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ABSTRACT: People often evaluate significant life events by the extent to which they believe these events 
have affected their well-being and health. Such appraisals—rather than the mere occurrence of an event—
may be more closely related to well-being and health. Personality may be linked to how people appraise 
events as having a more positive or negative impact on their well-being and health, and these associations 
may vary with age. To test this hypothesis, we conducted pre-registered multi-level analyses in a large 
sample of German-speaking adults (n = 6688; 18–90 years), who identified the most impactful event from 
the prior two years and rated its positive and negative impact on their subjective well-being, physical health, 
and mental health. Emotional stability and conscientiousness were the most consistent correlates of more 
favorable evaluations (i.e., higher positive and lower negative impact). However, these patterns varied with 
age: conscientiousness was more strongly related to favorable evaluations in younger adults, and emotional 
stability in older adults. These findings align with regulatory capacities across adulthood: self-regulatory 
capacities may be particularly relevant when adult roles are being built in young adulthood, whereas affect-
regulatory capacities may be particularly relevant when losses loom, and emotion regulation is prioritized 
in older adulthood. 

Keywords: Agreeableness; Conscientiousness; Emotional stability; Extraversion; Openness to experience; 
Subjective well-being 
 

1. Introduction 

Significant life events, such as the birth of a child, moving house, or retirement, can disrupt a person’s 
daily routine and influence their life [1]. Although extensive research examines how personality traits 
influence the likelihood of these events (selection effects) and how such events, in turn, shape personality 
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(socialization effects) e.g., [2–4], little attention has been paid to how personality traits are associated with 
the subjective impact of these events and to the role of age in these associations. Questions such as “How 
happy does my new marriage make me?” or “How much do I think a recent injury is impacting my health?” 
illustrate that these impacts are subjective. We argue that personality is associated with these evaluations, 
given its relation to how individuals attend to and interpret experiences [5]. In addition, age may moderate 
the association between personality and the subjective impact of significant life events, although the nature 
of this relationship remains open. To address these questions, we analyzed data from a large, age-diverse 
sample of individuals who experienced at least one significant life event in the two years prior to the survey. 

1.1. Personality Traits and Life-Event Evaluation 

Life events are evaluated subjectively [1,6]. For example, a divorce can be experienced as liberating 
for one person but as stressful for another [7]. Such differences in appraisal influence how individuals 
respond emotionally and cognitively to life events [5,8,9], which in turn have important consequences for 
their well-being and health [1,6,10,11]. Studies using large longitudinal datasets have found little consistent 
evidence that the Big Five traits systematically moderate changes in well-being following life events 
[12,13]. This suggests that personality differences may play a more limited role in long-term adaptation 
and may instead be more relevant to how we evaluate life events. 

Accordingly, we argue that personality traits—defined as relatively stable characteristics of thinking, 
feeling, and behavior across situations [14]—are relevant to the subjective evaluation of life events. 
Specifically, we propose that personality traits are associated with how individuals evaluate the impact of 
a life event on their subjective well-being (life satisfaction, positive and negative affect) and on their 
physical and mental health. We hypothesize that higher levels of openness to experience (curious, creative, 
willing to embrace new experiences), conscientiousness (orderly, organized, self-disciplined), extraversion 
(energetic, sociable, outgoing), agreeableness (kind, altruistic, trustworthy), and emotional stability (low in 
anxiety and with a tendency to experience low negative emotions; [15]) are each associated with more 
positive evaluations of the impact of significant life events on their subjective well-being and health than 
lower levels of these traits (H1). 

We base our argument on prior empirical findings linking personality traits to event perception and 
evaluation. Openness to experience is associated with seeing possibilities rather than threats with positive 
reappraisal of stressful events, and better health outcomes [5,16–18]. The latter also holds for 
conscientiousness, which is additionally linked to a greater mastery and fewer perceived constraints 
[15,17,19]. In other words, individuals higher in conscientiousness tend to feel more capable of influencing 
life outcomes, which may be reflected in viewing life events as more manageable and thus evaluating their 
consequences more favorably. Extraversion is linked to frequent positive emotions and more positive 
appraisals of events, possibly via an active reward system [20,21]. In addition, individuals high in 
extraversion often view events as challenges rather than threats [16]. Agreeableness is associated with a 
higher likelihood of encountering positive situations and avoiding negative ones [22,23], as well as with 
more adaptive coping strategies [16,24]. Finally, emotional stability is linked to a focus on favorable aspects 
of events and stronger coping abilities [21]. 

To our knowledge, no research has systematically investigated the role of personality in the subjective 
evaluation of a life event’s impact on well-being and health. The most closely related study examined how 
Big Five traits relate to perceptions of major life events (e.g., valence, impact, or challenge) and to beliefs 
about event-related personality change [7]. Their findings suggest that personality traits are associated with 
how people perceive and characterize life events, implying that personality may also be related to how such 
events are evaluated in terms of their consequences for well-being and health. Consistent with the 
importance of such subjective evaluations, previous findings suggest that changes in the perceived impact 
of life events may be more strongly related to subsequent well-being than the mere occurrence of those 
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events [25]. Additionally, we control for perceived event intensity to account for differences in how 
strongly individuals felt affected by the event [1]. This allows us to examine the association between 
personality traits and subjective evaluations while controlling for perceived intensity. For example, 
relocation may be experienced as highly intense for some individuals but less so for others. 

Although the Big Five are conceptualized as distinct personality dimensions, they are typically 
intercorrelated. Higher-order models have proposed that part of this shared variance can be summarized in 
two broader dimensions—stability (shared variance in conscientiousness, agreeableness, and emotional 
stability) and plasticity (shared variance in extraversion and openness to experience) [5]. As an exploratory 
extension of our trait-level approach, we will therefore also examine whether associations with life-event 
evaluations could be summarized at this higher level of personality organization. 

1.2. The Role of Age 

Experiences and evaluations of life events vary across adulthood. Part of the difference reflects timing: 
on-time events (e.g., retiring at a typical age) are usually appraised more positively than off-time events 
(e.g., early retirement; [26]). Age also affects how people interpret and cope with events [27]—for example, 
a promotion may elicit self-doubt early in a career but be viewed as deserved recognition in midlife. More 
broadly, perceptions of life events change with age: events are seen as less predictable and more negative 
or challenging, particularly in very late life, yet more controllable [28]. 

The role of personality traits in the evaluation of life events may also vary across age. Although 
relatively stable, traits have been shown to change across the lifespan due to intrinsic and extrinsic 
influences [29], and the effects of life events on personality may differ by age [4]. We therefore examine 
whether associations between personality and the perceived impact of life events on well-being and health 
vary by age. This expectation is consistent with a lifespan perspective, as individuals face different 
developmental tasks at different stages of adulthood [30]. For example, younger adults are often focused 
on forming intimate relationships, midlife adults in career advancement, and older adults in coping with 
health decline. 

Not only that, as people age and perceive a more limited future, they increasingly prioritize emotionally 
meaningful goals (socioemotional selectivity theory; [31]), often heightening motivation to regulate 
emotions and maintain well-being. Greater use of emotion-regulation strategies may buffer the adverse 
effects of some traits (e.g., high neuroticism) in older adulthood, consistent with the Strength and 
Vulnerability Integration model (SAVI; [32]). Conversely, the focus on maintaining well-being may also 
correspond to stronger associations between certain traits and event experience. For example, highly 
conscientious older adults may find relocation particularly disruptive due to reliance on routines and long-
established networks [33], whereas younger adults high in conscientiousness may adapt more readily. 

Together, these examples suggest several moderation scenarios: links may weaken, strengthen, or even 
remain stable with age, given trait stability and their role in guiding behavior [34,35]. We therefore 
investigate age moderation exploratorily (RQ1), using multilevel modelling to separate event-level from 
person-level variance and to test whether links between personality, age and life event evaluations depend 
on the specific life event experienced. 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Participants and Procedure 

The sample (n = 6688) included German-speaking individuals (from Germany = 78.9%, Austria = 
13.8%, and Switzerland = 7%, others = 0.2%), with 50.9% men, 48.9% women, and 0.2% individuals 
identifying as non-binary. Concerning age, participants ranged from 18 to 90 years, with a mean age of 
48.18 (SD = 16.83). People were distributed fairly equally across all age groups, with approximately 17% 
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falling within each decade, except for those over 70 years, constituting 13.1% of the total sample. 
Educational backgrounds were diverse, with 31.2% of participants completing vocational training, 28.8% 
having a college or university education, 16.7% completing high school, and 15.4% graduating from higher 
vocational school. Few participants (4.4%) had finished compulsory schooling, while 3.5% pursued “other” 
forms of education. The study protocol was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Basel 
(009-20-1). Participants were recruited from the online access panel maintained by Bilendi (formerly 
Respondi), an ISO-accredited market research company. Bilendi recruits members for its panel through 
online campaigns, including social media campaigns. Registered panel members were invited to participate 
in the present study, with gender quotas and age quotas defined by decade to achieve a balanced distribution 
across these variables. 

Participants provided informed consent at the study’s outset with assurances of confidentiality for their 
data. The questionnaire, conducted between 23 June and 8 July 2020, took approximately 20 to 30-min and 
was compensated with €3.60. Selection criteria involved participants reporting the significant life event 
with most impact in the preceding two years, chosen from a predefined list of life events. Subsequently, 
participants selected the most impactful event from the same list and responded to follow-up questions 
concerning that specific life event. 

2.2. Measures 

2.2.1. Significant Life Events 

Participants were presented with a list of 19 impactful life events, including, e.g., the illness of a loved 
one, a job promotion, or the birth of a child. The compilation of life events drew inspiration from HILDA 
(Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia; [36]) and SHP (Swiss Household Panel; [37]) 
datasets (refer to Supplementary Material Table S1 for the comprehensive list of specific life events and 
their prevalence in the sample). In the survey, participants were asked to select the single life event that had 
the most significant influence on their lives during the two years preceding the questionnaire. In instances 
where participants opted for the “other” category, they gave a detailed description of the life event that was 
not included in the list. 

2.2.2. Big Five Personality Traits 

Participants expressed the degree to which statements describing personal attributes applied to them. 
Each set comprised four to five items, describing various personality traits: openness to experience (e.g., “I 
have an active imagination”; ω = 0.81), conscientiousness (e.g., “I make plans and follow them through”; 
ω = 0.72), extraversion (e.g., “I am rather reserved”, reverse coded; ω = 0.85), agreeableness (e.g., “I am 
sometimes rude to others”, reverse coded; ω = 0.69), and emotional stability (e.g., “I am relaxed, handle 
stress well”; ω = 0.82). Whereas the original BFI-K uses a 5-point response format, items in the present 
study were rated on a 7-point response scale ranging from 1 = not true at all to 7 = very much true (BFI-K; 
[38]). Note that we use the term emotional stability rather than its opposite, neuroticism, to make the results 
easier to report. The items were recoded if necessary, so that higher values express higher openness, 
conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and emotional stability, and they were aggregated to one 
scale per personality trait. 

To examine the BFI-K factor structure, we tested the published five-factor model using CFA. Although 
all items loaded significantly on their intended factors, model fit was inadequate (robust CFI = 0.770, TLI 
= 0.731, RMSEA = 0.095, SRMR = 0.090). A less restrictive five-factor ESEM allowing cross-loadings 
showed substantially improved fit (robust CFI = 0.925, TLI = 0.864, RMSEA = 0.074, SRMR = 0.031), 
and the resulting factors were interpretable as the intended Big Five dimensions. We therefore retained the 
five-trait scoring. 
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2.2.3. Self-Reported Impact of the Life Event on Subjective Well-Being, Physical and Mental Health 

Participants were asked to what extent the significant life event impacted their subjective well-being, 
physical and mental health in terms of positive and negative impact (1 = not at all to 7 = very much). The 
six items were all regarded as separate outcome variables. We conducted a parallel analysis and compared 
one- and two-factor models using confirmatory factor analysis. Parallel analysis indicated two factors, and 
the two-factor model distinguishing positive and negative evaluations fit substantially better than the one-
factor model (robust CFI = 0.948 vs. 0.863; SRMR = 0.035 vs. 0.059; Δχ2(1) = 790.01, p < 0.001). The two 
factors were strongly negatively correlated (r = −0.85), indicating substantial overlap while still supporting 
a distinction between positive and negative evaluations. We therefore retained all items as separate outcome 
variables. This decision also acknowledges that positive and negative influences of life events on well-
being and health can occur simultaneously (similar to positive and negative affect; [39]). For example, 
retirement can enhance well-being by reducing work stress and increasing free time for hobbies and 
relationships, while simultaneously posing challenges such as loss of purpose, social isolation, or financial 
insecurity. By distinguishing the positive and negative valence aspects of well-being, we can determine 
which aspects of well-being or health (positive or negative) are more strongly associated with personality 
traits. Moreover, although the factor analyses supported broader positive and negative dimensions, 
subjective well-being, physical health, and mental health represent distinct domains of perceived event 
impact that were of separate interest in our analyses. We therefore did not combine the three positive or the 
three negative items into composite scores. 

2.2.4. Covariates 

Participants separately rated the impact intensity of the significant life event (1 = not at all to 7 = very 
much) for each outcome: subjective well-being, physical health, and mental health; thus, the three control 
variables were considered separately depending on the outcome in question. Participants reported their age 
in years. It was included as a covariate in the main analyses and was additionally examined as an exploratory 
continuous moderator of the associations between personality traits and the perceived impact of life events. 
For a detailed description of the scales and items, see Supplementary Material Table S1. 

2.3. Data-Analytical Strategy 

To assess the data, we utilized multilevel modelling, treating specific life events as Level 2 factors and 
the individuals nested within them as Level 1 factors (personality traits, age, and life events’ influence on 
well-being/health). In this way, we were able to differentiate between variance within life events and 
variance across life events. Our analysis considered fixed and random effects (mean-centred predictors), 
and their respective explained variances. Models were built sequentially, beginning with random-intercept 
models, after which the full set of predictors and covariates was added. Apart from analysing random 
intercepts (life-event specific), we also investigated the possibility of random slopes in the predictors. This 
was achieved by comparing models with and without random slopes. Model fit was evaluated using 
likelihood ratio tests and information criteria (AIC, BIC), with lower values indicating better model fit. If 
there were a significant random slope, it would show that the effect of the predictor varies based on the 
specific life event. For the exploratory analysis, age, treated as a continuous variable, was included as a 
moderator in the models. 

As a supplementary exploratory analysis, we examined whether the trait-level associations could be 
summarized by the higher-order dimensions of stability and plasticity. Stability was calculated from 
standardized conscientiousness, agreeableness, and emotional stability scores, and plasticity from 
standardized extraversion and openness scores. The same multilevel models, including age moderation, 
were repeated using these dimensions. 
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We grand-mean centred all predictors, moderators, and covariates. The equation of our multilevel 
model is as follows: 

𝐿𝑒𝑣𝑒𝑙 1: 𝑌௜௝   =  𝛽଴௝  +  𝛽ଵ൫𝐼𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦௜௝൯  + 𝛽ଶ൫𝐴𝑔𝑒௜௝൯  + ෍ 𝛽௞൫𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑜𝑛𝑎𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦௞,௜௝൯

ହ

௞ୀଵ

  +  𝑟௜௝  

𝐿𝑒𝑣𝑒𝑙 2: 𝛽଴௝ = 𝛾଴଴ + 𝑢଴௝ 

Fixed effects (β) for each predictor and covariate; 
Event-specific intercept (combined) (β0j) composed of: 
An overall (grand) intercept (γ00); 
A random intercept (u0j); 
Unexplained variance (residual) rij. 
For the exploratory moderation analyses, the model was specified as follows: 

𝑌௜௝   =  𝛽଴௝   +  𝛽ଵ൫𝐼𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦௜௝൯  +  𝛽ଶ൫𝐴𝑔𝑒௜௝൯  +   ෍ 𝛽௞ାଶ൫𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑜𝑛𝑎𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦௞,௜௝൯

ହ

௞ୀଵ

 

+   ෍ 𝛽௞ା଻൫𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑜𝑛𝑎𝑙𝑖𝑡𝑦௞,௜௝   ×  𝐴𝑔𝑒௜௝൯

ହ

௞ୀଵ

  +  𝑟௜௝ 

R version 4.2.3 [40] involving the packages “nlme” (v. 3.1-162, [41]), “misty” (v. 0.4.11, [42]), and 
“reghelper” (v. 1.1.1, [43]) was used for statistical analyses. We preregistered the hypotheses and the 
analysis plan for this study (any deviations from the preregistration are detailed in Supplementary Material 
Table S2). 

3. Results 

3.1. Descriptive Analyses 

Across all life events, participants reported more conscientiousness, openness to experience, 
extraversion, emotional stability, and agreeableness than the scale midpoint (in this order). All personality 
traits were positively correlated with each other (see Table A1 in the Appendix A). All personality traits 
correlated with age. With higher age, people reported higher levels in all of traits. Supplementary Material 
Table S3 provides details on descriptive statistics of individual life events. 

The intraclass correlation coefficients (ICC) revealed that a smaller portion of the variance in the 
subjective evaluation of the significant life events—ranging from 0.21 (subjectively perceived positive and 
negative impact of the life event on physical health) to 0.45 (subjectively perceived positive impact of the 
life event on subjective well-being)—is associated with specific life events, with the remaining variance 
attributable to the individual and error variance. With recommended ICCs greater than 0.05 for outcomes 
[44], we employed MLM for our subsequent analyses. The ICCs for the predictors (i.e., Big Five personality 
traits) ranged from 0.1 (all personality traits except for emotional stability) to 0.3 (emotional stability). This 
means that only a small part of the variance in personality traits is due to differences between groups or 
contexts. In other words, personality seems to be fairly stable across contexts, which supports our decision 
to treat personality traits as predictors rather than outcomes. While life events may play a role in how 
personality is expressed, the low ICCs suggest that these influences are relatively minor compared to the 
overall stability of personality. 

3.2. Personality Traits and Life-Event Evaluation (H1) 

According to the fixed-effect results (see Table A2 in the Appendix A), the hypotheses were supported 
for all associations between emotional stability and the outcomes and for all but one association between 
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conscientiousness and the outcomes (positive mental health). Agreeableness was associated with three of 
the six outcomes (negative SWB and positive and negative physical health), whereas extraversion showed 
an association only with positive subjective well-being. No associations were found between openness to 
experience and any of the outcome variables. There was a systematic difference between the amount of 
variance explained for the self-reported positive and negative impact of the life event. Specifically, the Big 
Five traits explained a larger proportion of the variance in the self-reported negative impact than the self-
reported positive impact (10% vs. 0% for subjective well-being, 46% vs. 13% for physical health, and 22% 
vs. 3% for mental health; see Table A2 in the Appendix A). However, as indicated by the regression 
coefficients, these differences were driven primarily by event intensity (the control variable) and by 
emotional stability. 

Finally, we found improved model fits with random slopes for 25 out of the 30 models (see 
Supplementary Material Table S4). This suggests that the strength of the associations between personality 
traits and the self-reported impact of life events varies between different life events. 

Supplementary exploratory analyses using the higher-order dimensions of stability and plasticity 
showed a consistent pattern. Stability (conscientiousness, agreeableness, and emotional stability) was 
associated with more positive and less negative evaluations across subjective well-being, physical health, 
and mental health, whereas plasticity (extraversion and openness) was not significantly associated with any 
of the six outcomes (see Supplementary Material Table S6). Random slopes improved model fit for both 
higher-order dimensions across all outcomes, indicating that their associations with life-event evaluations 
varied across specific life events (Table S7). 

3.3. The Role of Age (RQ1) 

When considering age as a moderator for the associations postulated in H1, the fixed-effect results 
showed that the associations were stronger for two models with conscientiousness (negative life events’ 
impact on well-being and mental health) and for four models with emotional stability (negative life events’ 
impact on well-being, physical health, and mental health; and positive life events’ impact on mental health; 
see Table A3 in the Appendix A). 

As can be seen from the slopes in Figure 1, the negative associations between conscientiousness and 
the outcomes were stronger for younger adults (slopes in light gray) than for older adults (slopes in black; 
Figure 1A,B), whereas the associations between emotional stability and the outcomes were stronger for 
older adults than for younger adults (Figure 1C–F). 

There were no other significant moderations of age. In general, the majority of the explained variance 
for life events’ impact on subjective well-being and health was found at the life-event level (up to 43%; see 
Table A3), indicating that a significant portion of the differences in how life events are evaluated can be 
attributed to the life events themselves. The amount of variance explained at the individual level was up to 
29%, suggesting that individual differences, such as personality traits and the moderating effect of age, also 
play a role in how individuals evaluate these life events, but to a lesser extent than life events. 

Finally, we found that random slopes of age improved model fit in 23 out of 30 models, indicating that 
the effects of age were often different across life events, with fewer outcomes that were not life-event 
specific (see Supplementary Material Table S5). 

In the supplementary higher-order analyses, neither stability nor plasticity showed significant 
interactions with age for any of the six outcomes (see Supplementary Material Table S8). Random slope 
analyses nevertheless showed that age interactions varied across specific life events for most models (see 
Supplementary Material Table S9). 
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Figure 1. Significant Age Moderations for the Associations Between Personality Traits (Big Five) and Life Events’ Impact on 
Well-Being and Health. Note: (A) conscientiousness and positive subjective well-being; (B) conscientiousness and negative 
mental health; (C) emotional stability and positive subjective well-being; (D) emotional stability and negative physical health; 
(E) emotional stability and positive mental health; (F) emotional stability and negative mental health. The black line; −1 SD of 
age, the grey line: +1 SD of age. 

4. Discussion 

Building on work showing that event perceptions relate to well-being [10,11] and that personality traits 
predict how life events are perceived [7], our study examined how Big Five traits relate to the perceived 
impact of life events on well-being and health. Conscientiousness and emotional stability were the most 
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consistent positive correlates of the self-reported impact. Effect sizes were larger for the perceived negative 
than positive impact of life events, particularly for health. Exploratory age moderation revealed that age 
was trait-specific: conscientiousness was more strongly related to favorable evaluations in younger adults, 
whereas emotional stability was more strongly related to favorable evaluations in older adults. 

Individuals high in conscientiousness may appraise events as eustressful and challenging rather than 
burdensome [17], which may correspond to more positive event evaluations. Individuals high in emotional 
stability perceive life events more positively [7], which may be related to better coping abilities and 
emotional regulation [16,17]. The age moderations of emotional stability align with prior research (e.g., 
[45]), which shows a stronger association between emotional stability and well-being in older adults. This 
could suggest that, with increasing age, adults high in emotional stability might be particularly relevant to 
favorable event evaluations in the context of increasing losses relative to gains [46]. These results do not 
imply that the overall association between personality and event evaluation depends on age; rather, they 
indicate a trait-specific role that varies with age. 

In terms of emotional stability, the findings are consistent with the Strength and Vulnerability 
Integration model (SAVI; [32]), which posits that older adults generally benefit from greater emotional 
stability, whereas those with greater vulnerabilities have more difficulty coping with stress. When older 
adults experience low levels of persistent emotional arousal—as is often the case with emotional stability 
[47]—the age-related benefits in emotional well-being are enhanced, and older adults may cope with 
difficulties better than young adults. This also resonates with the socioemotional selectivity theory [31], 
which suggests that older adults increasingly prioritize emotionally meaningful goals, further supporting 
the idea that emotional stability is particularly adaptive for well-being in later life. 

The finding that conscientiousness shows stronger positive associations with event evaluation in 
younger adulthood may reflect the developmental tasks of this period. Younger adults are in a stage of 
substantial personal and professional development [48], which may make persistence, planning, and goal-
directed behavior particularly important when dealing with life events, thus may correspond to the stronger 
associations with conscientiousness observed in younger than in older adulthood. Empirically, common 
transitions at this age—entering the workforce, starting a romantic relationship, or attending university—
have been associated with increases in conscientiousness [49], supporting the idea that these developmental 
tasks promote conscientious behavior. However, these interpretations are speculative and require 
confirmation in future research. 

The other personality traits were less consistently associated with event evaluations. Agreeableness 
showed associations with several well-being and health outcomes, which may relate to individuals higher in 
this trait approaching stressful situations as less conflictual or threatening [16]. However, it showed 
associations with only some outcomes, possibly reflecting context-dependent effects, as agreeableness may 
be more relevant when life events involve interpersonal processes such as relationships, conflict, or social 
support [50]. Extraversion and openness to experience yielded (almost) no significant results. For extraversion, 
this departs from prior work (e.g., [15,51–53]), whereas the null results for openness align with evidence that 
this trait is only modestly related to well-being outcomes (e.g., [51,53,54]). One possibility is that extraversion 
and openness are more strongly related to selection effects—i.e., the likelihood of encountering certain life 
events potentially related to seeking novelty and diversity [48]—whereas the perceived event impact may be 
more closely tied to emotional stability, conscientiousness, and agreeableness. 

The supplementary higher-order analyses showed a similar pattern. Stability, which includes 
conscientiousness, agreeableness, and emotional stability, was consistently linked to more favorable event 
evaluations, whereas plasticity, which includes extraversion and openness, showed no associations. This 
suggests that the overall pattern may mainly reflect the traits related to stability, although the five-trait 
analyses show a more differentiated picture of which traits are most relevant. Neither stability nor plasticity 
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was moderated by age, suggesting that the age differences observed for conscientiousness and emotional 
stability may be specific to these individual traits and are not captured by the broader stability dimension. 

Notably, personality traits accounted for a substantial share of variance in event evaluations, especially 
for perceived negative impact on physical and mental health. Stronger effects for health may reflect 
personality’s more direct association with health behaviors, whereas well-being is more indirectly related 
to social support and coping resources [16,55]. Compared with other traits, emotional stability emerged as 
the strongest personality correlate of event appraisals. Emotionally stable individuals tend to focus less on 
negative aspects of their experiences [20], which is consistent with its stronger association with lower 
perceived negative impact on well-being. However, these findings should be interpreted with caution 
because, unsurprisingly, perceived event intensity was the strongest concomitant of self-reported impact of 
the life event. 

Limitations 

The present study has several strengths, including a large sample, a wide range of significant life events 
across different life domains, consideration of all Big Five personality traits, and multiple outcomes of life-
event evaluation. It also has some limitations. Because the design is cross-sectional and questionnaire-based, 
retrospective recall bias and the inability to draw causal inferences are concerns; longitudinal research is 
needed to clarify the observed associations. We used a study-specific measure of perceived impact, and 
each outcome domain (subjective well-being, physical health, and mental health) was assessed with a single 
item. Single-item measures can capture broad constructs but may lack the reliability and nuances of multi-
item scales; still, some evidence suggests comparable performance for certain constructs (e.g., life 
satisfaction; [56]). Because each participant rated only one life event, we could not determine whether the 
ratings were specific to that event or also reflected more general tendencies to evaluate experiences 
positively or negatively. The assessment and structure of the Big Five should also be considered. Although 
internal consistencies were acceptable to good, the analyses provided only partial support for the expected 
five-factor structure in the present sample: the restrictive five-factor model showed inadequate fit, and 
several cross-loadings emerged in the less restrictive model. In addition, the 21-item BFI-K [38] provides 
less comprehensive trait coverage than longer inventories, and we used a 7-point rather than the original 5-
point response format. These aspects, together with the observed intercorrelations among the traits, should 
be considered when interpreting the trait-specific findings. Given the number of analyses, we did not adjust 
α levels to avoid loss of power and increased Type II error [57,58]; instead, we prioritized explained 
variance and effect sizes over dichotomous significance. Data collection occurred early in the COVID-19 
pandemic, which may have influenced the prevalence of certain events (e.g., illness or job loss), participants’ 
well-being and mental health, and how life events were retrospectively perceived and evaluated. The 
pandemic context may also have altered the observed associations between personality and event 
evaluations, as personality traits were associated with differences in perceived pandemic stress during this 
period (e.g., higher emotional stability was associated with lower levels of perceived pandemic stress, 
whereas higher extraversion was associated with higher levels [59]). Age-related associations may likewise 
have been affected, as younger and older adults differed in pandemic-related stress, life changes, coping, 
and psychological well-being [60]. Although the pandemic context was shared by all participants who 
reported an event in the four to five months prior to the survey, and it was further controlled for the 
perceived intensity of the life event, this does not account for broader effects of the pandemic on participants’ 
well-being, mental health, or retrospective evaluations. The findings should therefore be interpreted in light 
of this particular context. Finally, online recruitment—while efficient—may have introduced selection bias 
by over-representing younger, more tech-engaged participants and under-representing older adults with 
limited internet access. Although age and gender quotas were applied, participants were drawn from a self-
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selected online access panel. Selection effects associated with joining the panel and participating in the 
present study may, therefore, limit the generalizability of the findings. 

5. Conclusions 

This study shows that Big Five traits are associated with how adults evaluate significant life events. 
Conscientiousness and emotional stability—and, to a lesser extent, agreeableness—were consistently 
linked to more favorable event appraisals (higher positive, lower negative impact). These associations were 
age-graded: conscientiousness was more strongly related in younger adults, whereas emotional stability 
was more related in older adults. 

Supplementary Materials 

The following supporting information can be found at: https://www.sciepublish.com/article/pii/1271, 
Table S1: German and English Wording of the Items; Table S2: Deviations from the Preregistration; Table 
S3: Individual Significant Life Events and Their Descriptive Statistics; Table S4: ANOVA Comparison of 
Models with and without Random Slopes; Table S5: ANOVA Comparison of Models with and without 
Random Slopes; Table S6: Multilevel Model of Fixed and Random Effects for Higher-Order Factors 
(Stability & Plasticity) on Life-event Experience; Table S7: ANOVA Comparison of Models with and 
without Random Slopes (Higher-Order Factors on Life-event Experience); Table S8: Multilevel Model of 
Fixed and Random Effects for Higher-Order Factors (Stability & Plasticity) on Life-Event Experience 
Moderated by Age; Table S9: ANOVA Comparison of Models with and without Random Slopes (Higher-
Order Factors on Life-Event Experience Moderated by Age).



Lifespan Dev. Ment. Health 2026, 2(3), 10020. doi:10.70322/ldmh.2026.10020 12 of 18 

 

Appendix A 

Table A1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations. 

Variable M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11.  12.  13. 14. 
1. Age 48.18 16.83               
2. Openness 5.09 1.12 0.15 **              
3. Conscientiousness 5.17 1.01 0.13 ** 0.28 **             
4. Extraversion 4.41 1.36 0.08 ** 0.27 ** 0.30 **            
5. Agreeableness 4.19 1.19 0.19 ** 0.12 ** 0.17 ** 0.24 **           
6. Emotional stability 4.29 1.39 0.20 ** 0.07 ** 0.26 ** 0.32 ** 0.26 **          
7. Positive SWB 3.63 2.23 −0.24 ** −0.03 * 0.03 ** 0.06 ** 0.00 −0.10 **         
8. Negative SWB 4.07 2.23 0.14 ** 0.04 ** −0.04 ** −0.06 ** −0.04 ** 0.19 ** −0.78 **        
9. Intensity SWB 5.65 1.51 0.00 0.07 ** 0.08 ** 0.04 ** 0.00 0.14 ** −0.04 ** 0.26 **       
10. Positive Physical Health 3.22 1.97 −0.14 ** 0.01 0.05 ** 0.05 ** 0.04 ** −0.08 ** 0.65 ** −0.52 ** −0.02      
11. Negative Physical Health 3.69 2.12 0.10 ** 0.03 ** −0.03 ** −0.04 ** −0.04 ** 0.22 ** −0.49 ** 0.64 ** 0.28 ** −0.37 **     
12. Intensity Physical Health 4.26 2.18 0.10 0.07 ** 0.05 ** 0.03 * 0.01 0.17 ** −0.11 ** 0.26 ** 0.43 ** 0.07 ** 0.57 **    
13. Positive Mental Health 3.54 2.19 −0.20 ** −0.01 0.03 ** 0.06 ** 0.02 −0.11 ** 0.80 ** −0.67 ** −0.01 0.67 ** −0.42 ** −0.05 **   
14. Negative Mental Health 4.05 2.19 0.09 ** 0.04 ** −0.05 ** −0.07 ** −0.05 ** 0.25 ** −0.66 ** 0.79 ** 0.24 ** −0.45 ** 0.67 ** 0.30 ** −0.67 **  
15. Intensity Mental Health 5.37 1.78 −0.01 0.11 ** 0.02 0.00 −0.02 0.25 ** −0.11 ** 0.27 ** 0.53 ** −0.01 0.31 ** 0.45 ** −0.03 ** 0.40 ** 

Note: SWB, physical health, mental health = Life event’s influence on these variables. n = 6688, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01. 

  



Lifespan Dev. Ment. Health 2026, 2(3), 10020. doi:10.70322/ldmh.2026.10020 13 of 18 

 

Table A2. Multilevel Model of Fixed and Random Effects for Personality Factors on Life-event Experience. 

 Positive SWB Negative SWB Positive Physical Health Negative Physical Health Positive Mental Health Negative Mental Health 
Fixed Effects 3.919 (0.325) 3.810 (0.307) 3.453 (0.200) 3.505 (0.215) 3.760 (0.291)  3.872 (0.275) 

Intercept 3.679 (0.333) 2.273 (0.302) 2.707 (0.218) 1.545 (0.163) 3.265 (0.303) 1.915 (0.250) 
Life event’s intensity 0.044 (0.014) 0.273 (0.014) 0.178 (0.011) 0.466 (0.010) 0.093 (0.012) 0.365 (0.012) 
Openness to experience −0.007 (0.019) −0.003 (0.019) 0.014 (0.020) −0.002 (0.018) 0.009 (0.020) 0.001 (0.019) 
Conscientiousness 0.045 (0.021) −0.057 (0.022) 0.046 (0.022) −0.065 (0.021) 0.020 (0.022) −0.059 (0.022) 
Extraversion 0.035 (0.016) −0.012 (0.017) 0.007 (0.017) −0.005 (0.016) 0.024 (0.017) −0.012 (0.017) 
Agreeableness 0.012 (0.017) −0.044 (0.018) 0.046 (0.018) −0.042 (0.017) 0.028 (0.018) −0.031 (0.018) 
Emotional stability 0.114 (0.016) −0.203 (0.016) 0.104 (0.016) −0.171 (0.015) 0.147 (0.017) −0.222 (0.016) 

Random Effects       
Intercept 2.092 (0%) 1.686 (10%) 0.895 (13%) 0.486 (46%) 1.731 (3%) 1.157 (22%) 
Residual 2.545 (2%) 2.674 (10%) 2.802 (5%) 2.456 (29%) 2.841 (2%) 2.702 (18%) 

Note: SWB, physical health, mental health = Life event’s impact on these variables (controlled for the intensity of the life event’s impact). Fixed effects: Standard errors in parentheses. Random 
effects: ∆R2 in parentheses. Bold values indicate statistically significant effects (p < 0.05). 
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Table A3. Multilevel Model of Fixed and Random Effects for Personality Factors on Life-Event Experience Moderated by Age. 

 Positive SWB Negative SWB 
Positive Physical 

Health 
Negative Physical 

Health 
Positive Mental Health Negative Mental Health 

Fixed Effects 3.919 (0.325) 3.810 (0.307) 3.453 (0.200) 3.505 (0.215) 3.760 (0.291) 3.872 (0.275) 
Intercept 3.689 (0.327) 2.279 (0.306) 2.702 (0.216) 1.547 (0.167) 3.257 (0.299) 1.931 (0.257) 
Age −0.005 (0.001) −0.004 (0.001) −0.001 (0.001) −0.005 (0.001) −0.003 (0.001) −0.007 (0.001) 
Life event’s intensity 0.042 (0.014) 0.272 (0.014) 0.180 (0.011) 0.468 (0.010) 0.094 (0.012) 0.361 (0.012) 
Openness to experience −0.005 (0.019) 0.005 (0.019) 0.011 (0.020) 0.009 (0.019) 0.010 (0.020) 0.014 (0.019) 
Openness ×Age −0.002 (0.001) 0.002 (0.001) −0.001 (0.001) 0.002 (0.001) −0.001 (0.001) 0.002 (0.001) 
Conscientiousness 0.049 (0.021) −0.054 (0.022) 0.049 (0.022) −0.063 (0.021) 0.024 (0.022) −0.055 (0.022) 
Conscientiousness × Age −0.002 (0.001) 0.004 (0.001) −0.001 (0.001) 0.001 (0.001) −0.000 (0.001) 0.003 (0.001) 
Extraversion 0.036 (0.016) −0.015 (0.017) 0.009 (0.017) −0.008 (0.016) 0.024 (0.017) −0.016 (0.017) 
Extraversion × Age 0.002 (0.001) −0.001 (0.001) 0.002 (0.001) 0.000 (0.001) −0.001 (0.001) −0.001 (0.001) 
Agreeableness 0.021 (0.018) −0.041 (0.018) 0.049 (0.018) −0.037 (0.017) 0.034 (0.019) −0.024 (0.018) 
Agreeableness × Age −0.001 (0.001) −0.001 (0.001) −0.002 (0.001) 0.002 (0.001) −0.001 (0.001) 0.001 (0.001) 
Emotional stability 0.123 (0.016) −0.196 (0.016) 0.106 (0.017) −0.161 (0.016) 0.153 (0.017) −0.209 (0.017) 
Emotional stability × Age 0.002 (0.001) −0.003 (0.001) 0.002 (0.001) −0.004 (0.001) 0.003 (0.001) −0.003 (0.001) 

Random Effects       
Intercept 2.016 (4%) 1.735 (7%) 0.881 (12%) 0.513 (43%) 1.690 (0%) 1.225 (18%) 
Residual 2.540 (2%) 2.664 (10%) 2.801 (5%) 2.444 (29%) 2.838 (2%) 2.686 (19%) 

Note: SWB, physical health, mental health = Life event’s impact on these variables (controlled for the intensity of the life event’s impact). × stands for interaction. Fixed effects: Standard errors 
in parentheses. Random effects: ∆R2 in parentheses. Bold values indicate statistically significant effects (p < 0.05).
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