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Workshop Goals

Recent research has verified that personality traits predict a range of outcomes in aging including health, longevity, economic security and general well being. In contrast to other domains of psychological investigation, research here has been aided by a wide consensus on characterizing personality traits and on measuring them with convenient self-reports that appear to perform effectively across a broad range of cultures and nationalities.  The utility of this system across as many as 50 different countries with widely different cultural characteristics suggests that some universal genetic and biological processes underlie this system, although these have not been clearly identified. This consensus approach is often termed the Big Five: broadband characterizations of five distinct traits that reliably distinguish among individuals across the full span of adult life. In the field of aging research one of these five, conscientiousness, stands out as a singularly striking predictor, often over many years, of important health and economic outcomes for aging individuals.  Research to date has been of good quality and many important findings have been replicated. It is widely apparent that a new phase of research is now urgent: investigation that focuses on the mechanisms that account for these notable actuarial successes.

Currently, data from studies of conscientiousness do not provide a clear window on the underlying mechanisms that might account for differences among individuals,  for the persistence of these differences across time or—most importantly—for its impact on patterns of behavioral,  psychological and physiological function. The current conference is designed to facilitate research that addresses these questions of mechanism. Moreover, we seek to guide this quest, as rapidly as possible, to provide evidence on how to enhance conscientiousness or some of its immediate behavioral, cognitive or emotional sequelae, particularly where current evidence suggests such enhancement might have lead to more favorable outcomes over the life course.

In the current workshop we explore five strategies for moving into this next phase of research.

· First, we taker a critical look at the concept of conscientiousness itself: how is it measured, how malleable does it seem to be, what genetic and neurobiological processes can account for individual differences, what are its components and how are they organized and—of particular interest—what are the developmental origins of conscientiousness or of its component traits?

· Second, we inquire about the human context of this trait: what factors within the individual and in the individual’s social environment modify conscientiousness itself or its impact on health outcomes? 

· Third, we inquire about prospects for enhancing this trait in individuals who show little evidence of it. There is much to be learned from clinical approaches: therapeutic and preventive strategies. There is also much to be learned from field or laboratory experiments designed to test theories about conscientiousness and its malleability. 

· Fourth, following inquiry on these three fronts, we turn to our fundamental question: what are the mechanisms that account from the remarkable long-term actuarial results that now seem well established. This will, in all probability, require testing theories about cascades of events occurring across broad reaches of time. Thus, we have a very practical question: can we make effective use of existing data sets to address this most fundamental question?
· Fifth, and finally, we don’t want to loose track of the fundamental property of the Big Five system, conscientiousness in particular. It is built around the concept of traits, as are many other comparable systems. However, there are several current, active and productive lines of personality investigation that use different strategies for characterizing individual differences, their persistence over time and their impact on human welfare. Closest to the Big Five are alternate formulations of analogous traits they have been used primarily in studies of children and adolescents; delay of gratification and “grit” are examples we will consider. Second are formulations of personality that focus on how individuals integrate their personal identities and self-appraisal with their “collective identity” which reflect s their experience of their social world and its role expectations.  Third are approaches that build and test personality constructs that embrace processes of child and adult development. Investigation of attachment security is one of several examples. These studies are built around a developmental model that has traced the social processes that favor secure attachments, the psychological process that maintain security, and that has clarified targets for preventive and therapeutic intervention. We don’t know if alternative formulations of personality might illuminate the questions we pose now to the Big Five system. Nonetheless, exploration here seems warranted even though the many of these alternate formulations are not widely used in aging research.

This workshop is has been collectively designed by a workgroup convened a year ago. The group divided itself into four task subgroups to address the first four questions noted above. We expect to have readable drafts addressing each of these questions in advance of our January workshop. We have invited additional consultants to this meeting to ensure we enlarge our field of vision and enhance our critical thinking. The workshop itself will be divided into six sessions: four to address our major questions, a fifth to consider alternate formulations of personality and a final—and crucial—integrative discussion. In each of the first four sessions one or more members of the relevant task subgroup will summarize and highlight the subgroup’s paper on the assumption that all workshop participants will have read the paper in advance. Then we will ask a member of another task subgroup and our additional consultants to begin a discussion of the report and the question it addresses. These “discussion initiators” are encouraged to present their own research where relevant. We hope to reserve at least half of each session for open discussion under the gentle guidance of a designated session chair. For each session we have posed critical questions that we hope we will be addressed in upcoming drafts of the working papers and by the discussion initiators and by the general discussion.

We have strong but not secure assurances of interest by a leading journal in publishing the subgroups’ papers in a major journal. We are exploring ways of including some of our workshop discussion in the same issue.
