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Abstract

A large body of evidence indicates that personality traits show high rank-order stability and substantial mean-level

changes across the lifespan. However, the majority of longitudinal research on personality development has relied on

repeated assessments of self-reports, providing a narrow empirical base from which to draw conclusions and develop

theory. Here, we (1) tested whether self- and informant-reports provided by couples show similar patterns of rank-

order stability and mean-level change and (2) assessed self–other agreement in personality development. We charted the

Big Five personality trajectories of 255 couples (N¼ 510; M age¼ 27.01 years) who provided both self- and partner-

reports at four assessments across 1.5 years. Results indicated similar rank-order stabilities in self- and partner-report

data. Latent growth curve models indicated no significant differences between self- and partner-reported personality

trajectories, with exceptions to extraversion and agreeableness. We further found strong cross-sectional agreement

across all Big Five traits and assessment waves as well as moderate self–other agreement in personality change in

emotional stability and agreeableness. These findings highlight the relevance of multi-method assessments in personality

development, while providing information about personality stability and change. Discussion focuses on the theoretical

implications and future directions for multi-method assessments in longitudinal personality research.
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A large body of research has shown that personality

traits are both relatively stable and yet malleable

enough to undergo marked changes across the life-

span (Bleidorn & Hopwood, 2019; Roberts &

Mroczek, 2008). Although the general patterns of sta-

bility and change in personality traits are well estab-

lished, there are limitations to this body of work that

undermine the generalizability of these findings. Most

importantly, the vast majority of studies have relied

on self-report measures to assess the stability of and

change in personality traits. Self-report measures are

the most common method to assess individual differ-

ences and can provide reliable and valid information

about personality traits (Nave et al., 2018; Tracy

et al., 2009). However, they are not without limita-

tions and should ultimately be complemented by

other measures (Bornstein, 2009).
Informant-reports—from friends, family members,

or spouses—can provide a valuable additional

perspective on personality stability and change and
are useful for validating and complementing self-
report assessments (Hofmann et al., 2009; Leising
et al., 2010). Compared to the large body of self-
report research, relatively few studies have examined
adult personality trait stability and change using
informant-report data and even less is known about
the degree to which self- and informant-reports pro-
vide corresponding estimates of personality
trajectories.
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As such, several open questions remain: Do longi-
tudinal assessments of informant-reports replicate
patterns of stability and change in self-reports?
Specifically, do analyses of rank-order stability and
mean-level change in self- and informant-report
data yield similar results? And do reports from the
self and informants agree in their personality ratings
over time? In this study, we begin to address these
questions using self- and partner-reports from couples
with and without children who reported on their own
and their partner’s Big Five personality traits (John
et al., 2008)—emotional stability (neuroticism
reversed), extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and
conscientiousness—at four assessment waves over a
period of 1.5 years.

Self-report research on personality stability and
change

Most research on personality development has
focused on two types of change—rank-order stability
and mean-level change. More recently, researchers
have become increasingly interested in a third type
of change—individual differences in change
(Bleidorn et al., 2019; Mroczek & Spiro, 2003;
Schwaba & Bleidorn, 2018). Research on rank-order
stability—the degree to which the relative ordering of
individuals on a trait is maintained over time—indi-
cated that personality traits are relatively but not per-
fectly stable across the lifespan (Bleidorn &
Hopwood, 2019). Meta-analytic evidence suggests
that the rank-order stability of traits is lowest in
young adulthood and increases across the lifespan,
especially through middle adulthood (Roberts &
DelVecchio, 2000; Robins et al., 2001).

Mean-level change refers to how much a popula-
tion changes in a given trait on average over a certain
period of time. Self-report research has repeatedly
found that most people increase in traits that reflect
greater social maturity such as emotional stability,
conscientiousness, and agreeableness, especially
during the period of young adulthood (Bleidorn,
2012; Neyer & Lehnart, 2007; Roberts & Mroczek,
2008; Roberts et al., 2006, 2008; Robins et al., 2001;
Soto et al., 2011; Specht et al., 2011, 2014). This trend
seems to generalize across cohorts, genders, and, to a
certain extent, also across samples from different cul-
tures (Bleidorn et al., 2013; Soto et al., 2011;
Wortman et al., 2012). Referring to young adults’
increasing capacity to become a productive contribu-
tor to society, this pattern has been termed the matu-
rity principle of personality development (Roberts &
Mroczek, 2008; Roberts & Nickel, in press).

Individual differences in change reflect individual
deviations from the normative trajectory, and are
often expressed as variance around a mean-level
trend in a population (e.g. Allemand et al., 2007).
That is, people are not necessarily changing at the
same rate in the same direction, but differ in their

individual trajectories. Recent studies found that indi-
vidual differences in personality trait change are pre-
sent throughout the lifespan (Schwaba & Bleidorn,
2018) but most pronounced during emerging and
young adulthood (Pusch et al., 2019).

These findings appear to provide a solid founda-
tion upon which scholars can build on to develop
theories of personality stability and change.
However, the reliance on self-report questionnaires
has limited the conclusions we can draw from this
literature. It is well established that any single
source of personality assessment is afflicted with spe-
cific limitations and disadvantages (Bornstein, 2009;
Kubinger & Litzenberger, 2006). Most important for
the present study, both stability and change in per-
sonality traits can be influenced by rater-specific
biases. In fact, longitudinal behavioral genetic
research found that rater-specific method effects are
both heritable and relatively stable suggesting that
estimates of personality stability may be confounded
with stable rater-specific effects (Kandler et al., 2010).
For example, research indicated that people tend to
use behavioral cues when judging others’ personality
but tend to rely on implicit knowledge when reporting
on their own personality (Hofmann et al., 2009). As
such, self-reports may over-emphasize personality
stability because of how unwavering implicit aspects
of personality are as compared to other methods that
may be more tailored to assess changes in traits
(Bleidorn et al., 2020).

To quantify and address potential validity threats
to self-reports, researchers have used other sources of
personality data. Much of this research has relied on
informant-reports which can be used to validate self-
report findings by assessing whether or not they rep-
licate the normative trends found in self-reports
(Vazire, 2006). However, relatively little longitudinal
research has used methods other than self-report, lim-
iting the ability to assess convergence of trends in self-
and informant-reported personality change.

Moreover, a more comprehensive perspective on
self–other agreement involving different indicators
of stability and change is lacking in the literature.
In fact, even if self- and informant-reported mean-
level trajectories converged, this would not mean
that dyads agree in their ratings of an individual’s
trajectory. To address this question, research on
self–other agreement in individuals’ personality
change trajectories is needed.

Self–other personality agreement

Self–other personality agreement can be defined as
the convergence of self- and informant-reports of an
individual’s personality traits (e.g. Funder et al., 1995;
Kurtz & Sherker, 2003; Watson et al., 2000). A large
body of cross-sectional research has found medium to
large effect sizes for estimates of self–other agreement
in broad personality traits such as the Big Five (Beer
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et al., 2013; Biesanz & West, 2004; Funder et al.,
1995; McCrae et al., 1998; Vazire, 2010). For exam-
ple, in a cross-sectional study of over 10,000
Facebook users, Rohrer et al. found correlations
between self- and informant-reports ranging from
r¼ .30 for conscientiousness to r¼ .41 for extraver-
sion (Rohrer et al., 2018). Watson et al. (2000) also
found significant cross-sectional self–other agreement
in personality ratings across friendship dyads, dating
couples, and married couples with effect sizes ranging
from r ¼.34 for agreeableness in friendship dyads to
r¼ .61 for extraversion in married dyads. Moreover, a
meta-analysis of 36 studies on cross-sectional self–
other agreement found strong convergence (ranging
from r¼ .46 for agreeableness to r¼ .62 for extraver-
sion) between self- and informant-reports of the Big
Five (Connolly et al., 2007). In summary, cross-
sectional research provided convincing evidence that
self- and informant-reports exhibit moderate agree-
ment in personality trait ratings. However, the
cross-sectional nature of this research precludes con-
clusions regarding self–other agreement about per-
sonality change. Longitudinal studies are needed to
address questions concerning the degree to which
others agree with self-reports of personality trait
change over time.

Only few longitudinal studies have examined self–
other agreement in personality traits across time.
Most of these studies focused on personality develop-
ment in children and adolescents (Branje et al., 20071;
G€ollner et al., 2017; Luan et al., 2017). To the best of
our knowledge, only three studies examined agree-
ment in personality ratings in adult samples, of
which only two examined self–other agreement in per-
sonality change as we do here. These studies provided
mixed evidence concerning the level of self–other
agreement in personality change.

First, Kurtz and Sherker (2003) examined self–
other agreement in 206 newly acquainted roommates
who provided ratings of their own and their room-
mate’s Big Five personality traits at 2 and 15 weeks
into living together. They expected and found an
increase in self–other agreement in ratings of open-
ness and agreeableness across the 13-week study inter-
val. Although this research provided evidence that
people who have known each other longer tended to
agree more in their personality ratings, it lacked an
analysis of self–other agreement about personality
change.

Second, Watson and Humrichouse (2006) assessed
301 newly married couples twice across a 2-year inter-
val to examine similarity in Big Five personality sta-
bility and change between methods of report as well
as self–other agreement of personality change among
spouses. They found the self- and spousal-reported

rank-order stabilities to be quite similar, with an aver-
age rank-order of r¼ .78 in self-reports and r¼ .77 in
spousal-reports. In contrast to the large self-report
literature on personality maturation (Bleidorn, 2015;
Specht et al., 2014), they found decreases in most
spousal-rated traits during the first 2 years of mar-
riage. Specifically, spousal-reports but not self-
reports indicated significant mean-level decreases in
extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and conscien-
tiousness, and no significant change in neuroticism.
Notably, not all couples showed these negative
trends as indicated by significant individual differen-
ces in change. This study also examined the agree-
ment between self- and spousal-reported change in
personality traits. Results indicated significant,
albeit low, correlations between self- and spousal-
reported change in conscientiousness (r¼ .20) and
neuroticism (r¼ .19), but negligible, insignificant cor-
relations for change in openness (r¼ –.01), agreeable-
ness (r¼ .04), and extraversion (r ¼.08). These
findings imply that, while spousal reports of person-
ality traits tend to line up well with baseline
self-reports at the beginning of a marriage, they
may provide a different perspective on personality
change over the course of a marriage.

The above reviewed studies made important con-
tributions to the literature on self–other agreement.
However, each of these studies had specific con-
straints that limited the conclusions that can be
drawn about personality trait development. In partic-
ular, Kurtz and Sherker’s study (2003) spanned a
rather short time span of only 13 weeks which pre-
cluded an examination of self–other agreement in per-
sonality change. Watson and Humrichouse (2006), on
the other hand, collected personality data over 2
years; however, with only two waves of data, they
were not able to model change parameters using
more reliable approaches as latent growth curve
modeling (LGM; cf. Willett & Sayer, 1994).

In a recent study, Oltmanns et al. (2019) addressed
this issue and used LGM to compare the mean-level
trajectories of self- and informant-reported Big Five
traits as well as self–other agreement in personality
trait change in a sample of older adults (M
age¼ 62.5 years at first assessment). Participants pro-
vided three waves of Big Five self- and informant-
reports (significant others, family, or friends) over a
period of 6.5 years. Consistent with other research on
older adults, this study found evidence for mean-level
changes in some but not all Big Five traits (e.g.
Kandler et al., 2015; Roberts et al., 2006; Schwaba
& Bleidorn, 2018). Specifically, self-report ratings
indicated significant decreases in extraversion and
openness, and no significant changes in the other
trait domains. Combined informant-reports of
significant others, family, and/or friends also
indicated significant decreases in extraversion and
no change in emotional stability; however, they addi-
tionally suggested decreases in agreeableness, and

1
Branje et al. (2007) studied self- and other-reported person-

ality development in 285 Dutch families across 3 years, thus incor-
porating both adolescents and adults.
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conscientiousness, and no change in openness, chal-
lenging some seemingly established findings that are
based on self-report research only.

This study also investigated self–other agreement
in personality trait change. They found evidence for
some agreement in self- and informant-reported Big
Five trait change. Specifically, the correlations
between self- and informant-reports of change in per-
sonality traits ranged from r¼ .53 for agreeableness
to r¼ .88 for neuroticism, indicating substantial
agreement in self–other reports of personality
change over the study period. These correlations are
in sharp contrast with the small to null correlations
found by Watson and Humrichouse (2006). These
differences may partly reflect differences in study
design, particularly the average age of participants,
timing of assessments, and methods of report.
Overall, Oltmanns et al. (2019) demonstrated that
there can be self–other agreement in personality
change despite differences between normative self-
and informant-reported Big Five trajectories.
However, more research is needed to examine when
and to what degree self- and informant-reports of
personality change converge versus diverge.

In summary, longitudinal research on self–other
agreement extends cross-sectional research by assess-
ing agreement in reports of personality trait change.
Although the few existing studies on this topic yielded
mixed and sometimes conflicting results, an important
finding to emerge from all studies is significant differ-
ences in self–other agreement between dyads. This
finding naturally leads to the question whether there
are certain characteristics of dyads that enhance or
constrain convergence in reports of personality
change. Identifying relevant moderators that shape
the degree to which self and informants agree may
help in illuminating these differences.

Moderators of convergence of self- and informant-reports of

personality change. Past research consistently found
substantial differences in self–other agreement
across studies as well as within studies across dyads.
Theory and past research have converged on at least
three important sources of this variation: (1) the
nature and quality of the dyadic relationship, (2) the
visibility of the trait being assessed, and (3) the rater
(Connolly et al., 2007; Funder, 1995, 2012). Given the
lack of existing research on longitudinal agreement in
personality change, the following review of modera-
tors of self–other agreement primarily focuses on
findings derived from cross-sectional studies.

The nature and quality of the relationship appears
to be associated with the similarity between self- and
informant-reported trait trajectories as well as the
level of self–other agreement. For example, Watson
and Humrichouse’s (2006) study of newlyweds sug-
gested that individual differences in marital satisfac-
tion shaped the way in which spouses described the
personalities of their partners. Specifically, those

couples who reported more pronounced decreases in
marital satisfaction over a 2-year period also reported
more negative trait changes. Similarly for self–other
agreement, a meta-analysis of cross-sectional studies
on self–other agreement found that people judged
their partners more positively when they reported
higher levels of relationship quality (Fletcher and
Kerr, 2010).

Interpersonal factors such as relationship length
and closeness have also been associated with the
amount and quality of information that informants
have access to when judging others’ personality traits.
Typically, intimate dyads who tend to spend more
time together should have access to a larger amount
of personality-relevant information. A large body of
cross-sectional research has supported this position,
indicating that level of acquaintance moderates self–
other agreement in personality traits (Biesanz et al.,
2007; Connolly et al., 2007; Funder et al., 1995). For
example, Watson et al. (2000) found a medium effect
size for self–other agreement in friendship dyads, a
slightly larger effect in dating couples, and an even
larger effect size in married couples. This finding has
often been referred to as acquaintanceship effect.
Consistent with cross-sectional research, longitudinal
data from Kurtz and Sherker (2003) indicated
increases in agreement between roommates for open-
ness and agreeableness with increased acquaintance
after a 13-week period. However, it should be noted
that substantial increases in self–other agreement
likely occur within the first few months of a relation-
ship (Allik et al., 2016; Human et al., 2020), and time
spent in the relationship thereafter may not signifi-
cantly add to the level of self–other agreement.

Theory and cross-sectional research have further
indicated that trait visibility—the degree to which
trait-relevant behavior can be readily observed by
an outside informant—may moderate self–other
agreement. Extraversion and agreeableness are
viewed as particularly visible traits due to the preva-
lence of observable behavior associated with these
traits. In contrast, emotional stability is usually con-
sidered the least visible trait of the Big Five, partic-
ularly among mere acquaintances, because of its high
affective load. Conscientiousness and openness are
thought to be moderately visible (Wilt & Revelle,
2015). In other words, traits that are characterized
by more behavioral content should be more visible
whereas traits made up of more affective or cognitive
content should be less visible. Consistent with this
hypothesis, research has consistently found self–
other agreement to be highest for extraversion (Beer
& Watson, 2008b; Beer et al., 2013; Connolly et al.,
2007; John & Robins, 1993). In contrast, Watson
et al. (2000) found the lowest agreement for emotion-
al stability between friends and dating couples;
although agreement was higher in married couples,
suggesting that more trait-relevant behavior about
negative emotions is revealed in the privacy of close
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relationships than in public. However, despite its rel-
atively clear behavioral associations, the trait with the
lowest self–other agreement tends to be agreeableness
(Beer et al., 2013; Connolly et al., 2007; John &
Robins, 1993; Watson et al., 2000). There are at
least two possible explanations for the comparatively
lower level of self–other agreement in agreeableness.
First, others may misinterpret the underlying inten-
tions of overt behavior. For example, providing crit-
ical feedback may be well intended but interpreted as
confrontational and unpleasant by outside observers.
Second, others reporting on a target’s level of agree-
ableness may be reluctant to report low levels due to
the negative connotation associated with low levels of
agreeableness (Rau et al., 2019).

Considering both acquaintanceship and trait visi-
bility effects, existing findings follow a coherent pat-
tern: Ratings by strangers show little agreement and
agreement is often restricted to extraversion (Beer &
Watson, 2008b; Vazire, 2010); self–other agreement
tends to be somewhat higher in ratings by recently
acquainted individuals, and even higher in ratings of
close peers (Beer & Watson, 2008a, 2008b; Funder
et al., 1995; Hayes & Dunning, 1997) and dating cou-
ples (Watson et al., 2000). Yet, only ratings by
spouses tend to show substantial self–other agreement
in each of the Big Five traits, ranging from medium
effect sizes for agreeableness to large effect sizes for
extraversion (Beer et al., 2013; Watson et al., 2000).

The present study

The goal of the present longitudinal study was to
examine personality stability and change in both
self- and partner-reports and self–other personality
agreement across four assessments in a sample of
255 married and cohabitating Dutch couples
(N¼ 510; age: 19–45, https://osf.io/c3hb4/, 2018).
This research expands on the existing literature on
personality development in two important ways.

First, we used partner-report data to examine the
convergent validity of self- and partner-reported Big
Five personality trait development in early
adulthood. We did this by comparing self- and
partner-reported Big Five rank-order stabilities and
mean-level trajectories. Consistent with past research,
we expected to find significant and high rank-order
stabilities for all Big Five traits as well as mean-level
increases in emotional stability, agreeableness, and
conscientiousness in both self- and partner-reports.

Second, we examined self–other agreement in self-
and partner-reports of personality concurrently and
across time. Consistent with evidence for cross-
sectional self–other personality agreement in roman-
tic couples, we hypothesized that cross-sectional
agreement would be moderately high (Watson et al.,
2000; Watson & Humrichouse, 2006). To model
agreement in change, we estimated bivariate LGMs
of self- and partner-reported traits for each of the Big

Five traits. Self–other agreement in personality
change may result from at least two mechanisms
that are not mutually exclusive. First, self–other per-
sonality agreement may reflect a spouse’s perception
of actual changes in their partner’s typical pattern of
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Second, indepen-
dent of whether actual change has occurred or not,
spouses may develop shared beliefs about their per-
sonality change. Given that few studies have exam-
ined self–other agreement over time, we adopted an
exploratory approach in examining self–other agree-
ment in personality trait change.

We expected to find significant differences in self–
other agreement across couples. Consistent with past
research, we predicted that interpersonal factors and
trait visibility would influence the degree of self–other
agreement. Specifically, we predicted that a longer
relationship length and cohabitation status would be
associated with higher agreement between self- and
partner-reports both cross-sectionally and over time.
Another interpersonal factor we considered was par-
enthood status—a role that may reflect a more inti-
mate relationship between partners. This higher level
of intimacy could lead to individuals feeling more
comfortable to exhibit a range of trait-relevant behav-
ior. Thus, we hypothesized higher agreement in both
cross-sectional and longitudinal ratings of self- and
partner-reports from parents compared to dyads
without children. Overall, we expected substantial
self–other agreement for each of the Big Five traits.
Considering the visibility of the trait and considering
prior research (Connolly et al., 2007; Watson et al.,
2000), however, we expected relatively higher agree-
ment in extraversion, moderate agreement in consci-
entiousness and openness, and lower agreement in
emotional stability and agreeableness. Finally, we
explored gender differences in self–other agreement
(Chan et al., 2011) by testing whether agreement
was different depending on whether women or men
provided other-reports of their partners’ personality
traits.

Method

Sample and procedure

Data came from a four-wave longitudinal study of
first-time parents and couples without children. For
a detailed description of all measures collected as part
of this project, see osf.io/c3hb4/. We did not prereg-
ister our aforementioned hypotheses. Previous pub-
lished work with this data includes Van
Scheppingen et al. (2018), https://osf.io/xqpcu/. This
study overlaps with the present submission only with
regards to the sample assessed. For supplementary
material, data, and its corresponding reproducible
code, see https://osf.io/z86ku/.

Both subsamples completed four online assess-
ments across the 20-month study period. Parents
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completed the first assessment 6 weeks before the due
date and completed the remaining three assessments
when the child was 6, 12, and 18 months old.
Nonparents completed the assessments according to
the same assessment schedule.

In the present study, we used data from all partic-
ipants who provided self- and partner-reports of per-
sonality for at least one assessment wave. The total
sample consisted of 248 parents and 294 nonparents,
ranging from 19 to 45 years of age (52.5% female, M
age¼ 27.01 years, SD¼ 4.61 years). Of this sample,
42 individuals participated without their partner,
resulting in a total of 255 complete dyads (N¼ 510).
The majority of participants in the parent subsample
were married (55.9%) or cohabitating (43.3%),
whereas most participants in the nonparent sample
were cohabitating (54.5%) or not living together
(35.7%). As expected, parents were indeed more
likely to live together (r¼ .26) and tended to be in
longer relationships (r¼ .30). Across the four assess-
ment waves, the sample sizes of complete dyads were
236, 176, 170, and 146.

Measures

Personality. At each assessment wave, participants
reported on their own and their partner’s personality
traits using the 44-item Big Five Inventory (BFI) Self-
and Partner-Report (John et al., 1991). Responses
were measured on a scale of 1 (completely disagree)
to 5 (completely agree). Internal consistency, as shown
in Table 1, was above a¼ .70 for all traits and waves,
except for agreeableness (a¼ .68 at wave 4 for self-
report).

Relationship variables. We used three variables to indi-
cate relationship intimacy: parenthood status, rela-
tionship length, and cohabitation status. As
described above, parenthood status was recorded
during the recruitment stage of this study.2

Relationship length was measured once at Wave 4.
Participants were asked “How long have you been
in a relationship with your current partner?” and
reported the number of years and months. Length
ranged from 2 to 25 years with the average length

of couples’ romantic relationship being 6.81 years
(SD¼ 3.75) and the median being 6 years.
Cohabitation was measured once at Wave 1.
Participants who reported “married,” “living togeth-
er,” or “cohabitation agreement” were scored as
cohabitating (N¼ 375 at wave 1); participants who
reported “other” were scored as not cohabitating
(N¼ 116 at Wave 1).

Analyses

We analyzed all data using the lavaan package ver-
sion 0.6-3 in R version 3.5.1 (R Core Team, 2013;
Rosseel, 2012). We used Full Information
Maximum Likelihood (FIML) estimation to account
for missing data. FIML estimation models use all
available data from all participants. To evaluate
absolute model fit, we used the Comparative Fit
Index (CFI) and the Root Mean Squared Error of
Approximation (RMSEA; Hu & Bentler, 1998,
1999). We compared fits of nested models using v2

difference tests.
A common concern associated with studying dyads

is the possible dependency in the data (Kashy &
Snyder, 1995; Kenny, 1995). In other words, members
within a dyad may relate to each other in a systematic
way that influences the data. However, consistent
with past research, we found little evidence for simi-
larity between partners’ personality traits with the
exception of openness to experience (Beer et al.,
2013; Watson et al., 2000, 2004).3 Considering the
nature of the present sample, we interpret self–other
agreement data in the context of romantic couples.
More longitudinal multi-rater research is needed to
examine the degree to which these results generalize
to other types of dyads (Branje et al., 2007; Luan
et al., 2017).

Convergence of rank-order stabilities and mean-level

change. We first examined similarities in rank-order
stabilities of self- and partner-reported Big Five
traits using autoregressive models. In these models,
the trait scores at each wave were regressed on the
trait score assessed at the previous wave across the
four waves. We then used model comparison

Table 1. Descriptives including Cronbach’s alpha, raw means, and standard deviations of self- and partner-reported personality traits.

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4

Self Partner Self Partner Self Partner Self Partner

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

ES 3.24(0.63) .84 3.29(0.80) .89 3.29(0.64) .85 3.27(0.82) .89 3.29(0.67) .87 3.28(0.78) .88 3.28(0.66) .86 3.23(0.83) .90

E 3.55(0.60) .83 3.72(0.65) .83 3.52(0.63) .85 3.71(0.61) .80 3.51(0.60) .84 3.65(0.61) .82 3.50(0.60) .83 3.62(0.61) .82

O 3.39(0.53) .76 3.29(0.58) .77 3.40(0.56) .77 3.30(0.61) .78 3.40(0.57) .79 3.31(0.62) .79 3.37(0.57) .78 3.29(0.66) .81

A 3.67(0.46) .71 3.81(0.53) .76 3.67(0.47) .71 3.82(0.55) .79 3.71(0.46) .71 3.82(0.55) .79 3.70(0.44) .68 3.80(0.60) .82

C 3.56(0.53) .79 3.67(0.65) .82 3.58(0.54) .80 3.67(0.65) .83 3.58(0.52) .79 3.69(0.60) .81 3.57(0.52) .78 3.70(0.65) .84

A: agreeableness; C: conscientiousness; E: extraversion; ES: emotional stability; O: openness; Partner: partner report; Self: self-report.
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strategies to test whether the rank-order stability coef-

ficients could be constrained to be equal across assess-

ment intervals without a significant decrease in model

fit. If this was not the case, we estimated a series of

unconstrained models to identify the interval(s) for

which the rank-order stabilities could not be con-

strained to be equal. Critical for our research ques-

tion, we then tested whether rank-order stability

coefficients could also be constrained to be equal

across self- and partner-reports.
To examine the degree of similarity in mean-level

trajectories of self- and partner-reported personality

traits, we estimated univariate LGM for each of the

self- and partner-reported Big Five traits (Duncan

et al., 2006). As shown in Figure 1, the factor loadings

for determining the slope were fixed with respect to

the 6-month assessment intervals over the study

period. We then plotted the model-implied Big Five

trajectories for both methods of report to visualize

their similarity. Next, we combined the univariate

LGM of self- and partner-reports into a bivariate

LGM for each of the five traits and tested whether

the self- and partner-report slope parameters (means

and variances) could be constrained to be equal with-

out a significant decrease in model fit (relative to the

unconstrained model), indicating no significant differ-

ence in self- and partner-reported personality trait

trajectories. We allowed intercept–slope correlations

in all models.

Self–other agreement. We examined cross-sectional

agreement between self- and partner-reports using

Pearson’s r correlations for each trait at each assess-

ment wave (5 traits� 4 assessment waves¼ 20 correla-

tions). To examine longitudinal self–other agreement

in personality change, we again used bivariate LGM of

self- and partner-reports and tested whether there was

correlated change between the latent slope factors of

self- and partner-reports (Hertzog et al., 2006). A sig-

nificant slope–slope correlation would indicate that

self-reported change in a personality trait is related

to partner-reported change in that trait.
We used a multiple-group structural equation

modeling (SEM) framework to analyze the moderat-

ing effects of interpersonal factors on cross-sectional

self–other agreement, and then a multiple-group

bivariate LGM when analyzing moderating effects

on longitudinal self–other agreement. First, we split

participants into two groups for each moderator:

parents (N¼ 241) and nonparents (N¼ 291), short

(�6 years, N¼ 194) and long relationships (>6

years, N¼ 146),4 participants cohabitating (N¼ 375)

and not cohabitating (N¼ 116), and men (N¼ 236)

and women (N¼ 255).

Figure 1. Bivariate latent growth curve model of self- and partner-reported Big Five traits. Self–other agreement is indicated by the
double-headed arrow from Self Slope to Partner Slope. W1, W2, W3, and W4 indicate the observed scores at the four assessment
waves for each trait used to estimate the latent intercept and latent slope factors, with S and P denoting self- or partner-report.
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Results

Attrition analyses

To examine the potential effects of attrition, we com-

pared participants who dropped out after the first
assessment wave to participants who completed

more than one wave of personality data with regard
to age, gender, and personality. Participants who

dropped out after wave 1 had significantly lower
scores in emotional stability (M(dropout)¼ 3.13,

SD¼ 0.61; M(continue)¼ 3.27, SD¼ 0.63; t(182.36)¼
2.26, p< .05) and agreeableness (M(dropout)¼ 3.53,
SD¼ 0.45; M(continue)¼ 3.70, SD¼ 0.46; t(179.17)¼
3.67, p< .001) than participants who did not drop
out. Dropouts and continuing participants did not

differ in other traits, age, or gender.

Rank-order stability

Rank-order stabilities were high (> .70) across both
assessment waves and methods of report (Figure 2),

ranging from .76 to .87 for self-reports and .75 to .87
for partner-reports. After constraining rank-order sta-

bilities to be equal across time, constraining the param-
eters of self -and partner-reported stability coefficients
to be equal did not decrease the fit of the models for

emotional stability (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 10.41/5,
p¼ .06), extraversion (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 6.67/5,

p¼ .25), openness (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 3.93/5,
p¼ .56), and conscientiousness (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/
Ddf¼ 10.75/5, p¼ .06). However, constraining self-
and partner-reported stabilities for agreeableness to

be equal across the third interval (from wave 3 to
wave 4) resulted in a significant decrease in model fit

(DCFI¼ .004, Dv2/Ddf¼ 13.77/5, p¼ .02), indicating

that the rank-order stability of self-reports was lower

than of partner-reports during the third interval.

Overall, with only one exception, results indicated

highly similar rank-order stabilities of self- and

partner-reports across the three 6-month intervals.

Correlations derived from these models are presented

in Table S2 of the online supplementary material.

Mean-level change

Figure 3 depicts the model-implied mean-level trajec-

tories of self- and partner-reported Big Five traits

across the study period derived from the univariate

LGMs described above (for the raw personality tra-

jectory scores, see Table 1; for the model-implied per-

sonality trajectory scores, see Table S3 of the online

supplementary material). Both self- and partner-

reported slopes indicated little to no mean-level

change in all Big Five traits over the four assessment

waves (see Table 2). Specifically, self-reported slopes

indicated small mean-level decreases in openness

(M¼ –0.02, p¼ .01, 95% CI [–0.04, –0.01]), and

partner-reported slopes indicated small mean-level

decreases in extraversion (M¼ –0.04, p< .001, 95%

CI [–0.07, –0.02]), and agreeableness (M¼ –0.03,

p¼ .02, 95% CI [–0.05, –0.04]). Moreover, the vari-

ance for the slopes in extraversion, openness, and

conscientiousness in self-reports and openness and

conscientiousness in partner-reports were not

significant.
After combining the univariate LGM for each

method report, the bivariate LGM for emotional sta-

bility, extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and con-

scientiousness fit the data well (all CFI � .99,

RMSEA< .05). Constraining the self- and partner-

Figure 2. Self- and partner-reported rank-order stabilities for Big Five personality traits across three 6-month intervals.
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slope parameters to be equal did not decrease the fit

of the models for emotional stability (DCFI¼ .00,

Dv2/Ddf¼ 2.80/2, p¼ .25), openness (DCFI¼ .00,

Dv2/Ddf¼ 1.01/2, p¼ .60), and conscientiousness

(DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 0.86/2, p¼ .65), suggesting

no difference between self- and partner-reported

trait trajectories of these traits. However, constrain-

ing self- and partner-slope parameters for extraver-

sion (DCFI¼ .002, Dv2/Ddf¼ 8.72/2, p¼ .01) and

agreeableness (DCFI¼ .003, Dv2/Ddf¼ 7.59/2,

p¼ .02) resulted in a significant decrease in model

fits. Specifically, partner-reports indicated a more

negative slope for extraversion than did self-reports.

Moreover, the slope for partner-reported agreeable-

ness was negative whereas the slope for self-reported

agreeableness was slightly positive. Overall, these

results indicate that self- and partner-reports of

mean-level change were largely consistent, with excep-

tions for extraversion and agreeableness.

Cross-sectional self–partner agreement

Table 3 shows the correlations between self- and

partner-reported personality traits for each assess-

ment wave. Consistent with our hypothesis and in

line with past research on self–other agreement in

romantic dyads, cross-sectional agreement was

strong, ranging from r¼ .43 for agreeableness to

r¼ .63 for emotional stability, with extraversion just

below at r¼ .61.

Moderators of cross-sectional agreement. We first tested

the effect of parenthood status on agreement and

found that constraining these groups to be equal did
not decrease the fit of the models for emotional sta-
bility (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 0.39/1, p¼ .53), extra-
version (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 0.86/1, p¼ .35),
openness (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 0.09/1, p¼ .77),

agreeableness (DCFI¼ .001, Dv2/Ddf¼ 3.62/1,
p¼ .06), and conscientiousness (DCFI¼ .001, Dv2/
Ddf¼ 2.44/1, p¼ .12), suggesting no differences
between parents and nonparents in regards to cross-
sectional self–other agreement. Parent and nonparent

correlations between self- and partner-reported per-
sonality traits for each assessment wave are presented
in Table S4 of the online supplementary material.

Likewise, constraining agreement between partici-
pants in relatively shorter and longer relationships to
be equal did not decrease the fit of the models for
emotional stability (DCFI¼ .001, Dv2/Ddf¼ 1.31/1,
p¼ .25), extraversion (DCFI¼ .001, Dv2/Ddf¼ 3.25/

1, p¼ .07), openness (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 0.50/1,
p¼ .48), and agreeableness (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/
Ddf¼ 0.16/1, p¼ .69), suggesting no difference
between these groups. However, constraining the
group parameters to be equal for conscientiousness

did produce a significantly worse fitting model
(DCFI¼ .001, Dv2/Ddf¼ 4.06/1, p¼ .04), in which
couples in shorter relationships (� 6years, r¼ .56)
had higher cross-sectional self–other agreement than
couples in longer relationships (> 6years, r¼ .51) in

this trait.
Constraining agreement between participants

cohabitating and not cohabitating to be equal did

not decrease the fit of the models for emotional sta-
bility (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 0.14/1, p¼ .70),

Figure 3. Trajectories of self- and partner-reported Big Five personality traits across four assessment waves (values are z-
standardized).

Lenhausen et al. 9



extraversion (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 0.39/1, p¼ .53),

openness (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 0.62/1, p¼ .43),

agreeableness (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 1.26/1,

p¼ .26), and conscientiousness (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/
Ddf¼ 2.26/1, p¼ .13), suggesting no difference

between these groups. Neither did constraining agree-

ment between men and women to be equal for emo-

tional stability (DCFI¼ .001, Dv2/Ddf¼ 2.51/1,

p¼ .11), extraversion (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 1.67/1,

p¼ .20), openness (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 0.11/1,

p¼ .74), agreeableness (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 0.27/

1, p¼ .60), and conscientiousness (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/
Ddf¼ 0.01/1, p¼ .89), suggesting no difference

between these groups.
In summary, we only found one significant differ-

ence for relationship length in levels of cross-sectional

agreement for conscientiousness. However, this dif-

ference was inconsistent with our predictions suggest-

ing that a shorter relationship length was associated

with higher levels of agreement.

Self–other agreement in personality change

The results of the bivariate LGM are displayed in

Table 4. Bivariate models for extraversion, openness,

and conscientiousness did not converge due to the

lack of significant variance in the slopes (see

Table 2). As such, we only examined the correlation

of self- and partner-reported slopes in emotional sta-

bility and agreeableness. Results indicated significant

self–other agreement for change in both emotional

stability (r¼ .51, p¼ .001) and agreeableness

(r¼ .36, p¼ .042).

Moderators of self–other agreement in personality change.

We first tested a multiple-group bivariate LGM to

examine the difference in self–other agreement

between parents and nonparents. Constraining the

slope–slope correlations across parents and nonpar-

ents did not lead to a significant decrease in model fit

for emotional stability (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 0.04/1,

p¼ .85) and agreeableness (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/
Ddf¼ 2.85/1, p¼ .09) suggesting no differences

between these groups. Likewise, constraining the

slope–slope across participants in shorter (�6 years)

and longer (>6 years) relationships did not lead to a

significant decrease in model fit for emotional stabil-

ity (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/Ddf¼ 0.04/1, p ¼.83) or agree-

ableness (DCFI¼ .001, Dv2/Ddf¼ 0.29/1, p¼ .59).

Neither did constraining the slope–slope correlations

to be equal across participants cohabitating and not

cohabitating for emotional stability (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/
Ddf¼ 0.88/1, p¼ .35) or agreeableness (DCFI¼ .00,

Dv2/Ddf¼ 0.48/1, p¼ .49). We also found no

Table 2. Univariate models of change.

Intercept Slope

Mean Variance Mean Variance

Estimate 95% CI Estimate 95% CI Estimate 95% CI p Estimate 95% CI p

Self

ES 3.25 [3.20, 3.31] 0.34 [.29, .38] –0.00 [–.03, .02] .74 0.01 [.00, .02] .02

E 3.55 [3.50, 3.60] 0.31 [.26, .35] –0.01 [–.03, .01] .17 0.00 [–.01, .01] .81

O 3.40 [3.35, 3.44] 0.23 [.20, .27] –0.02 [–.04, –.01] .01 0.00 [–.00, .01] .33

A 3.66 [3.62, 3.70] 0.17 [.14, .19] 0.00 [–.01, .02] .66 0.01 [–00, .01] .02

C 3.56 [3.52, 3.61] 0.23 [.20, .26] –0.01 [–.02, .01] .46 0.00 [–.00, .01] .24

Partner

ES 3.29 [3.22, 3.36] 0.54 [.46, .62] –0.02 [–.04, .01] .23 0.02 [.01, .04] .002

E 3.73 [3.67, 3.78] 0.34 [.28, .39] –0.04 [–.07, –.02] < .001 0.01 [.00, .02] .01

O 3.29 [3.25, 3.35] 0.28 [.23, .32] –0.01 [–.03, .01] .21 0.01 [–.00, .02] .06

A 3.80 [3.76, 3.85] 0.22 [.18, .25] –0.03 [–.05, –.04] .02 0.02 [.01, .03] < .001

C 3.67 [3.62, 3.73] 0.32 [.27, .38] 0.01 [–.02, .03] .61 0.01 [–.00, .02] .19

All intercept values: p< .001.

A: agreeableness; C: conscientiousness; E: extraversion; ES: emotional stability; O: openness.

Table 3. Pearson’s r cross-sectional self–other agreement correlations.

Emotional stability Extraversion Openness Agreeableness Conscientiousness

Wave 1 .63 .58 .61 .45 .57

Wave 2 .59 .61 .60 .45 .51

Wave 3 .63 .59 .62 .47 .51

Wave 4 .63 .60 .58 .43 .55

p< .001 for all values.
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significant differences between men and women.
Specifically, constraining the slope–slope correlations
to be equal across models with other-reports by men
versus women did not lead to a significant decrease in
model fit for emotional stability (DCFI¼ .00, Dv2/
Ddf¼ 2.58/1, p¼ .11) or agreeableness (DCFI¼ .00,
Dv2/Ddf¼ 0.88/1, p¼ .35). In summary, we found no
evidence for moderating effects of parenthood status,
relationship length, cohabitation, or gender.

Discussion

In the present study, we tested whether the trends in
personality rank-order stability and mean-level
change typically observed in self-report data can be
replicated in partner-reports. In addition, we exam-
ined the degree to which self- and partner-reports of
personality change converge. Below, we highlight the
main findings and discuss theoretical implications,
with a particular emphasis on the importance of
multi-method assessment in longitudinal personality
research.

Self- and partner-reported personality

Rank-order stability. Results of the present study indi-
cated that rank-order stabilities from partner reports
tend to converge with those obtained from self-
reports. Consistent with the large body of self-
report research on personality rank-order stability
(Roberts & DelVecchio, 2000), we found substantive
rank-order stabilities across 6-month intervals in both
self- and partner-reports, ranging between r¼ .75 and
r ¼.87. Moreover, with one exception, we found no
significant differences in rank-order stabilities
between self- and partner-reports for the 30 stabilities
we compared. This finding is consistent with previous
results from studies that have used other multi-
method assessments of personality across time
(Dobewall & Aavik, 2016; Watson & Humrichouse,
2006), indicating that we can obtain the same infor-
mation regarding the stability of personality traits
from partner reports as from self-reports.

Mean-level change. We found more mixed evidence
when assessing personality mean-level change in
self-and partner-reports. The self- and partner-
reported mean-level trajectories for emotional
stability, openness, and conscientiousness were not
significantly different between methods of report.
However, we found significant differences in the

self- and partner-reported mean-level trajectories of
extraversion and agreeableness. Specifically, whereas
self-reported trajectories were flat and indicated no
significant mean-level change in these traits, partner-
reports indicated significant mean-level decreases in
these two domains. This finding is consistent with
Watson and Humrichouse (2006) who also reported
decreases in partner-reported but not in self-reported
extraversion and agreeableness (as well as in openness
and conscientiousness) in a sample of newlyweds.
However, it is important to note here that partner-
reported levels in these traits were initially higher than
self-reports and were still higher by the final
assessment despite the reported decreases. A possible
explanation for these differences between self- and
partner-reports may be changes in the relationship
and partner perceptions (Rau et el., 2019).
Specifically, people may be more likely to present
their best selves and/or their partners may have a
desire to see them through rose-colored glasses early
in the relationship. As time goes on, partners may be
more likely to see negative personality characteristics
in their spouse which may be related to decreases in
relationship satisfaction (Fletcher & Kerr, 2010;
Watson & Humrichouse, 2006). That is, with time,
the degree of positivity bias (rose-colored glasses)
the partner has for their spouse likely decreases
(Zimmermann et al., 2018).

Alternatively, it is possible that partners are better
suited to pick up decreases in these traits which might
otherwise go unnoticed in self-report data.
Specifically, it may be more difficult for people to
notice and report undesirable changes in their own
personality traits than their partner’s personality
traits. Future research is needed to expand on the
present findings in at least two important ways.
First, longitudinal studies involving informant-
reports across social settings would be a step toward
expanding on this research. Incorporating a variety of
informant-reports could help address the question of
accuracy in personality reports. Different social con-
texts could evoke different trait-relevant behaviors
that only observers in that context have access to.
For example, coworkers could notice the drive and
ambition of someone trying to get a promotion at
work whereas only the spouse observes her stress
and worry about her family life upon returning
home. Combining informant-reports from various
social contexts may thus provide a more comprehen-
sive picture of an individual’s personality (Funder

Table 4. Bivariate models of change.

Self–partner intercept correlation Self–partner slope correlation

Covariance (SE) r 95% CI p Covariance (SE) r 95% CI p

Emotional stability 0.304 (.024) .72 .663, .778 < .001 0.009 (.003) .51 .163, .865 .001

Agreeableness 0.110 (.011) .58 .501, .663 < .001 0.004 (.002) .36 –.006, .734 .042
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et al., 1995). Second, future research should include
questions about how confident informants are in their
ratings of personality questionnaire items. To the
degree that informants agree in their confidence rat-
ings, these could provide information about items
that are more or less suitable for informant-report
questionnaires.

In summary, we found similarly high rank-order
stabilities in self- and partner-report data for all Big
Five traits and some evidence for convergence in self-
and partner-reported mean-level change in emotional
stability, openness, and conscientiousness. Deviations
in the mean-level trajectories of agreeableness and
extraversion may indicate that partner reports can
provide non-overlapping information to complement
self-reports in some domains. Indeed, informants, and
romantic partners in particular, may be better suited
to observe certain aspects of our personality and
report more accurately on areas in which we have
blind spots (Gallrein et al., 2013; Vazire, 2010). For
example, people may describe themselves as agreeable
when they engage in some friendly discourse that
stimulates communion, whereas the partner may
observe the heated debate and uneasiness of the par-
ticipant on the other end. However, the accuracy of
the different methods of report remains an open ques-
tion. Future research incorporating a variety of meth-
ods of assessment may advance our understanding of
possible rater biases in reports of personality stability
and change.

Self–other agreement

The second goal of this study was to examine whether
and to what degree partner-reports converge with
self-reports of personality traits over time. To address
this goal, we first examined cross-sectional agreement
between self-and partner-reports across the four
assessment waves. Three findings stand out.

First, consistent with past research on self–other
agreement, we found substantial convergence across
all traits at all assessment waves. Second, unlike most
studies of self–other agreement (Beer & Watson,
2008b; Connolly et al., 2007), we found the strongest
agreement for emotional stability. This result may
reflect the closeness of partners in romantic relation-
ships, as past research has also found stronger agree-
ment in emotional stability in samples of romantic
couples compared to other dyads (Beer et al., 2013;
Watson et al., 2000). Partners in romantic relation-
ships may thus be uniquely suited to rate more ‘pri-
vate’ traits such as emotional stability, possibly
because they have greater access to their partner’s
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Third, as predicted,
self–partner agreement was consistently lower in
agreeableness relative to the other Big Five traits
across all assessment waves.

There are at least four explanations for the com-
paratively larger divergence of self- and partner-

reports of agreeableness. First, the slightly lower
level of internal consistency of agreeableness relative
to the remaining traits may have contributed to the
lower level of self–other agreement. Second, the com-
paratively low level of agreement may arise from inac-
curacies in partner-reports. That is, given that
agreeableness is a highly evaluative trait, partners
may be more reluctant to report disagreeable traits
and more motivated to describe their partners as
more agreeable (Rau et al., 2019). Third, the lower
level of agreement might stem from an inability in
partners to acknowledge and interpret behavior rele-
vant to agreeableness (Vazire & Carlson, 2010).
Specifically, some behaviors may be very subtle with
a hint of malice, however, this nuance may be difficult
to pick up by partners. Fourth, both self- and
partner-reports could be accurate to some extent
but may be reporting on aspects of agreeableness
that are not correlated. For example, a behavior
that is intended to be sarcastic and cunning could
be interpreted as friendly joking by the partner.

We also examined the moderating effects of inter-
personal factors and gender on cross-sectional agree-
ment. Contrary to our predictions, we found little to
no evidence for moderating effects of these variables.
As noted in previous research (Allik et al., 2016;
Human et al., 2020), significant increases in self–
other agreement likely occur within the first few
months of a relationship. Considering that the aver-
age relationship length in our sample was 6.81 years,
it is likely that most couples had already reached their
maximum level of self–other agreement.

We further expected but did not find higher self–
other agreement in parents compared to nonparents,
suggesting that parents report on each other’s person-
ality at a level of convergence similar to romantic
partners without children. Similarly, we did not find
evidence for differences between participants who
were cohabiting or not, nor across men and women.
Overall, our results provided little evidence for the
hypothesis that relationship closeness may contribute
to higher self–other personality in long-term romantic
relationships.

A key question of this study was whether partners
agree in their reports of personality change.
Consistent with Oltmanns et al. (2019), our findings
suggest dyads have high levels of self–other agreement
on longitudinal personality change, contradictory to
Watson and Humrichouse (2006) who found little evi-
dence for self–other agreement on personality change.
We focused on emotional stability and agreeable-
ness—the two traits that exhibited significant individ-
ual differences in change across the four-wave
research period—and tested whether self-reported
changes in these traits were correlated with changes
in partner-reports (cf. Oltmanns et al., 2019). As with
our results for cross-sectional agreement, we found
the highest level of self–other agreement for emotion-
al stability, and a moderately high level of agreement
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for agreeableness, implying that changes in emotional
stability may be easier to detect, especially for roman-
tic dyads. It is possible that changes in less observable
traits may be more noticeable to others due to dis-
crepancies in broad demeanor as opposed to highly
observable traits where changes may be more subtle
and harder to detect. Future research is needed to
further examine the relationship between trait visibil-
ity and agreement in change.

Overall, the observed self–other agreement in
change suggests that, to the degree that individuals
report significant changes in their personality traits
that deviate from the normative trends, partners are
able to note and report these changes. This agreement
in personality change may stem from at least two
mechanisms. First, partners may perceive actual
changes in their significant other’s typical pattern of
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Second, regardless
if actual personality change has occurred or not,
spouses may develop shared perceptions about the
ways in which their personality changed and may
consequently rate their partner’s personality traits in
a way consistent with their significant others’ self-
report, as there is evidence to suggest that partner
perceptions are not exclusively based on observable
behavior alone (Leising et al., 2014). In other words,
partners may communicate the ways in which they are
changing in various ways. For example, spouses may
not only express personality-relevant behavior but
may also verbalize the ways in which they see them-
selves to their romantic partner.

Relatively few existing studies have looked at self–
other agreement in adult personality development
(Oltmanns et al., 2019; Watson & Humrichouse,
2006). Our study contributes to this growing body
of work showing that romantic partners are able to
observe changes in their significant others and revise
their perceptions of their partner’s personality.
However, further studies addressing the underlying
mechanisms by which personality traits change
would be useful in understanding the sources of per-
sonality change and allow researchers to identify
knowledgeable raters who are suited to report on
such changes.

Together, the cross-sectional and longitudinal
results of self–other personality agreement indicate
that romantic partners can report on their significant
others’ personalities with high agreement, both at one
particular point in time and across time. Yet, agree-
ment was less than perfect for all traits, alluding to
the possibility that different reporting methods may
yield complementary information. Like past studies,
we found significant differences in self–other agree-
ment in personality change across couples and ana-
lyzed a set of potentially relevant moderators.
Contrary to what we predicted, parenthood status,
relationship length, cohabitation, and gender did
not appear to influence the agreement of self- and
partner-reports over time. This finding was surprising

given the extensive evidence for the moderating role

of interpersonal factors (such as duration and type of

acquaintanceship) in cross-sectional self–other agree-

ment (Connolly et al., 2007; Watson et al., 2000).

Notably our sample size was—by contemporary

standards—moderate, and our relationship length

variable was, on average, well beyond the window

evidenced to exhibit differences in self–other agree-

ment. Most important, we had restricted variance in

personality change. As such, the apparent lack of

moderator results does not necessarily suggest that

there are no effects but rather that the effects may

have been too small to detect in the current study.

However, as noted above and by previous research,

it is possible that self–other agreement stabilizes at a

similar level across couples after the beginning

months of a relationship because judging the other’s

personality is a relatively “simple task” (Allik et al.,

2016; Rogers & Biesanz, 2019).

Limitations

Our multi-wave study of self- and partner-reports has

several strengths that allowed us to address new and

hitherto unanswered questions about personality trait

development. However, there were also a number of

limitations. First, as mentioned above, the sample size

may have limited our ability to detect small effects.

Future studies with larger samples should investigate

self–other agreement using local structural equation

modeling (LSEM; Hildebrandt et al., 2016), which

allows for the inclusion and analysis of continuous

moderators that may be associated with varying

levels of self–other agreement. Second, the relatively

short research period of only 1.5 years restricted the

degree of change in personality that could occur and

be reported on. Future research on self–other agree-

ment across longer intervals would be needed to track

longer-term changes in personality traits. Third, we

assessed self–other agreement in romantic couples

but not in any other types of dyads. As such, we

were not able to compare levels of agreement across

different types of dyads such as friends or colleagues.

Future studies should investigate self–other agree-

ment in change in a variety of dyadic relationships

to gain a better understanding of when and how

self-reported changes in personality traits can be

observed by relevant others. Additionally, it would

be useful to include meta-perspective reports—

people reporting on how they believe others view

them (Vazire & Carlson, 2010). This would allow

researchers to assess the level of awareness individuals

have of the discrepancy between how they see them-

selves and how others see them. Thus, perhaps gaps

between self- and informant-reports are gaps that

people are already cognizant of, instead of represent-

ing true disagreement. Finally, using observational or

experimental methods could be another way to

Lenhausen et al. 13



address personality ratings without the concern of

rater-specific biases.

Conclusion

In the present research, we examined the convergence

between self- and partner-reported personality traits

across 1.5 years in a sample of Dutch couples.

Overall, partner-reports of personality traits yielded

similar rank-order stabilities and—with two excep-

tions—similar mean-level personality trait trajecto-

ries. Moreover, individuals agreed to some extent

with their partners on changes in their partner’s

levels of emotional stability and agreeableness.

Together, these findings validate existing self-report

research on personality development but also high-

light the importance of using multiple methods of

assessments to address method-specific biases.

Future research is needed to assess self–other agree-

ment in personality change across other kinds of

dyads to advance our understanding of the informa-

tion we can obtain from different types of raters.
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Notes

1. Branje et al. (2007) studied self- and other-reported per-

sonality development in 285 Dutch families across 3

years, thus incorporating both adolescents and adults.
2. Sample sizes per assessment wave, parenthood status,

and gender are shown in Table S1 in the online supple-

mentary material.
3. Dyadic correlations for self- and partner-reported per-

sonality traits at Wave 1 are presented in Table S5 in the

online supplementary material.

4. We initially attempted to also analyze relationship qual-

ity as a moderator variable. However, the skewed distri-

bution and restricted range of this variable precluded

meaningful moderator tests. We report these analyses

and the results in the online supplementary material.
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