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Personality Maturation during the Transition to Working Life: Associations with
Commitment as a Possible Indicator of Social Investment

LISELOTTE DEN BOER1*, THEO A. KLIMSTRA1, SUSAN J.T. BRANJE2, WIM H.J. MEEUS2 and
JAAP J.A. DENISSEN1

1Tilburg University, The Netherlands
2Utrecht University, The Netherlands

Abstract: The social investment theory (SIT) proposes that personality maturation is triggered by transitions into age-
graded roles and psychological commitment to these roles. The present study examines the predictions of SIT by
focusing on the transition from student life to working life. We analysed three-wave longitudinal data and compared
participants who made the transition into working life (N = 226), participants who combined education with work
(N = 387), and participants who did not make the transition at all (N = 287). In contrast to the predictions of SIT,
we found no differences in personality maturation between individuals who made the transition into working life
and those who did this only partly or not at all. Psychological commitment to work did not explain individual differ-
ences in personality maturation for those who made the transition (partly) into working life after controlling for mul-
tiple testing. Therefore, the present study did not support the predictions of SIT. © 2019 The Authors European Journal
of Personality published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Association of Personality Psychology
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INTRODUCTION

Finishing education and moving into working life is consid-
ered a key transition in the process of reaching adulthood.
However, this transition is challenging, as 40% of the
European graduates reported having problems entering into
the labour market (Eurostat, 2012). The transition from stu-
dent life to working life tends to happen in a life phase in
which clear personality maturation is observed: individuals
tend to become more agreeable, emotional stable, and con-
scientious (Bleidorn et al., 2013; Caspi, Roberts, & Shiner,
2005; Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2007; Roberts, Walton, &
Viechtbauer, 2006). The social investment theory (SIT) ex-
plains why most people show these personality changes in
this period of life by suggesting that the transition into age-
graded social roles, combined with a psychological commit-
ment to these roles, is crucial for personality maturation
(Roberts, Wood, & Smith, 2005). In the current study, we
aimed to examine the predictions of SIT and in particular
the associations of psychological commitment with personal-
ity maturation during the transition into working life.

Personality traits and social investment

Getting a first job after graduation usually comes with new
behavioural demands, such as organizing daily life in a more
structured way, getting up early on a regular basis,
interacting in a professional way with colleagues, and carry-
ing the responsibilities belonging to the job. Individuals who
are psychologically committed to the job are more likely to
live up to these new behavioural demands (Roberts et al.,
2005). The experiences during the adaptation to these new
demands form a new reward structure that could (re)shape
personality traits related to these behaviours, such
as conscientiousness, agreeableness, and emotional stability
(Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2007). For example, when taking
up a job, individuals might experience that they need to work
in an organized way to fulfil the job’s targets. If they are psy-
chologically committed to their job, they are likely to invest
the necessary resources to become more organized. Positive
reactions to this new behaviour could then stimulate them
to internalize this behaviour, which could in turn lead to
the development of a more conscientious personality
(Hennecke, Bleidorn, Denissen, & Wood, 2014).

Transitions into age-graded social roles of adult life have
been shown to exert some effects on personality maturation.
For example, Bleidorn et al. (2013) found support for the
predictions of SIT in a cross-cultural study that systemati-
cally investigated life transitions. Specifically, cultures with
an earlier transition to adult social roles were marked by ear-
lier personality maturation. For the specific transition from
student life to working life, Specht, Egloff, and Schmukle
(2011) found that individuals who started their first job
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became more conscientious compared with individuals who
did not. Denissen, Luhmann, Chung, and Bleidorn (2018)
provided evidence that individuals anticipating the transition
into paid employment became more conscientious and open
to experiences and, after the transition, they became more
emotionally stable. However, the results of the studies men-
tioned earlier showed mixed evidence for the predictions of
SIT, as transitions to adult social roles have only been shown
to predict maturation of some personality traits. In addition,
studies examining another life transition that is relevant to
SIT, the transition into parenthood, suggested that personal-
ity maturation was unrelated to the transition into parenthood
(van Scheppingen et al., 2016) or even predicted decreases in
conscientiousness (Denissen, Bleidorn, et al., 2018).

Although most studies examining SIT have mainly fo-
cused on the main effects of life transitions on personality
maturation, SIT also specified that the transition to an age-
graded social role needs to be accompanied by psychological
commitment to these roles to trigger personality development
(Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2007; Roberts & Robins, 2004).
Until now, however, studies on SIT have tended to overlook
the role of psychological commitment.

Psychological commitment is rooted in the process of iden-
tity formation. In his foundational work, Erikson (1950) de-
scribed identity as the conscious sense of self that develops
through social interactions during different developmental
phases in life but especially during adolescence and young
adulthood. One frequently used contemporary model of iden-
tity formation has been introduced by Crocetti, Rubini, and
Meeus (2008). The three dimensions of this model are commit-
ment, reconsideration, and in-depth exploration. Within this
model, commitment refers to the process in which an individ-
ual psychologically invests in a life domain, as being commit-
ted into that life domain is giving confidence and guidance for
future directions. Reconsideration refers to a process in which
individuals reevaluate their current commitment and compare
them with alternatives. The third dimension, in-depth explora-
tion, refers to a process in which an individual reflects and
gathers more information on their current commitments
(Crocetti et al., 2008;Meeus, 1996). In-depth exploration is de-
fined as evaluating the merits of one’s current commitments
and could therefore either strengthen or weaken these commit-
ments (Crocetti et al., 2008; Meeus, 1996). Overall, the model
assumes that existing identities are maintained through in-
depth exploration of current commitments and that existing
identities are revised by abandoning commitments and evaluat-
ing alternatives. In the current study, wewere only interested in
commitment because of this variable’s central place in SIT.
Therefore, we only examined the associations of commitment
and the process potentially undermining commitment (i.e.
reconsideration).

Linking psychological commitment to personality
maturation

A number of longitudinal studies have examined the inter-
play between personality maturation and commitment. The
results showed that relative changes in commitment (i.e.
changes in the rank ordering of individuals on the

commitment dimensions) were associated with relative
changes in personality dimensions (Hatano, Sugimura, &
Klimstra, 2017; Klimstra, Luyckx, Germeijs, Meeus, &
Goossens, 2012; Luyckx, Soenens, & Goossens, 2006;
Luyckx, Teppers, Klimstra, & Rassart, 2014). Thus, individ-
uals who moved in the rank order on commitment also
moved in the rank order of personality dimensions. However,
the aforementioned studies on commitment and personality
development did not cover transition to age-graded social
roles. Such a transition was studied by Klimstra et al.
(2013), who demonstrated in a sample of female college stu-
dents that commitment to romantic relationships was a posi-
tive predictor of conscientiousness. In another community
sample of late adolescent boys and girls, they further demon-
strated that this type of commitment was a significant posi-
tive predictor of agreeableness. Two related studies that
focused on the vocational domain found similar results as
Klimstra et al. (2013), demonstrating in a sample of working
individuals that changes in work commitment predicted
changes in agreeableness and conscientiousness (Hudson &
Roberts, 2016; Hudson, Roberts, & Lodi-Smith, 2012).

Some limitations of past research should be acknowledged,
however. For example, some of these studies did not measure
identity commitments directly (i.e. psychological commit-
ment) but used indirect measures that focused on behavioural
correlates of commitment (e.g. high job involvement, organi-
zational citizenship behaviour, and counterproductive behav-
iours at work). Moreover, the studies by Hudson and
colleagues were highly heterogeneous in age (ranging from
18 to 101 years old), so they were not able to zoom in on the
role of commitment during the transition into working life.
Some of the studies that examined the interplay between per-
sonality maturation and commitment have also focused on
rather global identity dimensions (e.g. general sense of same-
ness and future orientation). This makes it unclear whether
the reported associations between identity commitments and
personality dimensions are actually triggered by commitment
development in the vocational domain or another life domain,
as previous research demonstrated a low degree of conver-
gence across identity domains (Crocetti et al., 2008; Fadjukoff,
Pulkkinen, & Kokko, 2005; Goossens, 2001; Kroger, 2002,
2007; Luyckx, Goossens, & Soenens, 2006). In order to attain
greater insight into the predictions of SIT and the mechanisms
by which individuals differ in personality maturation, it is
therefore important to conduct studies that cover a life transi-
tion into adult social roles and to include psychological com-
mitment to the domain in which the transition takes place.

The current study

The current study provided a first longitudinal examination of
SIT during the transition from student life to working life that
also accounted for psychological commitment to work. First,
we examined whether personality maturation differs between
individuals who fully made the transition into working life,
compared with individuals who did this partly (i.e. they com-
bine a job with education) and those who did not make this
transition at all. We hypothesized that making the full transi-
tion into working life would lead to greater personality
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maturation compared with the group who did this partly or not
at all. Second, we tested the associations of psychological com-
mitments with personality maturation during the transition
from student life to working life. In line with previous work,
we expected that greater psychological commitment would
be associated with more personality maturation (i.e. changes
in the rank ordering of individuals on the personality dimen-
sions). The hypotheses in this paper were not preregistered.

METHOD

Participants

Data for the current study were collected as part of the longi-
tudinal research project Conflict and Management of
Relationships (Meeus, 2016). Participants were students from
12 participating high schools located in the province of
Utrecht, the Netherlands. For the current study, data collected
in 2004, 2005, and 2010 were used. In the context of this
study, these measurement occasions will be named Time 1,
Time 2, and Time 3, respectively. The data used in the current
study were collected in two cohorts (i.e. Cohort 1 and Cohort
2). The mean age in Cohort 1 was 16.34 (SD 0.517) at Time 1
and 46.1% were men. The mean age in Cohort 2 was 20.59
(SD 0.811) at Time 1 and 41.3% were men. We examined dif-
ferences between the cohorts and reported on these in the
Supporting Information. As there were cohort differences,
we included cohort as a covariate in our analyses. Measures
tapping into the Big Five personality traits, vocational iden-
tity, and life transitions were included in all waves. The data
for this study are available upon request.

Participants were classified into a transition group, a
semi-transition group, or a non-transition group. Only partic-
ipants who could be unambiguously assigned to one of the
transition groups and who completed the data on personality
traits and vocational identity on at least two out of three
waves were included in the analysis (N = 900), excluding
442 participants from the total sample.

Assignment to the different transition groups was based
on information from three data sources. First, we used a
number of questions from the life history calendar (LHC;
(Caspi et al., 1996) to assess life transitions. Previous re-
search has shown that the LHC is valid and reliable (Caspi
et al., 1996; Larsen & Berenbaum, 2014). Second, we used
an additional question on participants’ attendance in educa-
tional programmes at Time 3 to make sure that participants
who would be assigned to the transition group based on the
LHC were not combing work with education. Third, we used
participants’ completed work identity assessment at Time 3.
To form our three transition groups, the information from
these three sources was combined in the following way.

The transition group (N = 226) consisted of participants
who reported (on the LHC) to attend a full-time education
programme at Time 1 and Time 2 and to work at Time 3, re-
ported not to attend an educational programme at Time 3,
and filled out the questionnaire on work identity at Time 3.
The semi-transition group (N = 387) consisted of participants
who reported (on the LHC and the additional question) to at-
tend a full-time education programme at Time 1 and Time 2

and reported to combine work and school at Time 3 and who
filled out the questionnaire on work identity at Time 3. The
non-transition group (N = 287) consisted of participants
who reported (on the LHC and the additional question) to at-
tend an educational programme at Time 1, Time 2, and Time
3 and did not fill out the questionnaire about work identity at
Time 3. The sampling procedure in this paper was not
preregistered. More information on the sampling procedure
is provided in the Supporting Information.

In the transition group, the mean age was 17.9 years
(SD = 2.2) at Time 1, 42% originated from Cohort 1, and
40.7% were men. In the semi-transition group, the mean age
was 16.1 years (SD = 1.7) at Time 1, 81.2% originated from
Cohort 1, and 46.7% were men. In the non-transition group,
the mean age was 16.0 years (SD = 1.6) at Time 1, 84.5% orig-
inated from Cohort 1, and 45.4% were men. We selected co-
hort, age, sex, ethnicity, religion, and the education level of
the participant, their fathers, and their mothers as possible con-
founding variables. Preliminary analyses (provided in the
Supporting Information) showed that there were significant
differences between the transition groups when considering
cohort, age, education level of the participant, and education
level of the participant’s father and mother. Therefore, we in-
cluded these variables into the analysis as covariates.

Table 1 shows the type of highest completed education of
the transition group and the type of attended education at
Time 3 of the semi-transition group and the non-transition
group. Preliminary analyses showed significant education
level differences between the groups (χ2 = 150.880, df = 8,
p < .001). Standardized residuals indicated a pattern in
which higher levels of education were overrepresented in
the non-transition group and lower levels of education were
overrepresented in the transition group.

For the included participants, 8% of the data were miss-
ing. Little’s (1988) missing completely at random test was
used to compare the participants with and without missing
data. The missing completely at random test was significant
(χ2 = 634.713, df = 443, p < .001), but the χ2/df ratio was
1.43, which suggested a good fit between data of those with
and without missing data (Bollen, 1989). Therefore, data
were likely missing at random.

Procedure

Twenty randomly selected schools in the province of
Utrecht, the Netherlands, were approached for the recruit-
ment of participants. Twelve of these schools (60%) de-
cided to participate. Students and their parents received
an invitation letter explaining the research project and
goals. Participants were informed that they could refuse
or discontinue participation at any time. Confidentiality of
responses was guaranteed. Participants and their parents
signed a standard informed consent before participating.
More than 99% of the approached students decided to par-
ticipate. The questionnaires were completed at the partici-
pants’ schools or homes. Verbal and written instructions
were offered. The participants received €10 for every wave
they participated in.
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Measures

Personality
Personality was measured with a shortened Dutch version of
Goldberg’s Big Five questionnaire (Gerris et al., 1998; Gold-
berg, 1992). This instrument assesses the Big Five personality
dimensions of extraversion, agreeableness, conscientious-
ness, emotional stability, and openness to experience. The di-
mensions were measured with six items each, such as
‘talkative’ (extraversion), ‘sympathetic’ (agreeableness),
‘systematic’ (conscientiousness), ‘worried’ (emotional stabil-
ity, reverse scored), and ‘creative’ (openness). Participants in-
dicated the degree to which the adjectives described their
personality. They completed the 30 items of this instrument
using a 7-point Likert scale, with a response ranging from 1
(completely untrue) to 7 (completely true). Previous research
has shown that this instrument provides reliable and valid Big
Five personality data on adolescents (Branje, van Lieshout, &
van Aken, 2004). In the current study, Cronbach’s alphas
across all personality dimensions and measurement waves
ranged from .77 to .91 and were thus good to excellent.

Identity
Work commitment was measured at Time 3 in the transition
group and the semi-transition group with the commitment
and reconsideration scale of the Utrecht-Management of
Identity Commitments Scale by Crocetti et al. (2008). This
instrument assesses commitment with five items and recon-
sideration with three items. Each item is answered with a 5-
point Likert scale, with response options ranging from 1
(completely untrue) to 5 (completely true). Sample items
are ‘my work gives me certainty in life’ (commitment) and
‘I often think it would be better to try and find different work’
(reconsideration). Previous research has shown that this in-
strument is valid and reliable to assess work commitment in
adolescents (Crocetti et al., 2008). In the current study, inter-
nal consistency was excellent for Utrecht-Management of
Identity Commitments Scale work (Cronbach’s alphas
ranged from .90 to .91).

Strategy of analysis
First, the shape of growth trajectory was investigated for all per-
sonality dimensions based on the entire sample and for each

group separately without controlling for covariates. For this pur-
pose, we used univariate latent growth curve modelling(LGCM;
Duncan, Duncan, Stryker, Li, & Alpert, 1999) in Mplus 7
(Muthén &Muthén, 2012). The slope loadings were 0 for Time
1, 1 for Time 2, and 6 for Time 3 (i.e. Time 1 and Time 2 were
one year apart, andTime 2 andTime 3werefive years apart). Ro-
bust maximum likelihood estimation was used because prelimi-
nary analyses revealed that the distribution of some of the scale
scores was skewed or heavy tailed (i.e. kurtosis). Model fit was
evaluated by assessing root-mean-square errors of approxima-
tion (RMSEAs), standardized root-mean-square residuals
(SRMRs), comparative fit indices (CFIs), and Tucker–Lewis in-
dices (TLIs). RMSEAs and SRMRs smaller than 0.08 and CFIs
and TLIs larger than 0.90 indicate an acceptable model fit (Hu&
Bentler, 1999). The fit indices of these models were compared
with a perfect model fit (i.e. χ2 = 0, CFI = 1.000, and
RMSEA = 0.000). Fulfilment of two out of the three following
conditions would indicate that a linear growth trajectory does
not provide an optimal fit: χ2 is significantly>0,ΔCFI> 0.010,
and ΔRMSEA > 0.015. In such cases, latent difference score
models (LDSMs) were used to assess mean levels (i.e. inter-
cepts) and change herein from one time point to another based
on individual growth trajectories between two measurement oc-
casions (McArdle, 2001). In order to cover all measurement oc-
casions of this study, twomodels per personality dimensionwere
necessary in that case (i.e. a model for change between Time 1
and Time 2 and a model between Time 2 and Time 3). The com-
bination of these two models allowed for capturing a non-linear
growth trajectory (e.g. the slope between Time 1 and Time 2 can
be steeper than the slope between Time 2 and Time 3 or even be
in a different direction). Model fit was evaluated by assessing
RMSEAs, SRMRs, CFIs, and TLIs. RMSEAs and SRMRs
smaller than 0.08 and CFIs and TLIs larger than 0.90 indicate
an acceptable model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Table 2 provides
means for all personality dimensions for the entire sample and
for each group. Table 3 provides correlations between personal-
ity dimensions and identity dimensions.

For those personality dimensions for which change took a
linear shape, we ran unconstrained multigroup latent growth
curve modelling (MLGCM; Duncan et al., 1999) in Mplus 7
(Muthén & Muthén, 2012) to examine differences of person-
ality mean-level changes between the three groups (i.e. non-
transition group, semi-transition group, and transition group).

Table 1. Highest level of education at Time 3

Transition group Semi-transition group Non-transition group

n (%) Std. residual n (%) Std. residual n (%) Std. residual

High school 10 (4.4) 3.5 4 (1.0) �1.4 2 (0.7) 1.2
Vocational training 72 (31.9) 8.0 45 (11.7) �4.0 18 (6.3) �2.1
Applied university 54 (23.9) �1.7 160 (41.3) �0.3 101 (35.3) 1.4
Scientific university 37 (16.4) �4.6 166 (42.9) 3.6 160 (55.7) 0.1
Other type of education 10 (4.4) 2.3 12 (3.1) �2.4 1 (0.3) 0.5
No answer 43 (19.0) 0 (0) 5(1.7)
Totals 226 (100) 387 (100) 287 (100)

Note: The participants in the transition group fully completed the education of their highest degree. The participants in the semi-transition group and the non-
transition group were attending their highest level of education at Time 3. Standardized residual (Std. residual) > 1.9 indicates significant overrepresentation
of a group in a certain cell, whereas Std. residual < �1.9 indicates significant underrepresentation in a cell. For example, the transition group is overrepresented
in vocational training (i.e. Std. residual > 1.9), whereas the semi-transition group is underrepresented in vocational training (i.e. Std. residual < �1.9).
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These models were controlled for covariates (cohort, age,
level of education, and education of parents). To test whether
there were significant differences between the three groups,
we ran models in which the intercepts and slopes were
constrained to be equal for all groups as a second step. These
models were again estimated separately for all personality di-
mensions. These constrained models were compared with the
unconstrained models using scaled chi-square model com-
parisons (Satorra & Bentler, 2001), and ΔCFI is >0.010

and ΔRMSEA > 0.015. If the constrained models did not
have a poorer fit than the unconstrained models, this would
suggest that the personality growth trajectories and the initial
level of a personality dimension did not differ between the
groups. Figure 1 shows an example of a constrained
MLGCM for conscientiousness.

To estimate associations for work commitment and work
reconsideration with the personality growth trajectories, we
first used LGCMs to assess whether the slope variance was

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of personality dimensions on T1, T2, and T3

T1 T2 T3

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Total sample (N = 900)
Extraversion 4.835 (1.133) 4.914 (1.147) 4.897 (1.231)
Conscientiousness 4.162 (1.210) 4.241 (1.247) 4.640 (1.263)
Agreeableness 5.473 (0.740) 5.550 (0.673) 5.789 (0.603)
Emotional stability 4.546 (1.068) 4.576 (1.068) 4.573 (1.177)
Openness 4.769 (0.953) 4.783 (0.960) 4.927 (0.950)

Transition (N = 226)
Extraversion 4.907 (1.125) 4.967 (1.203) 4.997 (1.252)
Conscientiousness 4.270 (1.180) 4.431 (1.192) 4.896 (1.225)
Agreeableness 5.547 (0.824) 5.640 (0.696) 5.885 (0.566)
Emotional stability 4.505 (1.104) 4.578 (1.088) 4.613 (1.176)
Openness 4.765 (1.009) 4.818 (0.988) 4.914 (0.991)

Semi-transition (N = 387)
Extraversion 4.841 (1.153) 4.950 (1.180) 4.911 (1.251)
Conscientiousness 4.164 (1.203) 4.217 (1.248) 4.563 (1.256)
Agreeableness 5.441 (0.688) 5.517 (0.661) 5.771 (0.632)
Emotional stability 4.591 (1.042) 4.585 (1.059) 4.576 (1.165)
Openness 4.730 (0.966) 4.741 (0.967) 4.891 (0.927)

None transition (N = 287)
Extraversion 4.771 (1.113) 4.825 (1.052) 4.799 (1.184)
Conscientiousness 4.074 (1.238) 4.124 (1.276) 4.544 (1.279)
Agreeableness 5.456 (0.735) 5.523 (0.666) 5.737 (0.582)
Emotional stability 4.517 (1.076) 4.561 (1.067) 4.538 (1.198)
Openness 4.823 (0.887) 4.813 (0.928) 4.987 (0.948)

Note: SD, standard deviation; T1, Time 1; T2, Time 2; T3, Time 3.

Table 3. Correlations of personality dimensions and commitment dimensions

Ex T1 Ex T2 Ex T3 Ag T1 Ag T2 Ag T3 Co T1 Co T2 Co T3 Em T1 Em T2 Em T3 Op T1 Op T2 Op T3 Com T3

Ex T2 .738*
Ex T3 .591* .617*
Ag T1 .239* .183* .169*
Ag T2 .221* .257* .198* .549*
Ag T3 .241* .200* .273* .406* .440*
Co T1 �.037 �.045 �.019 .261* .167* .143*
Co T2 �.013 �.057 .000 .159* .245* .157* .764*
Co T3 .030 .034 .011 .123* .137* .211* .643* .652*
Em T1 .493* .354* .240* .052 .067 .089* �.054 .007 .022
Em T2 .346* .428* .232* .024 .038 .068 �.080 �.061 .002 .683*
Em T3 .221* .217* .342* .047 .037 .054 �.049 �.045 �.014 .524* .597*
Op T1 .121* .125* .134* .477* .329* .193* .198* �.083 .058 �.080 �.073 �.028
Op T2 .130* .139* .155* .261* .450* .184* .116* .156* .082 �.017 �.081 �.037 .722*
Op T3 .107* .087* .173* .204* .191* .275* .043 .044 .053 �.035 �.066 �.058 .540* .603*
Com T3 .143* .175* .196* .009 .067 .194* .044 .157* .230* .041 .080 .100* �.012 .048 .081*
Rec T3 �.086 �.156* �.230* .037 �.048 �.106* .119* .058 �.037 �.103* �.134* .156* �.003 .036 .034 .409*

Note: Ex, extraversion; Ag, agreeableness; Co, conscientiousness; Em, emotional stability; Op, openness; Com, commitment; Rec, reconsideration; T1, Time 1;
T2, Time 2; T3, Time 3. *Correlation is significant at the level .01 (two tailed).
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significantly different from zero (i.e. test whether there were
significant individual differences in personality change). The
transition and semi-transition groups will be combined if the
results of the first research question reveal that there are no
differences between these groups. We predicted the personal-
ity slope with work commitment at Time 3 in a first series of
LGCMs. In a second series of these models, we used work
reconsideration at Time 3 as a predictor.

RESULTS

Our first main goal was to investigate whether personality
mean-level change differs between individuals who have made
the transition into working life compared with individuals who
did this only partly (i.e. semi-transition group) and those who

did not made the transition into working life at all. We started
by determining the shape of the growth trajectory of the per-
sonality dimensions based on the entire sample by examining
the fit indices for the LGCMs. Table 4 summarizes these model
fit indices. This was also done for each transition group, sepa-
rately. These results are provided in the Supporting Informa-
tion. These models suggested that change for all personality
dimensions was approximately linear, except for extraversion.
Therefore, the dimension of extraversion was further analysed
with LDSMs. Table 5 shows the growth parameters of LGCMs
and LDSMs based on the entire sample. In these models, we
did not adjust for cohort, age, education level of the participant,
and education level of the participant’s parents.

Second, the fit indices from the constrained and uncon-
strained models were compared with each other to estimate
whether there were differences between the three transition

Figure 1. Constrained multigroup latent growth curve model for conscientiousness (Con T1–Con T3). IS is intercept for the semi-transition group, SS is slope
for the semi-transition group, IN is intercept for the non-transition group, SN is slope for the non-transition group, IT is intercept for the transition group, ST is
slope for the transition group. The intercepts and the slopes of the different transitions groups are constrained to be equal. Model is corrected for cohort, age,
education level participant, and education level parents.

Table 4. Fit indices for latent growth curve models (N = 900)

χ2 p df CFI TLI SRMR RMSEA (90% CI)

Conscientiousness 0.001 .9777 1 1.000 1.004 0.000 0.000 (0.000, 0.000)
Agreeableness 1.459 .2270 1 0.998 0.993 0.009 0.023 (0.000, 0.095)
Emotional stability 0.904 .3416 1 1.000 1.000 0.006 0.000 (0.000, 0.086)
Openness 0.254 .6145 1 1.000 1.004 0.003 0.000 (0.000, 0.070)
Extraversion 7.364 .0067 1 0.991 0.972 0.016 0.084 (0.036, 0.145)

Note: df, degrees of freedom; CFI, comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker–Lewis index; SRMR, standardized root-mean-square residual; RMSEA, root-mean-square
error of approximation; CI, confidence interval.
Fulfilment of two of the three following conditions: χ2 is significantly larger than zero,ΔCFI is>0.010, andΔRMSEA> 0.015, compared with ideal fit (i.e. χ2 = 0,
CFI = 1.000, and RMSEA = 0.000), indicates that a linear model cannot be used to analyse the data.
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groups. Table 6 shows the fit indices for the constrained and
unconstrained MLGCMs and multigroup latent difference
score models (MLDSMs). In these models, we corrected
for cohort, age, and education level of the participants and
their parents. The fit indices generally suggested that there
were no significant group differences, as the differences in

the fit of constrained and unconstrained models were small
(ΔCFI was smaller than 0.010 for all personality dimensions,
and ΔRMSEA was smaller than 0.015 for all personality di-
mensions). Table 7 shows the results of the chi-square differ-
ence tests. These tests indicated group differences for
extraversion between Time 2 and Time 3. However, ΔCFI
was <0.010 and ΔRMSEA was <0.015, indicating no group
difference for extraversion between Time 2 and Time 3.
Therefore, we concluded that there were no notable differ-
ences between the three different transition groups.

Table 8 shows the growth parameters for the constrained
MLGCM and MLDSM. The results indicated that partici-
pants in all groups became more agreeable and extraverted
after controlling for cohort, age, participants’ education level,
and parents’ education level. To avoid modelling issues, the
slope variance of agreeableness and emotional stability had
to be fixed at 0.001. Therefore, the p-value could not be esti-
mated. The growth parameters for the unconstrained
MLGCM and MLDSM are provided in the Supporting
Information.

Table 5. Growth parameters for latent growth curve models and latent difference score models (N = 900)

Growth parameters

Intercept Slope

M p σ2 p M p σ2 p

Conscientiousness 4.162 <.001 1.185 <.001 0.080 <.001 0.013 .046
Agreeableness 5.486 <.001 0.291 <.001 0.051 <.001 0.002 .521
Emotional stability 4.558 <.001 0.801 <.001 0.003 .638 0.019 .002
Openness 4.764 <.001 0.693 <.001 0.027 <.001 0.016 .001
Extraversion T1–T2 4.497 <.001 0.969 <.001 0.075 .003 0.396 <.001
Extraversion T2–T3 4.489 <.001 0.962 <.001 �0.039 .261 0.718 <.001

Note: T1, Time 1; T2, Time 2; T3, Time 3; df, degrees of freedom; CFI, comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker–Lewis index; SRMR, standardized root-mean-square
residual; RMSEA, root-mean-square error of approximation; CI, confidence interval; σ2, variance.
Extraversion is analysed with latent difference score models.
Fit indices for extraversion T1–T2: χ2 = 420.370; df = 56; CFI = 0.908; TLI = 0.892; SRMR = 0.172; RMSEA = 0.085; CI RMSEA = 0.078–0.093. Fit indices
for extraversion T2–T3: χ2 = 522.167; df = 62; CFI = 0.885; TLI = 0.864; SRMR = 0.175; RMSEA = 0.096; CI RMSEA = 0.089–0.104.

Table 6. Fit indices for multigroup latent growth curve models and multigroup latent difference score models (N = 900)

χ2 df CFI TLI SRMR RMSEA (90% CI)

Unconstrained groups
Conscientiousness 15.998 18 1.000 1.005 0.009 0.000 (0.000, 0.046)
Agreeableness 17.818 19 1.000 1.007 0.028 0.000 (0.000, 0.047)
Emotional stability 19.339 19 1.000 0.999 0.015 0.008 (0.000, 0.051)
Openness 15.181 19 1.000 1.011 0.016 0.000 (0.000, 0.039)
Extraversion T1–T2 788.659 328 0.906 0.892 0.131 0.068 (0.062, 0.075)
Extraversion T2–T3 849.955 328 0.892 0.876 0.133 0.073 (0.067, 0.079)

Constrained groups
Conscientiousness 20.120 22 1.000 1.005 0.009 0.000 (0.000, 0.046)
Agreeableness 22.502 23 1.000 1.002 0.030 0.000 (0.000, 0.046)
Emotional stability 23.507 23 0.999 0.999 0.017 0.009 (0.000, 0.049)
Openness 19.594 23 1.000 1.008 0.018 0.000 (0.000, 0.039)
Extraversion T1–T2 798.762 333 0.905 0.892 0.144 0.068 (0.062, 0.074)
Extraversion T2–T3 865.431 333 0.890 0.875 0.134 0.073 (0.067, 0.079)

Note: T1, Time 1; T2, Time 2; T3, Time 3; df = degrees of freedom; CFI, comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker–Lewis index; SRMR, standardized root-mean-
square residual; RMSEA, root-mean-square error of approximation.
Extraversion is analysed with latent difference score models.
Models are corrected for cohort, age, education level of participant, and education level of parents.

Table 7. Scaled chi-square difference tests

χ2 diff. df diff. p

Conscientiousness 4.269 4 .3708
Agreeableness 5.735 4 .2198
Emotional stability 4.095 4 .3933
Openness 4.945 4 .2930
Extraversion T1–T2 10.280 5 .0677
Extraversion T2–T3 17.212 5 .0041

Note: T1, Time 1; T2, Time 2; T3, Time 3; χ2 diff., chi-square difference be-
tween models; df diff., degrees of freedom difference between models.
The model with constrained groups is tested against the free model. Extra-
version is analysed with latent difference score models.
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The second goal of the paper was to investigate whether
work commitment and/or work reconsideration were associ-
ated with personality maturation after (partly) making the tran-
sition into working life. For these analyses, we combined the
transition and semi-transition groups, as the results of the first
research question revealed no differences between these
groups. In these analyses, we controlled for cohort, age, partic-
ipants’ education level, and parents’ education level differ-
ences. Extraversion was again analysed with LDSMs. The fit

indices and the growth parameters for all models in which
the transition and semi-transition groups are combined are pro-
vided in the Supporting Information. The slope variance esti-
mate of agreeableness initially was negative and had to be
fixed at 0.001 to avoid modelling issues. Therefore, its p-value
could not be estimated. The LGCMs and LDSMs revealed that
there was only significant slope variance for extraversion (ex-
traversion T1–T2: σ2 = 0.379, p < .001; and extraversion
T2–T3: σ2 = 0.691, p < .001) and openness (σ2 = 0.014,

Table 8. Growth parameters for constrained multigroup latent growth curve models and multigroup latent difference score models (N = 900)

Growth parameters

Intercept Slope

M p σ2 p M p σ2 p

Transition (N = 226)

Conscientiousness 4.840 <.001 0.932 <.001 0.049 .539 0.020 .174
Agreeableness 5.060 <.001 0.223 <.001 0.208 <.001 0.001 —
Emotional stability 3.755 <.001 0.779 <.001 �0.152 .088 0.001 —
Openness 4.134 <.001 0.612 <.001 0.093 .207 0.014 .231
Extraversion T1–T2 4.035 <.001 0.968 <.001 1.030 <.001 0.357 <.001
Extraversion T2–T3 4.333 <.001 1.083 <.001 1.052 <.001 0.684 <.001

Semi-transition (N = 387)
Conscientiousness 4.840 <.001 1.155 <.001 0.049 .539 0.011 .282
Agreeableness 5.060 <.001 0.337 <.001 0.208 <.001 0.008 .069
Emotional stability 3.755 <.001 0.746 <.001 �0.152 .088 0.023 .008
Openness 4.134 <.001 0.673 <.001 0.093 .207 0.012 .089
Extraversion T1–T2 4.035 <.001 0.989 <.001 1.030 <.001 0.376 <.001
Extraversion T2–T3 4.333 <.001 0.979 <.001 1.052 <.001 0.666 <.001

Non-transition (N = 287)
Conscientiousness 4.840 <.001 1.245 <.001 0.049 .539 0.008 .454
Agreeableness 5.060 <.001 0.246 <.001 0.208 <.001 0.001 .930
Emotional stability 3.755 <.001 0.817 <.001 �0.152 .088 0.028 .010
Openness 4.134 <.001 0.624 <.001 0.093 .207 0.017 <.001
Extraversion T1–T2 4.035 <.001 0.915 <.001 1.030 <.001 0.423 <.001
Extraversion T2–T3 4.333 <.001 0.794 <.001 1.052 <.001 0.764 <.001

Note: T1, Time 1; T2, Time 2; T3, Time 3; σ2, variance.
Extraversion is analysed with latent difference score models.
Slope σ2 of agreeableness and emotional stability was fixed at 0.001 to avoid modelling issues. Therefore, the p-value could not be estimated; models are
corrected for cohort, age, education level participant, and education level parents.

Table 9. Fit indices and standardized effects of models in which psychological commitment was used to predict personality slopes

Fit indices Parameters

χ2 df CFI TLI SRMR RMSEA (90% CI) β p 95% CI

Openness

Commitment 3.865 8 1.000 1.018 0.007 0.000 (0.000, 0.024) .014 .036 0.027, 0.001
Reconsideration 4.292 8 1.000 1.016 0.009 0.000 (0.000, 0.028) �.001 .902 �0.010, 0.009

Extraversion T1–T2
Commitment 397.402 116 0.916 0.900 0.122 0.063 (0.056, 0.070) .032 .416 �0.046, 0.110
Reconsideration 401.532 116 0.915 0.899 0.122 0.063 (0.057, 0.070) �.052 .050 �0.103, 0.000

Extraversion T2–T3
Commitment 493.547 116 0.895 0.875 0.129 0.073 (0.066, 0.080) .036 .521 �0.074, 0.146
Reconsideration 497.662 116 0.895 0.875 0.122 0.128 (0.067, 0.080) �.059 .091 �0.127, 0.009

Note: T1, Time 1; T2, Time 2; T3, Time 3; df, degrees of freedom; CFI, comparative fit index; TLI, Tucker–Lewis index; SRMR, standardized root-mean-square
residual; RMSEA, root-mean-square error of approximation; CI, confidence interval.
Extraversion is analysed with latent difference score models; openness is analysed with latent growth curve models.

Personality and the transition to working life 463

© 2019 The Authors European Journal of Personality published by

John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of European Association of Personality Psychology

Eur. J. Pers. 33: 456–467 (2019)



p = .023). Therefore, we only analysed the role of psychologi-
cal commitment in these two dimensions with LGCMs of
LDSMs. Eachmodel included one Big Five personality dimen-
sion (i.e. extraversion or openness) and one identity dimension
(i.e. commitment or reconsideration).

Table 9 shows the fit indices and the regression paths in-
dicating the effects of the identity dimensions on the person-
ality dimensions. These results indicate that individuals who
made the transition into working life showed larger increases
in openness if they were more committed to their work. They
also showed larger decreases in extraversion between Time 2
and Time 3 if they were having more doubts about their
work. However, after correcting for possible Type I errors
due to multiple testing (a p-value of .008 was used, i.e.
0.05 divided by six hypotheses), these effects were no longer
significant. The Mplus output files of these analyses are pro-
vided in the Supporting Information.

DISCUSSION

The current study is among the first to provide a longitudinal
examination of the predictions of SIT regarding the transition
from student life to working life and the associations between
personality growth and psychological commitment herein.
We found no differences in personality maturation between in-
dividuals who made the transition into working life compared
with individuals who did this partly or not at all. Psychological
commitment to work did not explain individual differences in
personality maturation for those who made the (partial) transi-
tion into working life after controlling for multiple testing.
Therefore, the present study did not find support for the predic-
tions of SIT. We will discuss implementations for SIT.

Personality maturation and the role of the transition

For the first main goal of the study, we investigated whether
personality developed differently in individuals who made
the transition into working life compared with individuals
who did not, or only partly, make this transition. We did not
find significant differences between these three groups. There-
fore, our findings did not support the assumption of SIT that
transitioning into an age-graded social role affects develop-
mental trajectories of personality (Roberts et al., 2005). This
is not comparable with results by Specht et al. (2011) and
Denissen, Luhmann, et al. (2018), who demonstrated that indi-
viduals became more conscientious and emotionally stable af-
ter starting their first job compared with individuals who did
not start working. However, both studies demonstrated differ-
ences in personality development only in one personality trait
and could not replicate the results of each other. In addition,
they only focused on main effects of transitions while ignoring
the role of commitment, which is a central variable in SIT. This
is why the second goal of the study focused on this variable.

Associations of psychological commitment with
personality maturation

For the second goal of the study, we found that individuals
who made the transition into working life became more open

if they were more committed to their work and less extraverted
if they were reconsidering their work more. However, these re-
sults were no longer significant after controlling for multiple
testing. Our results are therefore not in line with the predictions
of SIT and two studies on the role of social investment and per-
sonality maturation in working individuals. These studies dem-
onstrated that changes in social investment predicted changes
in conscientiousness and agreeableness (Hudson et al., 2012;
Hudson & Roberts, 2016). However, these studies did not di-
rectly measure psychological commitment as operationalized
in identity research but focused more on indirect behavioural
correlates of commitment. These previous studies also covered
a larger age range as well as longer intervals between the tran-
sition into working life and subsequent personality maturation.
This could have resulted in more individual differences in per-
sonality change than there were in our study, as our study sug-
gested that individuals who just made the transition into
working life mature in very similar ways. Because these indi-
vidual differences were not substantial in our study, there
was little to be explained by psychological commitment. Gen-
erally, however, the hypothesized role of psychological com-
mitment on top of the main effect of transitions themselves in
personality maturation as proposed by SIT was not supported
by our results.

Implications for social investment theory

Our findings suggest that the processes underlying personality
maturation were not triggered by the transition into age-graded
roles. Although the transition into working life may appear to
be a very clear-cut moment in life, this transition could actually
be more gradual and personality maturation might already hap-
pen in anticipation of the upcoming transition. Denissen,
Luhmann, et al. (2018) provided evidence that individuals an-
ticipating the transition into paid employment became more
conscientious and open to experiences. Such anticipation ef-
fects were not observed in the current study, however.

Another explanation could be that other contextual fac-
tors, like social relationships and the accumulation of daily
experiences and environments interacting with biological
factors, could instead be responsible for personality matura-
tion (Back et al., 2011; Roberts, 2018; Wrzus & Roberts,
2017). For example, according to SIT, the transition into a
new age-graded social role might elicit behavioural changes,
and positive feedback on this new behaviour could lead to
the internalization of this behaviour, which is assumed to re-
sult in personality maturation (Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2007).
However, the amount of newly elicited behaviour might ad-
ditionally depend on the explicit and implicit feedback that
an employee may get from their environment and on the
person–environment fit. A greater person–environment fit is
associated with personality consistency, and further adapta-
tion to the environment might become less necessary
(Roberts & Robins, 2004). For example, if someone with
an already extraverted personality would start working in a
job that requires an extraverted personality (e.g. a sales per-
son), their personality might not need to change a lot in order
to do well in this job (Denissen, Bleidorn, et al., 2018). Be-
cause of such effects, future studies should test the received
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behavioural feedback and the fit between the person and their
new age-graded role. On a general level, this implies that fu-
ture studies on the process of personality maturation should
employ more complex designs that incorporate the develop-
mental context of participants.

Limitations

Our study had several limitations. First, normative life transi-
tions, such as the transition from student life to working life,
can be associated with emotional distress (Marcia, 2010). Re-
solving the emotional distress caused by the transition might
be associated with personal growth (Marcia, 2010; Waterman,
2007), whereas experiencing more negative effects has been
shown to predict increases in neuroticism (Borghuis et al.,
2019). If the transition tasks are not yet mastered, and thus still
causing emotional distress, the transition might also initially
suppress personality growth (Denissen, Aken, Penke, &
Wood, 2013; Hutteman, Hennecke, Orth, Reitz, & Specht,
2014). Therefore, multi-wave longitudinal data from before
and after the transition into working life are needed to test for
personality maturation as a result of life transitions (Luhmann,
Orth, Specht, Kandler, & Lucas, 2014).

Second, a study on the predictions of SIT should focus on
a life transition and include a measure of psychological com-
mitment for the domain in which the transition takes place.
The transition itself complicates the measurement of psycho-
logical commitment, however, because of shifts in the con-
tent domain to which someone can commit to (i.e. school
commitment changes into work commitment for the transi-
tion into working life). Therefore, commitment cannot be
assessed in the same way across the transition. This phenom-
enon, which is known as heterotypic continuity (Moss &
Susman, 1980), forms a challenge when testing predictions
on the role of psychological commitment in line with SIT.
This challenge might be solved by measuring psychological
commitment in a specific domain but with a more general
term. For example, psychological commitment to a career
path could be measured during education and in working life.

Third, we relied fully on self-reports. Identity formation con-
cerns one’s own sense of commitment and exploration and is
therefore best assessed by self-reports (Erikson, 1968), but per-
sonality dimensions could also be assessed by other measures
such as peer reports and parent reports. Such measures could
provide a useful supplement to the instruments used in this
study, as including information from more informants will in-
crease the validity of the measures (Hofstee, 1994).

Fourth, the current study focused only on identity forma-
tion dimensions but did not examine other aspects of identity,
such as how individuals make sense of the self and their expe-
riences. Including narrative or survey-based approaches that
would assess identity more comprehensively might have pro-
vided a more nuanced and complete picture on the associations
of psychological commitment with personality maturation dur-
ing the transition into working life (Pasupathi, 2014).

Fifth, this study only investigated personality maturation
at the domain level and did not investigate lower-order per-
sonality levels. Personality maturation based on lower-order
personality levels could perhaps uncover additional

differences between individuals. That said, a study on the
differential development of facets showed very few differ-
ences between facets belonging to the same domain
(Klimstra, Noftle, Luyckx, Goossens, & Robins, 2018).

Sixth, we did not assess the characteristics (e.g. level,
work field, and type of contract) of the job and/or the major
of educational programmes. A mismatch between the charac-
teristics of the educational programme and the characteristics
of the job could be associated with low psychological com-
mitment to the job, since individuals who perceived their
job to be in line with their skills have been found to be more
likely to have a strong work identity (Luyckx, Duriez,
Klimstra, & de Witte, 2010).

A final limitation concerns the sample, which is drawn
from one particular country (i.e. the Netherlands). The cul-
tural context is relevant in personality development and iden-
tity formation, as cultural differences may determine when
and if individuals go through certain life transitions (Bleidorn
et al., 2013). In the Netherlands, over 60% of students com-
bine their studies with work (OECD, 2012). These students
usually hold jobs for which they are overqualified, such as
working in grocery stores or bars and restaurants. These early
work experiences make the transition into working life rather
gradual for many Dutch students. Our results are therefore
only applicable to western societies with an educational sys-
tem similar to the one in the Netherlands.

CONCLUSION

The findings of our study provide no evidence for the predic-
tions of the SIT because the transition to work was not asso-
ciated with personality maturation. In addition, evidence for
the hypothesized associations of psychological commitment
with personality maturation disappeared after controlling
for multiple testing. Longitudinal research on personality
and identity formation with multiple measurements before
and after the transition including multiple other potential
contextual and individual factors may shed more light on
the complex question as to why some individuals tend to
show more personality maturation over time than others do.

SUPPORTING INFORMATION

Additional supporting information may be found online in
the Supporting Information section at the end of the article.

Table S1. Independent Sample T‐test for Differences be-
tween Cohorts
Table S2. Fit Indices for Latent Growth Curve Models by
Group
Table S3. Growth Parameters for Unconstrained Multigroup
Latent Growth Curve Models (N = 900)
Table S4. Fit Indices for Latent Growth Curve Models for
the Combined Semi‐ and Transition Group (N = 613)
Table S5. Growth Parameters for Latent Growth Curve
Models for the Combined Semi‐ and Transition Group
(N = 613)
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