressed extrinsic motives
(influence from others or external forces) as the impetus for wanting to
increase these traits. Additional content coding analyses revealed that
for people with goals to increase extraversion (but not agreeableness),
the majority (51 %) wanted to do so to facilitate social advancement.
Together, these findings suggest that a common reason why people want
to be more extraverted is to increase their overt social status. This
finding may also be relevant to the study period, given that individuals
transitioning to the workforce may be particularly motivated to network
and build social status to facilitate professional success.

4.3. Building a confirmatory science on volitional personality change

Finally, we performed a pre-registered replication of key findings in
the field of personality psychology addressing the prevalence and con-
tent of personality change goals. With one exception, we replicated all
previous findings regarding the (a) prevalence of general and specific
personality change goals, (b) strong inverse relationship between cor-
responding current and desired traits, and (c) the strong relationships
between having a personality change goal and current life satisfaction
(negatively related) and neuroticism (negatively related).

Regarding the prevalence of personality change goals, our study also
contributes to knowledge about the implications of using open-ended
(qualitative) vs. scale-based assessment of personality change goals. As
previously detailed in our Method section, we focused on coded open-
ended responses regarding personality change goals, as we believe this
approach more directly reflects conscious endorsement of personality
change goals that are top-of-mind as compared to scale-based
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measurements that may prime participants to reflect on desirable per-
sonality changes. Indeed, and as previously mentioned, 12 % of partic-
ipants indicated they had no personality change goals according to free-
response data, compared to the 4 % of participants implicated as having
no personality change goals according to our scale-based measurement.
Thus, our findings reveal that slightly more people are likely to endorse
personality change goals when prompted with a list of traits to change,
as compared to an open-ended approach. Importantly, however, our
supplementary analyses indicate no substantive differences in using
qualitative vs. scale measurement in predicting actual personality
change from intervention condition.

Although free-response data more conservatively measures the fre-
quency of personality change goals relative to scale-based measurement,
we still observed a higher proportion of our sample that wanted to
change some aspect of their personality compared to other idiographic-
nomothetic approaches (e.g., 51 %-68 %; Baranski et al., 2016). This
discrepancy may stem from how we inquired about personality change
goals in the current study (“What aspect of your personality do you
currently want to change? Please be specific. If you do not want to
change any aspect of your personality, please enter N/A™) compared to
wording in other approaches (e.g., “Do you want to change an aspect of
your personality?” [If selected yes], “Describe an aspect of your per-
sonality you are trying to change;” Baranski et al., 2016). Specifically,
participants essentially had to ‘opt out’ of describing personality change
goals, whereas, in other studies, they simply clicked a ‘no’ option.

In sum, our replication efforts were largely successful. The only pre-
registered hypothesis we did not replicate was the positive relationship
between the intellect facet of openness and having a personality change
goal. Importantly, in contrast to other effects with convergent findings
across researchers, methodologies, and samples, this effect was only
found in one study with a large, international sample (Baranski et al.,
2020). Accordingly, we consider our replication of most pre-registered
effects as a significant step towards a confirmatory science around
basic volitional personality change questions. Our hope is for future
researchers to build upon this foundation and explore new questions
regarding the mechanisms, stability, relative priority, and generaliz-
ability of volitional personality change goals, among other important
avenues for new research.

5. Limitations

While this study elaborates on the boundary conditions by which
volitional personality change is possible, it is not without its limitations.
First, while we chose to focus on recent college graduates in particular,
the volitional personality change process, especially as it applies to
motivation to change, may differ substantially across different age
groups.

Next, we acknowledge that the open-ended approach may be liable
to misidentifying participants’ intended goals through the coding pro-
cess or miss important secondary goals not listed in participants’ one
shot open-ended response. Furthermore, while this approach enabled us
to assess goals that are “front of mind” and expressed in participants’
own words, it did limit our ability to assess the prevalence of each goal
and priority of attainment relative to other personality or non-
personality goals. Finally, this approach requires the dichotomous
presence/absence coding of a given personality change goal without
capturing the degree of desired change. The limited variability may
restrict the ability to detect correlations with outcomes (e.g., Blake &
Gangestad, 2020; Donnellan & Rakhshani, 2023; Goodwin & Leech,
2006, but as previously indicated, our supplementary analyses indicate
that using the open-ended response vs. scale approach did not
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significantly impact our findings (https://osf.io/uyrnv/?view_only=881
cc55bec644223bb6ec0a54c18246¢) in terms of our primary analyses on
the effects of intervention condition on target outcomes.

Finally, this study was conducted during the Summer and Fall of
2021, which occurred prior to widespread COVID-19 vaccine avail-
ability. Recent college graduates may have faced particularly strong
hardships, especially as they navigated the job market when most
companies had enduring hiring freezes. If not assessed during this
period, participants’ personality traits may not have changed in socially
undesirable directions, and they may have been more open and able to
utilize our psychoeducational intervention toward their self-
improvement.

6. Conclusion

The current study adds to findings from previous research (Asadi
et al., 2020; Baranski et al., 2020; Robinson et al., 2015) to converge on
one important point: acting counter-dispositionally and attaining per-
sonality change is no easy task. Though personality change interventions
offer promising evidence that people can, indeed, change with the help
of a guided behavioral intervention (Hudson & Fraley, 2015; Roberts
etal., 2017; Stieger et al., 2018), our work helps close the gap and define
the boundary conditions by which volitional personality change is
possible. Our findings suggest that psychoeducational, motivation-
focused interventions may not be sufficient to encourage personality
change in the absence of specific and regular behavioral activation, and
further illuminate the contours by which personality change in-
terventions are (in)effective.
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