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Abstract
We use questionnaire data from the MIDUS study (N = 6325 and a subsample n = 2120) to examine the extent to which 
people in their late 20s, late 40s and late 60s think that positive characteristics apply to themselves, their age peers and 
other age groups. Results based on factor analysis confirmed the existence of age stereotypes, such that one constellation of 
characteristics (wise, caring, calm, knowledgeable, generative; “wise”) was seen as more descriptive of older adults, while 
another constellation of characteristics (energetic, healthy, willing to learn; “energetic”) was seen as more descriptive of 
younger adults. Self-evaluations were, however, highly positive and largely independent of age. As a group, younger adults 
saw themselves as being as “energetic” but “wiser” than their age peers, while older adults saw themselves as being more 
“energetic” but less “wise” than their age peers. In sum, the results suggest that self-views are relatively independent of 
existing age stereotypes but also indicate that the “better-than-average effect” depends on age and whether the considered 
characteristics represent a relative strength or weakness of one’s own age group. The results also indicate that, at the aggre-
gate level, older adults’ tendency to use stereotypes about their age group’s weaknesses as a frame of reference for making 
flattering self-evaluations seems to outweigh the effects of stereotype internalization.

Keywords  Age stereotypes · Self-perceptions of ageing · Self-evaluations · Better-than-average effect · Life span · Social 
comparison

Introduction

You can’t teach an old dog new tricks. -Proverb
In youth and beauty, wisdom is but rare. -Homer

Age stereotypes are ubiquitous and have been observed in 
diverse samples from around the world (Bowen and Skir-
bekk 2013; Löckenhoff et al. 2009; North and Fiske 2015; 
Peterson and Ralston 2017; Voss et al. 2018). Many studies 
have demonstrated that stereotypes about old age can affect 
a wide range of cognitive, physical, psychological and social 
outcomes such as memory performance (e.g. Lamont et al. 
2015), health trajectories (Levy et al. 2009, 2012), longev-
ity (Levy et al. 2002), depressive symptoms (Rothermund 
2005), personality (Kornadt 2016), social integration (Men-
kin et al. 2016) and intergenerational relationships and com-
munication (Hummert et al. 1998; Ryan et al. 1995). In the 
current study, we investigate how young, middle-aged and 
older people see themselves and their age peers against the 
backdrop of common age stereotypes. We extend the litera-
ture by: (1) integrating previous findings on the “better-than-
average effect” (BTAE), the effects of old age stereotypes 
on self-views and the self-concept across the life span; (2) 
considering not only old age stereotypes but also stereotypes 
about younger adults, and (3) analysing data from a large, 
heterogeneous lifespan sample.
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Age stereotypes and self‑views: previous research

It is a hallmark of psychology that people generally see 
themselves positively (Taylor and Brown 1988), and as 
possessing more positive characteristics than their peers 
(i.e. BTAE; for overviews, see Alicke and Govorun 2005; 
Sedikides and Alicke 2012). However, the vast major-
ity of research on BTAE has been based on young adult 
samples, and little is therefore known about how BTAE 
may depend on age. So far, just one study based on a con-
venience sample has systematically compared the BTAE 
phenomenon across different age groups (Zell and Alicke 
2011). In this study, BTAE was weaker among older than 
among younger and middle-aged adults, suggesting that 
older adults may be more aware of (and more comfortable 
acknowledging) their relative strengths and weaknesses, 
which might produce more modest comparative self-eval-
uations (Zell and Alicke 2011).

By late midlife and old age, common stereotypes about 
old age are thought to threaten adults’ ability to maintain 
positive self-views. Indeed, there is considerable evidence 
that middle-aged and older people tend to internalize old 
age stereotypes, which in turn (negatively) colour how they 
see themselves as they grow older (Kornadt et al. 2015; 
Rothermund and Brandtstädter 2003; see also Kuypers 
and Bengtson 1973; Levy 2009; Rodin and Langer 1980; 
Rothermund 2005). For instance, Rothermund and Brandt-
städter (2003) found that how middle-aged and older peo-
ple perceived older adults at baseline affected how their 
self-views changed across 8 years (see Kornadt et al. 2015 
for a recent replication based on domain-specific stereo-
types and self-ratings). Lin et al. (2017) likewise found 
that, relative to younger adults, older adults perceived 
themselves as more similar to a generalized, same-aged 
peer with regard to personality traits.

Seemingly at odds with evidence of old age stereotype 
internalization, other evidence suggests that a number of 
mechanisms help older adults maintain stable and positive 
views of themselves as they age (Brandtstädter and Greve 
1994). For instance, in two studies from Heckhausen and 
Brim (1997) and Heckhausen and Krueger (1993), older 
participants saw their own developmental trajectories as 
more favourable and their problems as less severe than 
their age peers’ trajectories and problems. Likewise, 
Luszcz and Fitzgerald (1986) found that older participants 
rated themselves as more flexible, self-sufficient, accepted 
and socially integrated than their age peers. It thus seems 
that in some cases, older adults use negative old age ste-
reotypes as frames of reference that allow them to make 
self-enhancing comparisons (Pinquart 2002). Older adults 
also tend to dissociate from the group of their (negatively 

evaluated) same-aged peers (e.g. report feeling younger, 
see themselves as atypical older adults, downgrade their 
age peers; for a summary, see Weiss and Kornadt 2018). 
Weiss and colleagues found that older adults react to 
negative old age stereotypes by psychologically distanc-
ing themselves from the group of older people. Hence, 
being confronted with old age stereotypes tends to result in 
contrast effects (Weiss and Freund 2012; Weiss and Lang 
2012).

It is somewhat difficult to integrate and contextual-
ize the conflicting findings on BTAE, old age stereotype 
internalization and contrast effects with more general find-
ings on the stability of the ageing self (cf. Weiss and Kor-
nadt 2018). One reason is that recent discourse has been 
focused almost exclusively on the detrimental effects of 
negatively-valenced old age stereotypes. Another reason is 
that research on BTAE has focused almost exclusively on 
younger adults, while research on the relationship between 
old age stereotypes and self-views has focused only on 
(late) middle-aged and older adults. It is thus currently 
unknown whether young, middle-aged and older adults 
differ in their tendency to see themselves more positively 
than a typical age peer (i.e. more positively than stereo-
types about their age group). Young adults, for instance, 
might find it less threatening to see themselves as just as 
“un-wise” or “un-generative” as their age peers because 
they still have time to develop the positive characteristics 
commonly associated with old age.

It is also currently unknown whether the relationship 
between self-views and stereotypes about one’s age peers 
differs with regard to whether the considered character-
istics represent a comparative advantage or disadvantage 
of the age group. A meta-analysis found that older peo-
ple’s performance is more affected by stereotypes about 
their deficits than by stereotypes about their strengths 
(Meisner 2012), but evidence is mixed about whether the 
same is true with regard to older people’s self-views. In the 
study by Lin et al. (2017), older adults rated themselves 
as more similar to same-aged peers with regard to older 
people’s stereotypical strengths than with regard to their 
stereotypical deficits, and Kornadt (2016) also found tenta-
tive evidence for longitudinal effects of strength—but not 
deficit-related old age stereotypes on personality change. 
In contrast, Zell and Alicke (2011) observed BTAE among 
young, middle-aged and older adults for attributes that do 
not clearly change with age (e.g. intelligence, sociability). 
They also found that older adults rated themselves worse 
than their age peers on attributes typically associated with 
age-related decline (e.g. health, athleticism), but no evi-
dence that the magnitude of BTAE differed across young, 
middle-aged and older adults with regard to the positive 
traits commonly associated with old age (e.g. wise, emo-
tionally stable).
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Current study

In the current study, we compare young, middle-aged and 
older adults’ self-evaluations with stereotypes about young, 
middle-aged and older adults. We had four hypotheses. First, 
we expected to confirm the existence of age stereotypes in 
that particular characteristics would be seen as more or less 
typical for young relative to older adults. Second, consistent 
with evidence of the stability of the self-concept across the 
life span, we expected that self-evaluations would be con-
sistently positive and relatively independent of age. Third, 
consistent with BTAE, we expected that young, middle-aged 
and older adults would see themselves as possessing more 
positive qualities than their peers. Finally, in the light of 
conflicting evidence on the relationship between specifically 
older adults’ self-views and old age stereotypes, we explored 
the extent to which the relationship between self-views and 
age stereotypes depended on age group and whether the 
evaluated characteristics represented relative strengths or 
weaknesses of the age group.

Methods

Sample

The present study was based on data from the Midlife in 
the United States (MIDUS) study. A total of N = 7108 
participants took part in the first wave in 1995/1996 (ages 
20–75), but only those with questionnaire data were used 
for the present analysis (N = 6325; n = 783 deleted). Overall, 
the sample was comprised of 52.5% women, and 62% had 
completed at least some tertiary education. Details about 
the sampling strategy and additional descriptive character-
istics of the MIDUS Wave 1 sample can be found elsewhere 
(Brim et al. 2004). We used the full sample to analyse the 
existence of age stereotypes and the extent to which self-
views depended on participants’ age. A subsample of par-
ticipants in their late 20s (age 25–30 years; n = 664), late 40s 
(45–50 years; n = 1010) and late 60s (65–70 years; n = 446) 
was used to address our research questions regarding how 
self-views and BTAE depended on age group. The subsam-
ple included all participants from the full sample aged within 
the specified ranges and were chosen to ensure comparability 
between the self- and peer-ratings (see Measures section).

Measures

Age stereotypes

Participants used a scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 10 
(very much) to indicate the extent to which six positive char-
acteristics described young, middle-aged and older adults. 

Specifically, participants were asked, “Please rate how much 
you think each of the following characteristics describe most 
people in their late 20s/40s/60s: calm and even-tempered, 
willing to learn, energetic, caring, wise, knowledgeable”. 
Additionally, participants were asked, “How would you rate 
most people in their late 20s/40s/60s on…physically healthy, 
contribution to the welfare and well-being of others” using 
a scale from 0 (worst you can imagine) to 10 (best possible 
you can imagine).

Self‑evaluations

Significantly later on in the questionnaire, participants 
used the same rating scales to indicate the extent to which 
the same characteristics (see above) currently described 
themselves.

Analysis

Missing data were very low (< 2.9% across all study items) 
and was listwise deleted. We first used data from the 
full sample to conduct two exploratory factor analyses with 
direct oblimin rotation (i.e. factors were allowed to corre-
late) of the ratings of people in their late 20s and also of the 
ratings of people in their late 60s. The purpose of the factor 
analyses was to examine whether there were constellations 
of characteristics that were seen as more typical for young 
than old adults and vice versa, and thus to simplify the 
analyses by using factor-based scores (i.e. the unweighted 
average of the items which loaded onto a single factor) to 
assess how participants rated people in their late 20s, late 
40s, late 60s, and themselves. To ensure that it was reason-
able to calculate factor-based scores for all age groups, we 
used IBM SPSS AMOS 26.0.0 to examine whether the fac-
tor loadings were invariant across the full sample and the 
subsamples of young, middle-aged and older participants. 
We also calculated the internal reliabilities of the character-
istics (items) which loaded onto each factor with regard to 
participants’ views of young, middle-aged and older adults 
and their self-views.

Next, in order to confirm the existence of age stereotypes, 
we used multivariate repeated-measures analysis of variance 
based on data from the full sample (N = 6325). Target age 
(i.e. whether adults in their late 20s, late 40s or late 60s 
were being rated) was entered as a within-subjects factor, 
and the factor-based age group rating scale scores were the 
dependent variables. We used contrast tests to examine dif-
ferences between ratings of people in their late 20s, late 40s 
and late 60s.

To analyse the relationship between age and self-views, 
we used multivariate analysis of variance with the factor-
based self-rating scale scores as the dependent variables 
(a) based on the full sample with age (continuous variable) 
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as a covariate and (b) based on the subsample of young, 
middle-aged and older adults with age group as a fixed fac-
tor. We used Bonferroni post hoc tests to analyse differences 
between the three age groups.

Finally, to analyse whether the difference between self- 
and peer-views (i.e. BTAE) depended on age and whether 
the evaluated characteristics represent relative strengths or 
weaknesses of the age group, we used data from the sub-
sample of young, middle-aged and older adults (n = 2120) 
and a mixed multivariate model with age group (late 20s/
late 40s/late 60s) as a between-subjects factor, rating target 
(self/peer) as a within-subjects factor, an Age group × Target 
interaction term, and the factor-based self- and peer-rating 
scale scores as the dependent variables. We used partial η2 
and Cohen’s d as measures of effect size and standard rules 
of thumb to interpret whether effects were small (d < .2), 
medium (.2 < d < .5) or large (d > .5) (Cohen 1992). The 
alpha level was set to .05.

Results

Factor analyses

The exploratory factor analyses of the ratings of people in 
their late 20s and ratings of people in their late 60s revealed 
the same, two-factor structure. Specifically, the characteris-
tics energetic (factor loadings late 20s/late 60s: .860/.882), 
healthy (.806/.829) and willing to learn (.557/.700) loaded 
onto one factor, while the characteristics wise (.886/.887), 
caring (.812/.825), knowledgeable (.732/.784), calm 
(.726/.600) and contribution to others (.789/.610) loaded 
onto a second factor. Exploratory factor analyses revealed 
the same two-factor structure also within each of the sub-
samples of young, middle-aged and older adults. Further-
more, in a confirmatory model, constraining the factor load-
ings to be equal across the full sample and the subsamples 
of young, middle-aged and older adults did not significantly 
worsen model fit for the ratings of people in their late 20s 
(ΔΧ2 (12) = 19.90, p = .07), nor for the ratings of people in 
their late 60s (ΔΧ2 (12) = 8.20, p = .11) relative to an uncon-
strained model. As displayed in Table 1, the internal reli-
abilities of participants’ age group stereotypes and their self-
views were moderate to high for both factor-based scales. 
We refer to the two factor-based scales as “energetic” and 
“wise” based on the characteristics with the highest factor 
loadings.

Confirmation of age stereotypes

Mauchly’s test of sphericity was significant in all of the 
multivariate models; we therefore used corrected sig-
nificance levels (Wilks’ Λ). Participants rated adults 

in their late 20s, late 40s and late 60s differently, F(4, 
24,978) = 8261.47, p < .0001; Wilks’ Λ = 0.19, ηp2 = .57. 
The univariate tests confirmed that the ratings differed 
based on target age for both “energetic” (ηp2 = .53) and 
“wise” (ηp2 = .72), both p < .001. The results of the within-
subjects contrast tests confirmed that participants saw 
“energetic” as more descriptive of people in their late 20s 
than of people in their late 40s (M = 7.75 vs. M = 6.83, 
F(1, 6245) = 2837.31, p < .001, ηp2 = .31, d = .68) and 
also more descriptive of people in their late 40s than 
of people in their late 60s (M = 6.83 vs. M = 5.24, F(1, 
6245) = 8973.18, p < .001, ηp2 = .59; d = 1.22). In contrast, 
participants indicated that “wise” was less descriptive of 
people in their late 20s than of people in their late 40s 
(M = 4.65 vs. M = 6.78, F(1, 6245) = 17,601.74, p < .001, 
ηp2 = .74; d = −0.69) and also less descriptive of people 
in their late 40s than of people in their late 60s (M = 6.78 
vs. M = 7.85, F(1, 6245) = 6115.69, p < .001, ηp2 = .50, 
d = −1.00). Figure 1 displays the extent to which partici-
pants indicated that “energetic” and “wise” described most 
people in their late 20s, late 40s, and late 60s. Validating 

Table 1   Internal reliabilities of the “energetic” and “wise” character-
istics as determined by factor analysis

Cronbach’s alpha was used as a measure of reliability. “Energetic” 
consisted of three items: energetic, healthy and willing to learn. 
“Wise” consisted of five items: wise, caring, knowledgeable, calm 
and contribution to others

Self-evalua-
tion items

Age stereotype items

Late 20s Late 40s Late 60s

Characteristics
Energetic .644 .658 .736 .738
Wise .680 .854 .852 .795
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Fig. 1   Perceptions of how “energetic” and “wise” people in their late 
20s, late 40s and late 60s are in general (based on estimated marginal 
means; means with non-overlapping confidence intervals are signifi-
cant at p < .05). Analysis based on full sample (N = 6325)
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our factor interpretation, the constellation of “energetic” 
characteristics was seen as more descriptive of younger 
than older people, while the constellation of “wise” char-
acteristics was seen as more descriptive of older than 
younger people.

Self‑evaluations

Participants rated themselves as highly “energetic” 
(M = 7.68, SD = 1.37) and quite “wise” (M = 7.52, 
SD = 1.20). Age (as a continuous variable) was signifi-
cantly but only very weakly related to self-views in the 
full sample, F(2, 6301) = 100.04, Wilks’ Λ = .97, p < .001, 
ηp2 = .03; estimated parameters: B = −.01 for “energetic” 
and B = .01 for “wise”). Likewise, age group was signifi-
cantly but only very weakly related to self-views in the 
subsample of young, middle-aged and older adults, F(4, 
4258, Wilks’ Λ = .96, p < .001, ηp2 = .02). Specifically, par-
ticipants in their late 20s rated themselves as slightly more 
“energetic” than participants in their late 40s (M = 7.91 vs. 
M = 7.69, Mdiff = .22, SE = .07, p = .002, d = 0.18). Partici-
pants in their late 20s also saw themselves as being slightly 
less “wise” than participants in their late 40s (M = 7.35 
vs. M = 7.58, Mdiff = −.23, SE = .06, p < .001, d = −0.19). 
In contrast, there was no significant difference between 
the self-views of participants in their late 40s and late 60s 
(“energetic”: M = 7.69 vs. M = 7.59, Mdiff = .10, SE = .07, 
p = .47; “wise”: M = 7.58 vs. M = 7.61, Mdiff = −.04, 
SE = .07, p = 1.00) (Fig. 2). 

Evaluations of self versus age peers

The mixed multivariate model yielded a main effect of 
age group, Wilks’ Λ = .46, F(4, 4234) = 500.29, p < .001, 
ηp2 = .32. Specifically, “energetic” self- and peer-ratings 
were more positive for younger age groups, while “wise” 
self- and peer-ratings were more positive for older age 
groups. There was also a main effect of target such that 
self-ratings were more positive than peer-ratings, Wilks’ 
Λ = .67, F(2, 2117) = 519.01, p < .001, ηp2 = .33. Finally, 
the Age group x Target interaction was also significant, 
Wilks’ Λ = .52, F(4, 4234) = 405.86, p < .001, ηp2 = .28. The 
results of the within-subjects contrast tests confirmed that 
the difference between self- and peer-ratings depended on 
age group with regard to both the “energetic” (SS = 372.26, 
df = 2, MS = 186.13, F = 154.33, p < .001, ηp2 = .13) and 
“wise” characteristics (SS = 923.71, df = 2, MS = 461.85, 
F = 478.63, p < .001, ηp2 = .31). Specifically, the difference 
between self- and peer-evaluations with regard to the con-
stellation of “energetic” traits was lowest for participants in 
their late 20s (d = .04), larger for participants in their late 
40s (d = .71) and largest for participants in their late 60s 
(d = .1.04), while the mean difference between participants’ 
self- and peer-evaluations for the constellation of “wise” 
traits was largest for participants in their late 20s (d = 1.58), 
smaller for participants in their late 40s (d = 0.64) and small-
est for participants in their late 60s (d = −0.24). Figure 3 dis-
plays how the subsamples of young, middle-aged and older 
adults evaluated themselves and their age peers with regard 
to being “energetic” and “wise”.
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Fig. 2   How “energetic” and “wise” people in their late 20s, late 40s 
and late 60s see themselves (based on estimated marginal means; 
means with non-overlapping confidence intervals are significant at 
p < .05). Analysis based on the subsample of participants in their late 
20s (age 25–30 years; n = 664), late 40s (45–50 years; n = 1010) and 
late 60s (65–70 years; n = 446)
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Fig. 3   How “energetic” and “wise” people in their late 20s, late 40s 
and late 60s evaluate themselves and their age peers (based on esti-
mated marginal means; means with non-overlapping confidence 
intervals are significant at p < .05). Analysis based on the subsample 
of participants in their late 20s (age 25–30 years; n = 664), late 40s 
(45–50 years; n = 1010) and late 60s (65–70 years; n = 446)
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Discussion

(Younger) people tend to see themselves positively (Tay-
lor and Brown 1988) and also more positively than their 
peers (Sedikides and Alicke 2012). Nevertheless, common 
age stereotypes may make it difficult for (late middle-aged 
and older) adults to see themselves in a positive light. Find-
ings that the self-concept is remarkably robust across the life 
span (Brandtstädter and Greve 1994) and that older people 
tend to distance themselves from the negatively stereotyped 
group of “old people” (Weiss and Lang 2012) are somewhat 
at odds with the evidence that people internalize negative 
old age stereotypes, which in turn colour how middle-aged 
and older see themselves as they age (Levy 2009; Rother-
mund 2005). Our study makes a first step toward bringing 
these separate bodies of research together by examining 
and comparing how young, middle-aged and older adults 
are perceived in general (i.e. age stereotypes), how young, 
middle-aged and older adults see their own age group (i.e. 
peer-evaluations) and how young, middle-aged and older 
adults see themselves (i.e. self-evaluations).

First, our results confirmed the existence of age stereo-
types; a constellation of characteristics based on factor 
analysis (wise, caring, calm, knowledgeable, generative) 
was seen as most descriptive of older adults, while a sec-
ond constellation of characteristics (energetic, healthy, will-
ing to learn) was seen as most descriptive of young adults. 
Follow-up analyses revealed that the ratings depended 
only very slightly on participants’ own age (ηp2 = .03; esti-
mated B = −.01 for “energetic” and B = .01 for “wise”). 
The results add to the extensive and growing literature on 
age stereotypes (for reviews, see Bowen et al. 2014; Hess 
2006; Hummert 2015; Popham and Hess 2015; Staudinger 
2015). Old age stereotypes meaningfully affect particularly 
older people’s health, health behaviour and even mortality 
(Wurm et al. 2017) as well as other aspects of “successful 
ageing” such as social integration (Menkin et al. 2016) and 
intergenerational communication (Hummert et al. 1998). 
Our findings underscore that not only older people, but also 
younger people are confronted with stereotypes about their 
age group. Importantly, in the current study all of the rated 
characteristics were positively valenced and mixed with 
regard to content domain (e.g. physical health, willing to 
learn, generative, calm). Our findings therefore provide more 
evidence that age stereotypes are multifaceted (e.g. Diehl 
et al. 2014; Hummert et al. 1994; Kornadt and Rothermund 
2015; Wurm et al. 2017), do not represent a single contin-
uum from positive (young) to negative (old), nor can they 
be easily sorted into the competence—warmth dimensions 
put forth by Cuddy et al. (2005).

Second, we found that adults of all ages and in each 
age group saw themselves as being highly “energetic” 

and “wise” (all age group means were above M = 7.3 on a 
scale ranging from 0 to 10). Consistent with evidence of 
the stability of the ageing self (Brandtstädter and Greve 
1994), our results also indicate that, on the whole, age (as 
a continuous variable) was only weakly related to self-
views and there was little difference in the extent to which 
young, middle-aged and older adults viewed themselves 
as being either “energetic” or “wise”. We did, however, 
observe small differences between how “energetic” and 
“wise” adults in their late 20s and adults in their late 40s 
perceived themselves, while we observed no differences 
in the self-views of adults in their late 40s and late 60s. 
Although our cross-sectional analysis limits our ability to 
draw conclusions about developmental changes, the results 
are consistent with the idea that the third and fourth dec-
ades of life represent a transitional phase with regard to 
how adults perceive themselves. Given the small magni-
tude of the differences (d < .2), however, the results sug-
gest that the transition from young to middle adulthood 
is probably characterized more by stability than by major 
disruptions in the self-concept (see Freund and Ritter 2009 
regarding the myth of the midlife crisis).

Third, our results were generally in line with BTAE 
whereby people tend to see themselves as possessing more 
(or at least as many) positive qualities than their typical age 
peers. However, we also found evidence that the magnitude 
of BTAE depends on age and whether the assessed charac-
teristics are “age typical”. Specifically, we found that BTAE 
was larger with age for the “energetic” characteristics (seen 
as more typical for younger people), but smaller with age 
for the “wise” characteristics (seen as more typical of older 
people). This pattern of results appears to arise because 
how adults see themselves is only weakly related to age, but 
how adults see their age peers is consistent with common 
age stereotypes. As a result, we found that all age groups 
rated themselves as least as or more “energetic” than their 
age peers and that young and middle-aged adults also rated 
themselves as “wiser” than their age peers. As a group, how-
ever, older adults in fact rated themselves as less wise than 
their peers.

Lin et al. (2017) found that older adults tend to distance 
themselves from their own age group when they view their 
own age group more negatively. Similarly, we found that the 
average difference between older participants’ self- and peer-
evaluations with regard to “energetic” was much larger than 
the average difference between their self- and peer-evalua-
tions with regard to “wise” (see Fig. 3). Our results are, how-
ever, inconsistent with the results of Zell and Alicke (2011), 
who found that older adults rated themselves as less healthy 
but also wiser than their average age peers. Potentially, the 
population-based MIDUS sample (vs. a much smaller con-
venience sample) and/or the more subtle assessment pro-
cedure may explain the divergence in results. Unlike in the 
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current study, participants in the Zell and Alicke’s (2011) 
study were simultaneously instructed to rate themselves and 
an average peer of the same age and gender. Hence, the pro-
cedure prompted participants to directly compare themselves 
with their peers and also may have made “age” a more sali-
ent dimension of their self-evaluations.

At the aggregate level, contrast effects seem to outweigh 
the effects of internalization with regard to how “energetic” 
older adults see themselves. We note, however, that the 
magnitude of the BTAE was smaller with regard to “ener-
getic” for older adults than with regard to “wise” for younger 
adults. Thus, the results may also provide some evidence 
of internalization (or, alternatively, realistic perceptions of 
change). The result that older adults saw themselves as less 
“wise” than their peers suggests that older adults do not 
readily integrate stereotypes about older people’s strengths 
into their self-concepts. At least some of the positive char-
acteristics associated with old age—wisdom in particular—
are in fact difficult to achieve and not necessarily correlated 
with chronological age (Staudinger 1999; Staudinger and 
Glück 2011). Thus, some “positive” old age stereotypes 
may represent unrealistic expectations. People who do not 
find themselves becoming more wise or generative as they 
grow older might use the old age stereotype as the basis 
for upward comparisons, resulting in relatively negative 
self-evaluations.

Taken together, the current results show that, despite the 
existence of age stereotypes, there is little difference in the 
extent to which the young, middle-aged and older adults 
in our study perceived themselves as being “energetic” or 
“wise”. We also observed that adults of all ages appear to 
use stereotypes about their age group’s relative weaknesses 
as a source for making flattering social comparisons (e.g. 
Heckhausen and Brim 1997; Heckhausen and Krueger 1993; 
Luszcz and Fitzgerald 1986; Pinquart 2002). However, in our 
study older adults appeared to profit less from stereotypes 
about their age group’s relative strengths (i.e. wisdom) than 
about their relative weaknesses (i.e. energy) with regard to 
the positivity of their self-views (see Lin et al. 2017, Study 
2 for different findings), and also appear to profit less from 
stereotypes about their age group’s weaknesses relative to 
younger age groups. The results may reflect age differences 
in the motivation to see oneself positively, ability to accept 
negative aspects of the self, and/or the accuracy of self- and 
other-perceptions.

On the one hand, our results can be interpreted as “good 
news” in that people appear to be able to maintain highly 
positive self-views across adulthood despite the existence of 
age stereotypes, at least according to mean levels assessed 
with a questionnaire measure at a particular moment in time 
and for the age range considered here. However, we would 
like to point out that internalization effects may dominate 
when it comes to more implicit, everyday processes leading 

to assimilation of the self to stereotypes about older people’s 
relative weaknesses over the long term (Rothermund 2005). 
Furthermore, internalization may depend strongly on age 
and domain of functioning (Kornadt et al. 2015), and thus, 
it is unclear whether the same pattern of results also extends 
to other (especially older) age groups and characteristics. In 
general, more research is needed to understand the condi-
tions under which internalization or contrast effects emerge 
(Weiss and Kornadt 2018).

We would also like to point out that acknowledging nega-
tive aspects about oneself—including how one might have 
changed for the worse with age—is critical for stimulating 
efforts to change either oneself or one’s environment in a 
way that promotes long-term resilience and personal growth. 
For instance, people who see themselves as highly energetic 
and healthy may lack the stimulus to engage in health-pro-
moting behaviours, and people who consider themselves 
very wise may ignore opportunities to learn from alterna-
tive perspectives. Hence, the current results may also reflect 
the finding that people’s insight into their own lives (i.e. 
their personal wisdom) actually appears to decline with age 
for the majority of people (Mickler and Staudinger 2008; 
Staudinger and Kessler 2009). The results may thus also 
indicate “bad news” in that common age stereotypes do not 
appear to stimulate younger people’s effort to consciously 
invest in gaining wisdom and contribute to the welfare of 
others, nor to stimulate older people’s effort to invest in their 
health and willingness to learn.

Strengths, limitations and suggestions for future 
research

The current study represents one of the few attempts to inte-
grate research on (old) age stereotypes and more general 
research on self-perceptions across the life span. Our large 
lifespan sample was much more heterogeneous and repre-
sentative than the samples used in previous studies with a 
similar objective (Lin et al. 2017; Zell and Alicke 2011). 
Due to the size of the MIDUS sample, we were able to select 
participants whose age matched exactly with the age cat-
egories assessed with the age stereotypes measure and thus 
could maximize comparability between the self-evaluations 
and the respective age stereotype.

Future research should address the limitations of the 
current study. Most notably, although MIDUS has several 
longitudinal waves, age stereotypes were only assessed dur-
ing the first wave. We were therefore only able to analyse 
cross-sectional data and are hence unable to draw conclu-
sions about the longitudinal, potentially age-dependent 
effect of age stereotypes on self-views over time and vice 
versa. Longitudinal studies using correlational methods 
usually find evidence of internalization (Rothermund and 
Brandtstädter 2003) that might also depend on age (Kornadt 
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et al. 2015), whereas research demonstrating BTAE or dis-
sociation effects is mostly cross-sectional or experimental 
(Heckhausen and Brim 1997; Luszcz and Fitzgerald 1986; 
Pinquart 2002; Weiss and Freund 2012; Weiss and Lang 
2012). Future research should address how the time frame 
and assessment procedure may affect the extent to which 
people appear to integrate age stereotypes into their self-
views versus use stereotypes as the basis for self-enhancing 
comparisons (cf. Weiss and Kornadt 2018), as well as inves-
tigate when and for whom the internalization mechanism 
acts most strongly (cf. Kornadt et al., this volume).

Social desirability concerns make it difficult to assess 
people’s stereotypes (Rudman et al. 2007). We examined 
only positively valenced age-relevant characteristics, which 
may have helped to minimize social desirability concerns: 
although people are reluctant to describe a group negatively 
(e.g. selfish), they may be less reluctant to describe a group 
less positively (e.g. less concerned with others). However, 
our results may not generalize to negatively valenced age-
relevant characteristics (e.g. that older adults are sick or 
younger adults are impolite; Grühn et al. 2011). We also 
found that BTAE depended on age and the evaluated char-
acteristics. Other studies that compared self- and peer-
evaluations in different age groups have reached somewhat 
different conclusions than we did here (Lin et al. 2017; 
Zell and Alicke 2011). Future research should investigate 
whether age moderates the relationship between self- and 
peer-evaluations (e.g. due to developmental and/or histori-
cal changes) also with regard to negative characteristics 
and characteristics less strongly associated with age (e.g. 
intelligent, friendly; Grühn et al. 2011). Future research 
should also assess the extent to which the data collection 
procedure affects the relationship between self- and peer-
ratings (e.g. whether people rate themselves and their peers 
concurrently or at different time points). Finally, it might 
be interesting to investigate how people change how they 
weight the importance of characteristics they feel are declin-
ing over time when evaluating their overall self-esteem (i.e. 
self-immunization, Greve and Wentura 2010).

Conclusion

Despite confirming the existence of age stereotypes, in the 
current study we found that young, middle-aged and older 
adults generally see themselves as both wise and energetic, 
with only negligible differences between age groups. Fur-
thermore, our results suggest that older adults’ tendency to 
use stereotypes about their relative weaknesses as a frame 
of reference for making flattering self-evaluations appears 
to outweigh the effects of internalization, at least on the con-
scious level. We heartily encourage more research on the 
relationship between age stereotypes and self-views across 

adulthood that takes into account that adults of all ages are 
confronted with stereotypes, that how one views oneself (in 
relation to others) may change with age and differ across 
generations, and that whether an age stereotype has a benefi-
cial or detrimental effect depends on the context, time frame 
and specific outcome considered.
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