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Abstract

Some important life events are part of the cultural life script as expected transitional events with culturally
sanctioned timing. However, not all personally important events align with the cultural life script, including
some events that are widely experienced. Here, we ask whether there are specific characteristics that define
the events that become part of a culture’s life script and what role life experience plays. In Experiment |,
younger adults rated life events on different measures tapping central event dimensions in autobiographical
memory theories. Cross-culturally extremely frequent cultural life script events consistently received higher
ratings than other commonly experienced life story events. Experiment 2 demonstrated that these findings
did not interact with age. Both younger and older adults rated the extreme cultural life script events most
highly. In addition, older adults rated all types of life events more highly than younger adults, suggesting a
greater appreciation of life events overall.
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The culture in which we live has strong influences on our lives, from what we deem acceptable
behavior to how we retell the stories of our experiences (Clarke, 1995; Rubin and Berntsen, 2003;
Settersten and Hagestad, 1996). Even memories of personal life events—the stories of our lives—
are molded by the norms and expectations of our culture. One way in which these memories can be
studied is through the lens of the cultural life script (CLS), defined as culturally shared
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representations of the timing of major transitional life events (Berntsen and Rubin, 2004).
Operationally, the CLS is defined as the most important events expected to take place in a proto-
typical newborn’s life, generated by a sample within that culture.

Interestingly, culture’s influence on our expectations of what events are important, likely,
expected, and even hoped for begins long before we have experienced such events. Children as
young as 8—12years old begin to know their culture’s life script (Bohn and Berntsen, 2008, 2013;
Habermas, 2007), with this understanding reaching normativity in adolescence (Bohn and Berntsen,
2008, 2013; Conway, 2005; Habermas and de Silveira, 2008). Thus, personal life experiences and
cultural expectations of the life course are, to some extent, independent sources of knowledge that
an individual acquires. However, simply because the expectations of a culture for an individual’s
life are learned unattached to that individual’s own life experiences does not mean that personal
experience has no role to play in how these events are perceived. As such, the influence of personal
life experience on the perception of common life events is unclear.

One question of interest, then, is how does a culture’s life script come into existence in the
minds of a group? A starting point is first understanding why some commonly experienced events
are considered part of a standard CLS (often even across cultures), whereas others are not. This
work aims to begin to answer these questions. In Experiment 1, we examine whether some meas-
ures may differentiate CLS events from other common important life events. In Experiment 2, we
examine whether such differentiation interacts with personal life experience, by comparing the
assessments of younger versus older adults.

Theoretically derived measures of event salience

Theoretically, commonly experienced events would be the most accessible, often retrieved, and
frequently retold events, making them highly salient in a group’s memories (Collins et al., 2007;
Roediger et al., 2009). However, Berntsen and Rubin (2004) found no correlations between ratings
of general prevalence and how often events were nominated as part of the life script. In addition,
using American data from Rubin et al. (2009), Umanath and Berntsen (2013) documented many
commonly experienced and personally important life events—events people nominated as among
the most important events in their own lives—that do not overlap with the standard American CLS
(e.g., moving, playing an instrument). Thus, while the prevalence of experience of an event likely
contributes to identifying it as part of a culture’s life script, it is not the defining characteristic.

What then are the characteristics that an event must have to be deemed culturally important and
not just important in people’s personal lives? To create a set of ratings that would allow us to quali-
tatively distinguish between commonly experienced life story events that are and are not part of the
CLS, we drew on three conceptual dimensions identified in autobiographical memory research: (a)
the criteria of a CLS (e.g., Berntsen and Rubin, 2004), (b) the coherences that define the way peo-
ple tell their life stories (e.g., Habermas and Bluck, 2000), and (c) the defining characteristics of
transitional life events (Brown et al., 2012). These dimensions should be viewed as complementary
rather than mutually exclusive; in other words, our intention is not to pit these concepts against one
another. Rather, we aim to integrate them in a coding scheme of theoretically motivated qualities
of commonly experienced and personally important life events with the aim of clarifying what
might separate CLS events from other life experiences.

Attributes of the CLS

The CLS is culturally shared representations of major transitional life events and their expected
timing in the individual life course (Berntsen and Rubin, 2004). As pointed out by Neugarten et al.
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(1965), “There exists what may be called a prescriptive timetable for the ordering of major life
events: a time in the life span when men and woman are expected to marry, a time to raise children,
atime to retire” (p. 711). Accordingly, the temporal ordering—such as specific timing and sequence
of the events—is critical component (see also Bluck and Habermas, 2000; Haque and Hasking,
2010; Plath and Ikeda, 1975). The CLS is used to organize and make sense of life experiences (e.g.,
Berntsen and Rubin, 2004; Bohn and Berntsen, 2013; Habermas and Bluck, 2000; Thomsen and
Berntsen, 2008). One need not have personally lived an event in order to know whether it is part of
the CLS; that is, this knowledge is culturally transmitted (e.g., Bohn and Berntsen, 2013; Tomasello,
2001). Operationally, a CLS event has been defined as any event nominated by more than 4% of a
sample in response to the question, “what are the seven most important events that are likely to
occur in an ordinary newborn’s life in your culture?” (Berntsen and Rubin, 2004; Bohn and
Berntsen, 2008; Erdogan et al., 2008; Ottsen and Berntsen, 2014; Rubin and Berntsen, 2003; Rubin
etal., 2009). This low cutoff also allows smaller cross-cultural differences to be identified between
events included in the life scripts of different cultures. This is of relevance, because highly frequent
life script events (e.g., marriage) tend to be shared across cultures (Ottsen and Berntsen, 2014;
Scherman et al., 2017). As mentioned by Berntsen and Rubin (2004), the CLS represents an ideal
life and therefore includes a disproportionate number of positive events with a specific timing,
whereas negative events are fewer and less temporally scripted. The CLS also favors events in
young adulthood and therefore includes a disproportionate number of events from the time period
of the reminiscence bump.

The attributes provide insight as to the function and general form of the CLS, but they do not
identify individual events as belonging versus not belonging to the CLS and the reasons for these
inclusions or exclusions. In addition, although much research has been done to document the
CLS for many cultures (e.g., Erdogan et al., 2008; Ottsen and Berntsen, 2014; Scherman et al.,
2017), there has been little empirical work on why particular events are included. In order to
operationalize the most relevant attributes of the CLS, we developed a series of rating scales to
probe the CLS/biographical coherence of personal life events (see Table 2 under “CLS/bio-
graphical coherence”).

Coherences that make for good life stories

Most people are able to weave a general life story, recounting its trajectory and important events
from different periods of life (McAdams, 2001; McAdams et al., 2006). Are there such things as
“good life stories,” and what makes them so? In addition to attributes of the CLS, we considered
that elements that make life storytelling particularly “good” may increase the likelihood of particu-
lar life events being part of the CLS.

Habermas and Bluck (2000) propose four types of coherence that define a “good” life story:
temporal, causal, thematic, and biographical. Temporal coherence provides a narrative with a sense
of linear ordering for the timing of events. In a life story, this would be demonstrated by linking
events with particular times in life and the importance of that timing. Causal coherence provides
the underlying rationale for behaviors and changes across the story. In a life story, this would
include explanations of one’s choices and possible changes in one’s personality or values across
life experience. Thus, experiences which are particularly formative or teach one life lessons would
be likely to add to the causal coherence of the overall life story being told. Thematic coherence
provides the story with meaning-making across the whole life story as well as an evaluative com-
ponent through identifying key and plausible transitions within life experiences (Habermas and de
Silveira, 2008; see also, Conway and Pleydell-Pearce, 2000). The first three types of coherence can
be attributed to any form of narrative, whereas biographical coherence has to do with cultural
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norms for autobiographies and is derived from one’s cultural concept of biography. Many aspects
of biographical coherence overlap with the attributes of the CLS. Thus, an event’s fit with the cul-
turally expected life is related to that event’s contribution to the biographical coherence and “good-
ness” of the life story being told. We formulated rating scales based on Habermas and de Silveira’s
(2008) coding of the coherence content of participant narratives (see Table 2).

Characteristics of life transitions and turning points

How much and in what ways a life story event changes one’s life is likely to play a part in whether
that event is included in the CLS. Such events can be delineated into transitions, turning points, or
transition-linked turning points. Turning points involve personal changes that often require time
and experience to recognize as leading to long-term change, whereas transitions involve external
changes and usually do not need such perspective to be seen as creating life change (Enz and
Talarico, 2015). People may feel that some or all CLS events are turning points and/or transitions
in their lives and thereby organize the way that they tell their life stories around such key events.
This idea fits well with that of thematic coherence (Habermas and Bluck, 2000). Brown and col-
leagues put forth a theory regarding the autobiographical periods that people experience in life
specifically related to transitions. This Transition theory (Brown et al., 2012) notes that only events
that change “the fabric of daily life” (p. 167) are likely to affect the organization of autobiographi-
cal memory. Thus, even historical or big public events may not shape the way that the people who
witnessed them tell the stories of the lives, if the events in question did not cause fundamental
changes in daily life. Similarly, not all CLS events may mold autobiographical memory. Brown
et al. (2012) lay out the parts of life that a transition may or may not influence. People (e.g.,
acquaintances, colleagues), things (e.g., topography, local produce), places (e.g., living space,
schools), and activities (e.g., typical routines of exercise or leisure) could change. We developed
rating scales addressing each one of these components as well as a rating scale regarding turning
points (see Table 2). As our aim was not to distinguish between transitions and turning points but
rather to capture relevance of both, we use the term “transition” to refer to life events that create
change, personal or external.

The present studies

Using the criteria that define the CLS, make a good life story, and characterize transitional events,
we created a survey to probe people’s ratings of commonly experienced and important personal life
events (see Table 2). Note that these event conceptions range greatly in their duration of occurrence
from within a day to over the course of years and do not necessarily adhere to the strict definition
of what a memory researcher might label as an “event” (see Rubin and Umanath, 2015; Tulving,
1972). However, these are event categories that participants generated in response to questions
regarding the most important events in life (Rubin et al., 2009), and such a range in responses is
common in prior work (Enz and Talarico, 2015; Erdogan et al., 2008; Ottsen and Berntsen, 2014;
Scherman et al., 2017). In Experiment 1, American undergraduates rated 14 different important
and commonly experienced events using this survey. These life events were drawn from previous
work (Rubin et al., 2009; Umanath and Berntsen, 2013) in which American undergraduates had
nominated events that they would include among the most important in their personal life story and
events that should be included in the CLS of their culture. For a detailed analysis on these life
events and their relation to life script events drawn from the same culture, see Umanath and
Berntsen (2013). One way to select and categorize these events would be to simply dichotomize
inclusion in the CLS: CLS events versus Non-CLS events. However, we decided against such a
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Table I. Categories of common life events rated.
Event type Life script nomination Life story nomination  Events rated
Extreme cultural life Present in the life script Never nominated in . Marriage
script event (Extreme  (nominated in the life the life story task 2. Having children
CLS event) script task by at least 4%)
Standard cultural life Present in the life script Nominated in the . College
script event (Standard ~ (nominated in the life life story task by at 2. Loss of aloved one
CLS event) script task by at least 4%)  least 4% 3. High school
4. Leaving home
Borderline cultural Nominated in the life Nominated in the . Long trip
life script event script task by more than life story task by at 2. Having siblings
(Borderline CLS [%, but less than 4% least 4% 3. Accident/injury
event) 4. Learning to read/write
Non—cultural life Never nominated in the Nominated in the . Moving
script event life script task life story task by at 2. Playing a sport
(Non-CLS event) least 4% 3. Playing an instrument
4. Having an epiphany/

realization

Life Script Nomination and Life Story Nomination are based on secondary data analyses conducted in Umanath and
Berntsen (2013) on the American data set presented in Rubin et al. (2009).

simple dichotomy because it would obscure the natural variation within those two overarching
categories. For example, some events in the CLS are nominated more frequently and across more
cultures than others (e.g., Scherman et al., 2017). Similarly, among the commonly experienced and
important personal life events not included in the CLS are events that are occasionally nominated
by participants in the CLS task too and ones that are never suggested. In order to capture this vari-
ability, we asked participants to rate events that represent a range of overlap between the American
CLS (see Table 1; Rubin et al., 2009) and the most important events in people’s own lives. See
Umanath and Berntsen (2013: Table 2) for an overview of these life events and how frequently they
were nominated by the participants. We describe the exact categories that emerged below. Our
main aim was to use participants’ ratings of these events to pinpoint what qualities are particularly
poignant for a life story event to be even considered as part of a culture’s prescribed ideal life.

A second aim was to understand and disentangle how having actually experienced some of these
events and not others might influence participants’ perceptions, regardless of whether these events
overlap with the CLS. We addressed this question in Experiment 2, wherein ratings by American
undergraduates were contrasted with those of community-dwelling older adults in order to exam-
ine differences based on life experience.

Experiment |

Methods

Participants. In total, 100 undergraduates (aged 18-23years, 59 females, 89 Native speakers of
English) from the Claremont Colleges participated in this study for course credit.

Procedure. Participants were asked to rate 14 important and commonly experienced personal life
events described below on 20 rating scales (see Table 2) through an online survey using Qualtrics
software. They were told that the events were commonly experienced events in the standard
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Table 2. Rating scales rated for each event by concept (example for “college”).

Scale Answer type Concept
Have you experienced [college]? Yes/No N/A
At what age is [college] most likely to occur in a Open-ended Temporal
typical life? coherence
What is the ideal age for [college] to occur based on Open-ended
American cultural norms?
How important is the timing of [college] in the life 5-point scale: Not at all
course! important to Extremely
important
How commonly occurring would you expect [college] 5-point scale: Not at all CLS/
to be in an ordinary person’s life in the standard common to Extremely Biographical
American culture? common coherence
If you were asked to list the most important events 5-point scale: Very
that have occurred in your own life, how likely is it unlikely to Very likely
that you would include [college]?
If you were asked to list the most important events 5-point scale: Very
that have occurred in the life of an ordinary person in unlikely to Very likely
the standard American culture, how likely would you
be to include [college]?
How would you describe the emotions and feelings 5-point scale: Very
typically associated with [college]? negative to Very positive
Is [college] valued or celebrated in the standard 5-point scale: Definitely
American culture? not to Definitely yes
When you were a kid, did you imagine that [college] 5-point scale: Definitely
would occur in your life? not to Definitely yes
Do you think [college] is typically a formative 5-point scale: Definitely Causal
experience in the standard American culture?! not to Definitely yes coherence
Do you think an ordinary person who experienced 5-point scale: Definitely
[college] would learn key life lessons from this event? not to Definitely yes
Would you expect to hear about [college] if someone 5-point scale: Definitely Thematic
else were telling their life story? not to Definitely yes coherence
Would you be surprised if someone included [college] 5-point scale: Definitely
when telling their life story? not to Definitely yes
Do you think [college] would be a turning point in a 5-point scale: Definitely Transitional
typical life story? (i.e. Would an ordinary person’s life not to Definitely yes nature
fundamentally change after this event?)
Would [college] be likely to change a person’s daily 5-point scale: Definitely
activities? not to Definitely yes
Would [college] be likely to change a person’s social 5-point scale: Definitely
relationships? not to Definitely yes
Would [college] be likely to change one’s spatial 5-point scale: Definitely
location for an extended period (weeks to years)? not to Definitely yes
Over how long a period would [college] typically take Open-ended Episodic
place? nature

Would you expect [college] to be a unique event in
life, happening only once?

5-point scale: Definitely
not to Definitely yes

American culture. They rated each event on all the rating scales before moving on to the next event.
The order in which participants rated the events was randomized across participants, as was the
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order of the rating scales for each event to reduce potential response biases. Participants also stated
whether or not they had experienced each event. After completing the questionnaire, participants
were debriefed. The study took 30—60 minutes to complete.

Materials. Participants rated 14 events on a number of characteristics (derived from the theories
reviewed in the Introduction); these events fall into four separate categories (see Table 1). All 14
events have been considered important and commonly experienced in American life (Rubin et al.,
2009; Umanath and Berntsen, 2013). The events selected were meant to capture a range of com-
monly experienced important life events, and the event categories were empirically defined based
on prior analyses of American life stories and the American CLS conducted in Umanath and Bernt-
sen (2013). Extreme CLS events consisted of the two events (marriage and having children) that are
most extremely frequently nominated in the CLS across cultures (e.g. Ottsen and Berntsen, 2014;
Scherman et al., 2017), most frequently included as transition-linked turning points (Enz and Talar-
ico, 2015), and were in the standard American CLS! according to Rubin et al. (2009). However, of
note is that these two events were never nominated as among individuals’ most important memories
from their own lives (life story task) in that study, namely because college-aged participants are
unlikely to have experienced them yet. The remaining three categories of events emerged from
“common” important life story events, which many people have experienced by the age of under-
graduates (e.g., moving to a new city) according to Rubin et al. (2009). Here, the commonness of
life stories across people was defined in the same way that a CLS is operationalized: for a life story
event to be “common,” four or more individuals (out of 100) from Rubin et al. (2009) must have
nominated it as among the seven most important events they have personally experienced. However,
most of the included life events were mentioned by considerably more (see Table 2 in Umanath and
Berntsen, 2013, for details). The advantage of a low cutoff was that it allowed us to include a variety
of different events, ranging from “college” to “loss of a loved one” and to “playing an instrument.”
These events then fell into three groups (see Table 1) based on the degree of overlap between the life
story and life script nominations from Rubin et al. (2009), documented in Umanath and Berntsen
(2013). The first category of common life story events consisted of those events that are in the stand-
ard American CLS (Standard Culture Life Script events). The second category consisted of those
events that were just below the cutoff for being considered part of the CLS (Borderline CLS events).
That is, fewer than 4% nominated these events in the life script task, but participants did occasion-
ally nominate them as life script events (i.e. life story events that were listed as life script events by
1%-3%). The third category consisted exclusively of the commonly experienced important life
story events that no one ever nominated as part of the CLS (Non-CLS events).? Based on our ques-
tions of interest, it did not make sense to include any events which are nominated in neither task.

Participants rated each of these events on 20 rating scales (see Table 2). These rating scales were
developed from the attributes of the CLS, coherences that make for good life storytelling, and
characteristics of transitional life events, as reviewed in the Introduction. Some qualities across
these three theoretical bases do overlap. Simply for reference, from these theoretical bases we
distilled six major concepts related to the qualitative nature of the events: temporal coherence,
CLS/biographical coherence, causal coherence, thematic coherence, transitional nature, and epi-
sodic nature. However, the pattern across event categories is considered separately for each
rating.

Results

Do the four event categories we have defined differ significantly from one another on the qualita-
tive aspects of the life events we assessed? The analyses of variance (ANOVAs) comparing the
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four event types on ratings for each scale were significant, and we followed these analyses with the
relevant paired samples #-tests to explore specific differences in ratings of each scale among the
event types. All the data and ANOVA statistics are presented in Table 3; mean values for the indi-
vidual events within event categories are provided in Supplementary Appendix A. Note that to
ensure against alpha error due to multiple comparisons, an initial multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) was conducted including comparisons across the four event types for all 16 (depend-
ent variable) rating scales discussed below and was significant, Hotelling’s Trace=18.85, F(48,
52)=20.42, nf, =.95, p<.001. Again, each univariate ANOVA within the MANOVA was signifi-
cant, p <.01. Because this greatly reduces the concern of alpha error due to multiple comparisons,
we proceed with presenting and interpreting each one-way ANOVA and the follow-up #-tests
conducted.

Overall, the analyses indicated that events that are included in the CLS, especially those that are
Extreme, were rated more highly on all measures compared to those that are not part of the CLS
(Borderline CLS and Non-CLS events; see Table 3). For example, although all of the events
included were actually commonly occurring according to prior research (Rubin et al., 2009), par-
ticipants’ ratings suggested a biased perception to view Extreme and Standard CLS events as being
more common in people’s lives than events that are not in the CLS, with those that are unique to
people’s life stories (Non-CLS events) perceived as the least commonly occurring. Yet, partici-
pants seemed to be quite in tune with their culture’s life script and what is important to an ordinary
person in the standard American culture, rating both Extreme and Standard CLS events as having
the highest likelihood of being included among the most important life events, with Extreme CLS
events the greatest likelihood.

This tendency to rate Extreme and Standard CLS events quite highly was repeated throughout
most of the rating scales, with one noteworthy exception being emotional valence where Standard
CLS events were rated lowest. In fact, the Extreme CLS events were rated numerically highest
(based on means) on all but one measure, and on 11 of our 16 measures, Extreme CLS events were
rated significantly higher than Standard CLS events. For likelihood of occurring only once in life,
Standard CLS events were actually rated the highest, followed by Extreme ones which were rated
no differently than Borderline CLS events, and Non-CLS events were rated the least likely to occur
only once. Given the specific events included in the Extreme CLS events group versus those
included in the Standard CLS events category, this result does not seem all that surprising. Because
virtually none of our participants had experienced the Extreme CLS events, whereas they generally
had experienced the other three event categories, these results raised the question of what role
participants’ actual experience of the events played in their ratings. For more details and the data
patterns for each rating, see Table 3.

Finally, two unique patterns must be considered. First, as mentioned above, while Extreme
CLS events were rated as the most highly positive on emotional valence, Standard CLS
events were rated as the most highly negative. In fact, the Non-CLS events were considered
the second most positive, and even Borderline CLS events were thought to be significantly
more positive than Standard CLS events. This is of note because one defining characteristic
of the life events in the CLS is that the events are highly positive in nature (Berntsen and
Rubin, 2004). Second, in terms of how valued or celebrated a given event is in the standard
American Culture, despite Extreme CLS events being rated as highest, Non-CLS events were
rated as the next most valued and celebrated, numerically greater but not significantly differ-
ent than Standard CLS events (based on mean values). This pattern hints at one reason why
Non-CLS events may be nominated when people consider the most important events in their
own lives.
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Table 3. Experiment |: Ratings and ANOVA statistics for each scale by event category.

Extreme Standard Borderline Non-CLS  Univariate MSE n§

CLS events CLS events CLS events events ANOVA,

F(3, 297)
Time importance, 429 (0.61) 4.29 (0.45) 3.95(0.45) 3.62 (0.60) 43.75%* 024 .31
Commonly occurring, 439 (0.54) 4.2l (0.50) 3.87 (0.47) 3.57 (0.47) 90.34** 0.15 .48
Importance in own life, 3.70 (1.33) 3.84 (0.56) 2.94(0.72) 3.08 (0.69) 31.91** 0.62 .24

Importance in ordinary life ~ 4.50 (0.54) 3.87 (0.56) 3.02 (0.63) 3.02 (0.68) 185.40% 028 .65
story,

Emotion, 442 (0.56) 3.13 (0.44) 3.60(0.39) 3.82(0.38) 18643% 0.I5 .65
Valued/Celebrated, 449 (0.47) 370 (0.51) 3.52 (0.44) 3.74 (0.45) 116.58% 0.15 .54
Imagined as a child, 440 (0.79) 441 (0.46) 3.93(0.60) 3.49 (0.60) 58.6I1* 033 .37
Formative experience, 431 (0.61) 4.19(0.48) 3.73 (0.55) 3.55(0.56) 64.75% 020 .40
Life lessons learned, 4.65 (0.44) 433 (0.46) 3.94 (0.52) 3.89 (0.47) 110.71%= 0.2 .53

Expected in life storytelling, ~ 4.30 (0.66) 3.74 (0.55) 3.0l (0.60) 3.28 (0.57) 139.61%= 029 .59
Surprising in life storytelling, ~ 4.25 (0.94) 3.58 (0.45) 3.28 (0.63) 3.60 (0.66) 48.30% 035 .33

Turning point, 4.56 (0.49) 3.96 (0.53) 3.35(0.65) 3.41 (0.49) 159.86%* 020 .62
Changes daily activities, 4.69 (0.41) 4.21 (0.44) 4.01 (0.49) 3.68(0.45) 141.96** 0.13 .59
Changes social relations, 451(0.54) 4.25(0.42) 3.39 (0.58) 3.82(0.47) 14838 0.16 .60
Changes spatial environment, 3.58 (0.68) 3.67 (0.43) 3.95(0.53) 3.19 (0.44) 63.80"** 0.18 .39
Single occurrence, 3.14 (0.64) 3.61 (0.49) 3.12(0.60) 241 (0.60) 104.56%* 0.24 .51

ANOVA: analysis of variance; CLS: cultural life script; MSE: mean square error.

See Table | for explanations of the event category labels. Standard deviations are presented in parentheses. Sub-
scripts represent the pattern of significance between the event categories according to post hoc t-tests with a

for Extreme > Standard > Borderline>Non, b for Extreme > Standard > Borderline=Non, ¢ for Extreme = Stan-
dard>Borderline>Non, d for Extreme > Standard > Non > Borderline, e for Extreme =Standard > Borderline =Non,
f for Extreme >Non > Borderline > Standard, g for Extreme > Non =Standard > Borderline, h for Extreme = Stan-
dard>Non > Borderline, and i for Standard > Extreme =Borderline >Non.

Asterisks represent the alpha level of significance: *p <.05; **p <.01; ***p <.001.

Discussion

CLS events, both ones that participants had likely experienced already (e.g., leaving home, loss of
a loved one) and ones that they had not yet experienced (Extreme CLS events, for example, getting
married) were rated most highly on the majority of our measures, compared to the two categories
of events that do not fall within the CLS (Borderline CLS events and Non-CLS events). In addi-
tion, Extreme CLS events were often rated even more highly than Standard CLS events. This find-
ing could partially be explained by the specific Extreme CLS events we included—marriage and
having children. These two events were selected because they tend to be highly frequently nomi-
nated in the CLS task across various cultures (e.g., Ottsen and Berntsen, 2014; Scherman et al.,
2017). However, (as expected) hardly any of the participants had experienced these two events
(less than 1%). In contrast, a much higher rate of experience was found for the other three event
types; participants endorsed an average of 87% of the Standard CLS events, 73% of the Borderline
CLS events, and 74% of the Non-CLS events. This difference in the level of experience compli-
cates the findings concerning the Extreme CLS events. Given that the CLS is thought to organize
the memories of our life events, it seems logical that the CLS may have even more influence over
the organization of future life events, where personal experience cannot be drawn upon. That is,
Standard CLS events may have been tempered by our participants having actually experienced
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them, while Extreme CLS events may maintain an illusion of “goodness” (Berntsen and Bohn,
2010; Grysman et al., 2015; Lachman et al., 2008; Rasmussen and Berntsen, 2013; Shanahan and
Busseri, 2016). Experiment 2 was conducted to clarify the role of experience by involving both
younger and older participants.

Experiment 2

When examining differences among our four event types, we noted that because virtually none of the
young participants in Experiment 1 had experienced the Extreme CLS events (but had generally expe-
rienced the other three event types), the results included a possible confound between lack of experience
and the involvement of the CLS. Because Extreme CLS events were so highly rated, we considered
whether having personally experienced an event was a relevant factor in how participants rated the dif-
ferent event types. Is what distinguishes events in the CLS largely due to an effect of personal experi-
ence (or lack thereof)? Or is there something essentially special about the Extreme CLS events?

In Experiment 2, we aimed to replicate and extend the findings from Experiment 1. Given the
extremely high ratings of Extreme CLS events, which were also events that the younger adult partici-
pants had not personally experienced, we hoped to examine the influence of life experience. As such,
in Experiment 2, we included a new sample of younger adults and also added a sample of commu-
nity-dwelling older adults as a comparison group to more directly study how life experience does and
does not shape people’s perceptions of common life events. The logic here is that older adults are
likely to have experienced the Extreme CLS events, providing some insight into whether it is a lack
of experience that leads younger adults to rate marriage and having children so highly in terms of
CLS criteria/biographical coherence, “good” life story coherences, and transitional nature.
Furthermore, older adults have more life experience and context for all the events by virtue of simply
having lived much longer. Hence, it is also of interest whether their perceptions of these common life
events are different than those of younger adults, who have neither experienced many life events nor
have the life perspective of age. Note that participants were asked to think about the general percep-
tions of the events, consistent with Experiment 1; they were not asked to think of their own personal
experiences since this would defeat one important purpose of the study. The assumption is that having
personally experienced an event might color how participants think of and rate the event more gener-
ally. Therefore, it was important to include older in addition to younger participants.

Methods

Participants. Forty-nine undergraduates (aged 18-23 years, M,,.=20years, 26 females, 43 native
speakers of English) from the Claremont Colleges participated in this study for course credit. Forty
community-dwelling older adults (aged 66-90years, M,,.=75years, 25 females, all native speak-
ers of English) participated in this study for monetary compensation (US$20). Older adults reported
significantly more years of education (M=16.96, standard deviation (SD)=3.15) than did younger
adults (M=13.32, SD=1.15; #(87)=-7.49, standard error difference (SED) =0.49, p<.001), as is
typical. Older adult participants were also characterized using the Shipley Vocabulary test
(M=0.90, SD=0.07) and the Mini-Mental State Examination (M=26.48, SD=2.31) and were all

deemed of adequate cognitive status.
Materials. The materials used were identical to those used in Experiment 1.

Procedure. The procedure for younger adult participants was identical to that of Experiment 1. The
older adult participants came to the laboratory to complete the study as well as the Shipley
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Vocabulary Test and the Mini-Mental State Examination. The study took 30-60minutes for
younger adult participants to complete and 60-90 minutes for older adult participants.

Results

We first conducted a 2(Age: Younger Adult, Older Adult)x4(Event Category: Extreme CLS,
Standard CLS, Borderline CLS, Non-CLS) MANOVA on all the ratings (see Table 4). Mean values
for the individual events within event categories are provided in Supplementary Appendix B. The
overall MANOVA was significant, and all main effects of event category were significant at the
p <.001 level. Two of these main effects were qualified by significant age x event category interac-
tions; two more were qualified by marginal interactions. As for the effect of age, all main effects
were significant except that of being surprised by an event’s inclusion in someone’s telling of their
life story.

First, we will discuss the main effects of event category that were not qualified by an interaction
with age. These 12 main effects generally replicated the overall patterns seen in Experiment 1,
including timing importance, commonness, how valued/celebrated, having been imagined as a
child, how formative the event might be, how expected and how surprising the event might be in a
life story telling, how much of a turning point in life the event is, changes to daily activities and
spatial environment, and how likely the event is to occur only once in life. That is, as in Experiment
1, Extreme CLS events were rated numerically the highest on all measures except singular occur-
rence (based on mean values) and significantly highest on all measures other than timing impor-
tance, imagined as a child, and changes to spatial environment. Standard CLS events were also
rated more highly than either Borderline or Non-CLS events for all measures other than emotional
valence, and Non-CLS and Borderline CLS events were often rated significantly differently from
one another. All data are presented in Table 4. Of note is that participants’ consideration of the
emotional valence replicated Experiment 1. While Extreme CLS events were rated as the most
highly positive, Standard CLS events were rated as the least positive. In fact, the Non-CLS events
were considered the most positive after the Extreme CLS events, and even Borderline CLS events
were thought to be significantly more positive than Standard CLS events. For all of these measures,
age—the proxy for life experience—did not impact the patterns of results. That is, despite having
already experienced Extreme CLS events, older adults rated them and the other common life events
in a very similar way to younger adults.

Effects of life experience. Age had a major influence on participants’ ratings of common life events.
In terms of how many of the events participants endorsed as having been experienced in the course
of their lives already, we ran a two (Age) x4 (Event Category) ANOVA. Older adults endorsed
having experienced more events across all event types (M=0.90) compared to younger adults
(M=0.60, F (1, 87)=274.11, mean square error (MSE)=0.03, nf) =.76). There was also a main
effect of event category such that regardless of age, Standard CLS events were most often endorsed
as having been experienced (M=0.93), followed by Borderline CLS events (M=0.85) and Non-
CLS events (M=0.75, F (1, 87)=387.34, MSE=0.02, ni =.82). These main effects are qualified
by an interaction such that for Extreme CLS events, unsurprisingly, older adults have a much
greater proportion of experience than younger adults (0.95 vs 0.01). The full data are presented in
Table 5. Note that for the younger adults, the proportions of experienced events replicate those seen
in Experiment 1.

In terms of the main effects of age, we again discuss only those that were not qualified by a
significant interaction. As mentioned above, other than the rating of surprise of inclusion in a life
story telling, all main effects of age were significant (all Fs>3.00, all ps <.01); the mean ratings
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Table 4. Experiment 2: Mean ratings and ANOVA statistics for each scale as a function of age and event
category with statistics for the main effect of event type.

Extreme Standard Borderline  Non-CLS Main effect of MSE 11,3

CLS events CLS events CLS events events event type,
F(3, 261)
Time YA, 4.11(0.68) 4.14(0.55) 3.77(0.49) 3.58(0.48) 31.23 0.17 .26
importance OA_, 4.35(0.53) 4.30(0.48) 4.11 (0.46) 3.85(0.48)
Commonly YA, 429 (0.57) 4.08(0.57) 3.77(0.54) 3.49 (0.51) 88.70 0.14 51
occurring OA, 449 (0.46) 4.34(0.35) 3.93(0.41) 3.59(0.50)
Importance in YA, 3.84(1.35) 3.76 (0.61) 3.05(0.74) 3.11(0.57) 46.54 0.54 .35
own life OA, 4.63(0.67) 395(0.61) 3.36(0.83) 3.13(0.71)
Importancein YA, 4.44 (0.66) 3.83 (0.49) 2.92(0.62) 3.12(0.58) 127.30 029 .59
an ordinary life OA, 4.57 (0.47) 4.03 (0.58) 3.43 (0.79) 3.22(0.58)
Emotion YA; 448(0.59) 3.17(0.54) 3.52(0.44) 3.80(0.40) 1374l 036 .61
OA, 460 (052) 3.57(0.58) 3.74(0.39) 3.93(0.46)
Valued/ YA; 435(0.63) 3.79(047) 3.4l (051) 3.54(0.48) 82.58 0.16 .49
Celebrated OA, 4.50(0.53) 4.14(049) 3.7 (046) 3.77 (0.49)
Imaginedasa  YA_ 4.20(0.80) 4.33(0.59) 3.78(0.71) 3.35(0.68)  49.11 0.40 .36
child OA_. 3.99(098) 4.04(0.71) 3.42(0.76) 3.00 (0.8I)
Formative YA, 4.27(0.64) 4.00(0.56) 3.58(0.51) 3.44 (0.55) 66.78 0.17 43
experience OA, 4.53(0.51) 4.42(0.44) 4.0l (0.54) 3.79(0.54)
Life lessons YA, 454(059) 421 (048) 3.72(0.62) 3.71(0.51) 70.00 0.15 45
OA, 4.73(0.36) 4.38(0.42) 4.14(0.54) 4.08 (0.47)
Expected in life YA, 4.33(0.68) 3.73 (0.50) 2.98 (0.55) 3.12(0.51) 127.65 0.23 .60
storytelling OA, 4.64(0.42) 3.93(0.56) 3.44(0.59) 3.59(0.49)
Surprising in YA; 429 (0.94) 3.90(0.79) 3.20(0.76) 3.47 (0.70) 55.95 0.28 .39
life storytelling  OA; 4.38 (0.90) 4.05(0.59) 3.49 (0.62) 3.82(0.57)
Turning point YA, 4.54(048) 3.89(0.51) 3.34(0.65) 3.30(0.51) 139.58 0.19 .62
OA, 4.68(0.39) 4.16(0.47) 3.67 (0.77) 3.53 (0.57)
Changes daily YA, 4.53 (0.50) 4.04 (0.55) 3.76 (0.59) 3.77 (0.65) 62.14 0.17 .42
activities OA, 4.73(0.38) 4.22(0.58) 4.13(0.57) 3.92(0.47)
Change Social  YA; 4.26 (0.66) 4.05(0.52) 3.27 (0.59) 3.60 (0.59) 83.54 0.18 .49
Relationships ~ OA, 4.60 (0.44) 4.23 (0.51) 3.79 (0.64) 3.81 (0.54)
Changes spatial YA, 3.47 (0.83) 3.61 (0.51) 295 (0.62) 3.11(0.44) 38.65 0.19 .31
environment OA, 3.90(0.72) 3.74(0.65) 3.29 (0.84) 3.42 (0.65)
Single YA, 3.39(0.75) 3.67(0.55) 3.20(0.65) 2.55(0.69) 62.18 030 .42
occurrence OA, 2.85(0.95) 3.39(0.55) 12.80(0.77) 2.28(0.72)

ANOVA: analysis of variance; CLS: cultural life script; MSE: mean square error.

See Table | for explanations of the event category labels. Standard deviations are presented in parentheses. All main
effects of event type were significant at the p <.001 level. Subscripts represent the pattern of significance between the
event categories within that age group according to post hoc t-tests with a for Extreme >Standard > Borderline>Non,
b for Extreme > Standard > Borderline=Non, c for Extreme =Standard >Borderline >Non, d for Extreme > Stan-
dard>Non>Borderline, e for Extreme = Standard > Borderline=Non, f for Extreme >Non >Borderline > Standard, g for
Extreme >Non =Standard > Borderline, h for Extreme =Standard > Non > Borderline, i for Standard > Extreme =Border-
line>Non, j for Extreme>Non > Borderline = Standard, and k for Extreme > Standard =Borderline >Non.

are presented as a function of age and event type in Table 4. In almost every case, older adults rated
events, regardless of type, more highly than younger adults did. However, there were two excep-
tions to this pattern: Younger adults rated events as being more often imagined as children and
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Table 5. Experiment 2: Proportion of events endorsed as experienced as a function of event type and
age.

Event type Proportion of events experienced

Younger adults Older adults
Extreme cultural life script events 0.0l 0.95
Standard cultural life script events 0.88 0.98
Borderline cultural life script events 0.81 0.89
Non—cultural life script events 0.71 0.78

more likely to occur only once compared to older adults. Here, we can potentially see the influence
of time and experience. For older adults, thinking back to being a child and what they might have
imagined may be more difficult to do than for younger adults who are not so far in time from child-
hood. In contrast, with greater life experience, older adults are likely to realize that in general many
experiences that they might have thought would be singular in their lives are truly not, whereas
younger adults still seem to have this perception.

Finally, two characteristics showed significant interactions between age group and event type
(see Table 4 for mean ratings). Participants rated how likely they would be to include a given event
among the most important events in their own lives. Although older adults rated all events more
highly than did younger adults and regardless of age, Extreme CLS events were rated more highly
than Standard CLS events followed by Borderline and finally Non-CLS events; age significantly
interacted with event category, F(3, 261)=4.33, MSE=0.54, nf) =.05, p=.005. Both age groups
rated Extreme and Standard CLS events higher than Borderline and Non-CLS events which were
not different from one another. The key difference seems to be in the relationship between Extreme
CLS events and Standard CLS events. Younger adults rated these two types of events as equally
likely to be included among their most important life events (# < 1), whereas older adults rated the
Extreme events significantly higher than Standard ones (#(39)=5.16, standard error of the mean
(SEM)=0.13, p<.001).

Participants also rated how much they thought that a given event might change their social rela-
tionships. Again, these ratings differed as a function of both age and event type, F(3, 261)=2.94,
MSE=0.18, nf, =.03, p=.03 . Critically, whereas younger adults rated Non-CLS events as signifi-
cantly more likely to change their social relationships compared to Borderline CLS events
(#(48)=3.52, SEM=0.09, p<.001), older adults did not; these two event types were rated equiva-
lently lowest by older adults (< 1). This age difference manifests specifically as older adults rated
Borderline CLS events as significantly more likely to change social relationships than younger
adults (#87)=3.93, SED=0.13, p<.001); in contrast, there was no age difference for Non-CLS
events ((87)=1.71, SED=0.12, p=.09).

General discussion

An accumulating number of studies have examined the CLSs in different populations (e.g., see
Scherman et al., 2017) for a recent review. In contrast, little work has investigated the included
events themselves, empirically addressing what characteristics make personal life story events
likely (or unlikely) to be part of a culture’s life script and how personal experience may influence
perceptions of these events. The present studies were undertaken to address this gap. We introduced
a set of theoretically derived self-report measures, tapping important dimensions of autobiographi-
cal events according to often cited autobiographical memory theories. Using this measurement, we
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examined participants’ ratings of commonly experienced important life events that encompassed a
range of overlap with the CLS. Overall, the findings indicated that the events in the CLS better
embody all the measured qualities, with a caveat for emotional valence. However, several other
noteworthy results emerged and are discussed below.

Participants in Experiment 1 rated Extreme CLS events more highly than all other common
life events on the majority of measures. Since college undergraduates have not experienced
many of CLS events yet, they may have a more schematized notion of those events, expecting
them to be especially important, causally coherent, thematically coherent, and transitional in
nature (Berntsen and Bohn, 2010). In particular, the Extreme CLS life story events are highly
likely to be events that most of the participants in Experiment 1 would envision should happen
in the future. This was supported by the finding that participants in Experiment 1 rated these
events (and Standard CLS life story events) as the most likely to have been imagined as children.
The fact that here Extreme CLS events were rated as so highly positive and impactful across so
many characteristics in this college-aged population lends support to the idea that such future
life script events are quite idealized among young adults (see also Bohn, 2010; Lachman et al.,
2008; Shanahan and Busseri, 2016).

Critically, and challenging this interpretation, older adults echoed the same perceptions regard-
ing Extreme CLS events despite having already experienced these as well as the Standard CLS
events. In fact, they often rated these events even more highly than younger adults did. The two
specific events in this event category (marriage and having children) are among the most univer-
sally present events in CLSs across cultures; even among CLS events cross-culturally, they tend to
be nominated highly frequently (Ottsen and Berntsen, 2014; Scherman et al., 2017). The present
data provide some explanation of why: People perceive the Extreme CLS events to best embody
the criteria of the CLS, coherences of good life stories, and characteristics of transitional events,
and these perceptions are independent of actual personal experience.

Interestingly, older adults rated all events as more highly positive than did younger adults, in
line with prior work (Rubin and Berntsen, 2009; for specifically negative events, see Comblain
et al., 2005). Older adults seem to favor positive memories and remember events more positively,
known as the positivity effect in aging (Kennedy et al., 2004; Mather and Carstensen, 2005;
Schlagman et al., 2006; Singer et al., 2007). However, this pattern was general to almost all char-
acteristics measured here: Older adults rated events more highly than did younger adults. Such
results have been found previously but have not been fully explained or understood (Kingo et al.,
2013; Rubin and Berntsen, 2009), as Rubin and Schulkind (1997) stated: “Not much can be made
of it except that it warrants further study” (p. 532). The context of this study provides some hint of
why older adults may provide higher ratings of autobiographical events across characteristics. The
present data suggest that older adults may have perceived that all the included events were more
impactful across various qualities on their life experiences as a whole than did younger adults, sug-
gesting a broader sense of the previously demonstrated positivity effect.

Prior work has examined older adults’ privileging of positive over negative stimuli across a
variety of tasks and stimuli types in both attention and memory (for a review, see Reed and
Carstensen, 2012), but the focus has been on the emotionality of the material. The generality of
the higher ratings alongside the more positive ratings of emotion here (and in prior work; e.g.;
Rubin and Berntsen, 2009; Rubin and Schulkind, 1997) suggests that the positivity effect as it
has been studied thus far cannot fully account for the pattern. One possibility is that older adults’
remembering can be a rather diffuse sense of a rosy past, including finding events overall more
meaningful, rather than simply emotionally positive. Older adults do tend to recall and retell
narratives with a deep interpretive style, focusing on the meaning of a story rather than the literal
surface-level information (Adams et al., 1997). Note that this is not inconsistent with the
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socioemotional selectivity theory which postulates that motivations and goals for remembering
change as we age, shifting to a prioritization of emotional meaning and well-being (Carstensen
et al., 1999; Carstensen and Mikels, 2005; Reed and Carstensen, 2012). But these data do high-
light the need to better characterize older adults’ positive perceptions of the past beyond emo-
tional valence and intensity.

An assumption in the literature has been that CLS events would be thought of as especially posi-
tive among all commonly experienced life events (Rubin and Berntsen, 2003), yet this was only true
for Extreme CLS events in our selection of events, whereas Standard CLS events actually were rated
as less positive than other common important life events. Such positivity could be driven by those
CLS events that people have not experienced yet (e.g., Newby-Clark and Ross, 2003) with younger
adults imagining an especially rosy future (Rasmussen and Berntsen, 2013). Yet, the same pattern
held for older adults who had already experienced the Extreme CLS events. One possibility is that
this effect is an artifact of the specific events selected to be in each category. Specifically, it is pos-
sible that the inclusion of “loss of a loved one” as a Standard CLS event lowered the mean rating of
Standard CLS events more than the negative events in either Borderline or Non-CLS events did for
those mean emotional valence values. To examine this possibility, we conducted the analyses using
the emotional valence mean of the Standard CLS events without the loss of a loved one event.
Across the two experiments, we still found that Standard CLS events were rated significantly lower
than the Extreme CLS events and not significantly higher than the other two event categories.? Thus,
it was not the inclusion of “loss of a loved one” that resulted in the low positivity perception of
Standard CLS events. However, these findings should be evaluated with the caution that the selec-
tion of these events still formed only a subset of events included in CLSs.

Note that Non-CLS events, although commonly experienced and considered important in peo-
ple’s personal life stories, did not strongly embody the tapped characteristics. What is it then that
makes these events special even in individual lives if the CLS events seem to most strongly bear
all the characteristics measured here? Only for emotional valence were Non-CLS events rated
more highly (positive) than Standard CLS events. If the pattern found here in two studies in both
younger and older adults for emotional valence holds, then, perhaps it is the positive perception of
these events in people’s minds that compensates for the lack of other characteristics and results in
their inclusion as among important personal life events.

The present studies have a number of limitations. First, the selection of events may limit the gener-
alizability of the results. Although the events selected represented a range of life script and non-life
script events, future work should replicate the present findings with an even greater diversity of included
life events. Second, specifically for Experiment 2, we cannot distinguish between cohort effects and
effects of having experienced the specific events considered. This is obviously a common problem in
aging research that needs to be acknowledged in relation to the present findings on age effects. Third,
prior work also indicates that the orientation one has when thinking about past transitional events, focus-
ing on broader life significance versus the concrete details, can influence how impactful and self-rele-
vant people perceive the events to be (Boucher and Scoboria, 2015); here, we cannot claim to know the
perspective with which people thought about the common life events included. Despite these limita-
tions, the present findings indicate that overall, regardless of age, people perceived the Extreme CLS
events to best embody the criteria of the CLS, coherences of good life stories, and characteristics of
transitional events, making them considered the most impactful events in life. Moreover, older and
younger adults demonstrated a strong consensus in how they rated the events across event types. Finally,
older adults rated events more highly on almost every characteristic, across all events. Thus, beyond a
list of important commonly experienced personal life events, we now have a better sense of the general
knowledge people have of common important life events, the influence of personal experience on per-
ceptions of those events, and hints as to why they are considered so important.
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The present findings open multiple avenues for further research. Similar studies conducted
with participants from different cultures would provide important insight into whether the pre-
sent results are culturally robust. The pattern of high ratings from older adults also warrants
future research into how older adults perceive the past. Although we identified several possible
characteristics that distinguish life story events that overlap with the CLS events from those
that do not, none of these particular characteristics seem to be the most decisive in making an
event part of a culture’s life script. For example, we were surprised to find that the timing of
events was not a distinguishing feature of CLS events. Further work systematically varying
other theoretically motivated qualities of events measured here and conducted with a diverse
sample of participants might help to clarify how, over time, ordinary life events become part of
a culture’s life script and the kinds of societal and cultural changes that may facilitate such
development.
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Notes

1. The cultural life script (CLS) has been operationalized as events which four or more individuals (out of
100) nominate as among the seven most important events that are likely to occur in a typical newborn’s
life (e.g., Bohn and Berntsen, 2008, 2011; Berntsen and Rubin, 2004; Erdogan et al., 2008; Ottsen and
Berntsen, 2014; Rubin et al., 2009).

2. To improve the clarity of the event types, the event type labels used here differ from those used in
Umanath and Berntsen (2013). What were labeled as “CLS events” in Umanath and Berntsen (2013) are
now “Standard CLS events,” “Non-CLS events” are now “Borderline CLS events,” and “Unique Life
Story events” are “Non-CLS events.”

3. For Experiment 1, ratings of emotional valence for the remaining CLS events increased to 3.72. However,
these ratings were still significantly lower than those of Extreme CLS events (#(99)=-11.85, standard
error of the mean (SEM)=0.06, p=.001) and Non-CLS events (#(99)=-2.09, SEM=0.05, p=.04). For
Experiment 2, younger adults’ ratings of emotional valence for the remaining Standard CLS events
increased to 3.71, and older adults’ ratings increased to 4.06. However, these ratings were still signifi-
cantly lower than those of Extreme CLS events (#(88)=-9.68, SEM=0.07, p=.001) and showed no dif-
ference with Non-CLS events (1< 1).
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