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Abstract 9 

Most people are interested in improving themselves, but they show less interest in improving on 10 

moral traits. Why don’t people particularly want to be more moral, and why do people prioritize 11 

improving certain traits more than others? Across four preregistered studies of U.K.-based 12 

CloudResearch (NStudy 1 = 252; NSupplemental = 110) and Behavioral Research Lab (NStudy 2a = 303, 13 

NStudy 2b = 301) participants, we test four classes of explanations. Results rule out explanations 14 

based on the ideas that moral traits are seen as more difficult to change and as either more or less 15 

causally central. Instead, people are less interested in moral improvements because they believe 16 

(a) that they are already highly moral and (b) that nonmoral improvements would more 17 

effectively improve their happiness and goal attainment. These results clarify the perceived 18 

tradeoffs between well-being and morality and show that personal well-being is a central 19 

motivation for personality change. 20 

 Keywords: morality, well-being, personality change, self-improvement, goals  21 
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What’s In It for Me? Beliefs About Relative Costs to Well-Being Explain Why People 22 

Deprioritize Moral Improvements  23 

All around the world (Baranski et al., 2021) and across the lifespan (Hudson & Fraley, 24 

2016), most people are interested in improving themselves (Hudson & Roberts, 2014). However, 25 

people are much less interested in improving more morally relevant traits (e.g., compassion, 26 

honesty, loyalty) compared with less morally relevant traits (e.g., sociability, organization, 27 

anxiety; Sun & Goodwin, 2020; Thielmann & de Vries, 2021). If being moral is so highly valued 28 

both from a personal (Aquino & Reed, 2002; Monin & Jordan, 2009) and social perspective 29 

(Goodwin et al., 2014; Hartley et al., 2016), then why aren’t people particularly interested in 30 

becoming more moral? And why do people particularly want to change certain aspects of 31 

themselves? Here, we test four classes of explanations that potentially explain why people want 32 

to change some traits more than others, and why people deprioritize moral traits more 33 

specifically (see Table 1 for an overview).  34 

The Deficit-Reduction Hypothesis 35 

 The Deficit-Reduction Hypothesis argues that people want to improve traits that they 36 

perceive greater deficiencies on. Past work suggests that people tend to perceive having higher 37 

levels of moral (vs. nonmoral) traits (Sun & Goodwin, 2020), perhaps due to especially strong 38 

self-serving biases in the moral domain (Epley & Dunning 2000; Tappin & McKay, 2017). 39 

Therefore, perhaps the most obvious explanation for why people are less interested in improving 40 

moral traits is that they see less room for improvement on such traits. Yet, research shows that, 41 

controlling for current levels, people are still less interested in moral improvements (Sun & 42 

Goodwin, 2020). In other words, while perceived deficiencies partially explain why people 43 

deprioritize moral improvements, additional explanations are needed.  44 
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Table 1 45 

Overview and Summary of Support for Various Hypotheses About Why People Are Less Interested in Moral Improvements 46 
 Relation with Change Goals  Relation with Morality 
Hypothesis Prediction Supported?  Prediction Supported? 
1. Deficit reduction      

Low levels People are more interested in improving 
traits that they have lower levels of. 

✅ (all studies, 
but not when 
controlling for 
suboptimality) 

 People report having higher levels of 
moral (vs. nonmoral) traits. 

❌ (S1) 
✅ (S2a, S2b, SS) 

Suboptimal levels People are more interested in improving 
traits for which their actual levels fall 
shorter of their optimal levels. 

✅ (S2b, SS)  People report having closer-to-optimal 
levels of moral (vs. nonmoral) traits. 

✅ (S2b, SS) 

2. Causal centrality      
Identity continuity People are less interested in improving 

traits that are more causally central. 
! (S1)  Moral traits are perceived as being more 

causally central. 
❌ (S1) 

Personality enabling People are more interested in improving 
traits that are more causally central. 

✅ (S1, but 
only in SPM) 

 Moral traits are perceived as being less 
causally central. 

❌ (S1) 

3. Personal fulfillment People are more interested in improving 
traits that would better improve their well-
being. 

✅ (all studies)    

Absolute costs    Moral improvements are perceived to 
reduce well-being. 

! (all studies) 

Relative costs    Nonmoral (vs. moral) improvements are 
perceived to improve well-being to a 
greater extent. 

✅ (all studies; 
only happiness and 
goal attainment) 

4. Malleability      
Difficulty People are less interested in improving 

traits that seem more difficult to change. 
! (SS)  Moral traits are perceived as more difficult 

to change. 
! (SS) 

Controllability People are more interested in improving 
traits for which changes are perceived to be 
more within their control. 

! (SS)  Moral trait changes are perceived as being 
less within one’s control. 

! (SS) 

Note. For each hypothesis to explain why people are less interested in moral improvements, both predictions (relation with change goals and relation with 47 
morality) must be supported. Hypotheses for which both predictions are generally supported are shown in boldface. ✅ = prediction supported, ❌ = prediction not 48 

supported, ! = evidence opposite to the prediction. S1 = Study 1, S2a = Study 2a, S2b = Study 2b, SS = Supplemental Study. The malleability hypothesis was 49 

only tested in the Supplemental Study (see Supplemental Material, Section 5). The suboptimal levels version of the deficit reduction hypothesis was only tested in 50 
Study 2b and the Supplemental Study. The personality enabling and identity continuity hypotheses were only tested in Study 1. Study 1 tested a narrow version of 51 
the personal fulfillment hypothesis (focusing on happiness); the other studies tested a more expansive version (capturing a broader range of well-being outcomes). 52 
Here, we use “moral” and “nonmoral” as short-hand for “more morally relevant” and “less morally relevant.” SPM = single-predictor model. 	53 
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An additional possibility that past research has not yet addressed is that people think they 54 

already have close to optimal levels of morality, where the optimal (i.e., best, most adaptive, and 55 

well-suited) level may not be the highest possible level. In other words, perceived deficiencies 56 

might better be captured by considering distance from one’s optimal levels of the trait, rather 57 

than distance from the highest possible level of the trait. Here, we examine the possibility that 58 

people view themselves as being close to optimally moral and test whether people still 59 

deprioritize moral traits after controlling for perceived optimality. 60 

The Identity-Continuity and Personality-Enabling Hypotheses 61 

A second class of explanations suggests two competing hypotheses about the role of 62 

causal centrality. On the one hand, people might be averse to the idea of changing causally 63 

central traits because such changes would fundamentally change who they are as a person (Chen 64 

et al., 2016). We refer to this as the Identity-Continuity Hypothesis. Alternatively, people might 65 

seek to improve traits that are most causally central, because these traits give them greater 66 

leverage for improving their other personality traits more broadly. For instance, a person may 67 

believe that becoming less anxious would also enable them to become more sociable, 68 

compassionate, and efficient. If so, people may prioritize improving these more causally central 69 

traits because such improvements would give them the greatest “bang-for-buck” in terms of 70 

having a more expansive positive impact on their personalities. We refer to this as the 71 

Personality-Enabling Hypothesis. 72 

Past work has suggested that moral (vs. nonmoral) traits are more central to personal 73 

identity (De Freitas et al., 2018; Strohminger et al., 2017). This might imply that people believe 74 

that moral improvements would have greater positive impacts on their personalities (and 75 

therefore, that the Personality-Enabling Hypothesis cannot explain why people are less interested 76 
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in being more moral). However, this work has primarily equated the centrality of morality with 77 

notions of personal identity and the “true self” (e.g., Bench et al., 2015; Molouki & Bartels, 78 

2017; Strohminger & Nichols, 2015). This is distinct from the question of which traits are 79 

deemed to have larger positive impacts on one’s other traits.  80 

To our knowledge, only one study to date has addressed this latter question. For each of 81 

16 features of personal identity, Chen and colleagues (2016) asked participants to report which 82 

and how much of the other 15 features was caused by the target feature. They found that people 83 

believe that moral traits are more causally central (i.e., exert causal effects on other aspects of 84 

personal identity) than nonmoral personality traits. However, because Chen and colleagues 85 

examined a wide range of aspects of personal identity, they sampled only three moral and three 86 

nonmoral personality traits. Other nonmoral traits (e.g., depression, energy level) may well have 87 

been more causally central had they been included. Thus, it is an open question as to whether 88 

people believe that nonmoral improvements would provide greater leverage than would moral 89 

improvements, and whether this is why they prioritize nonmoral improvements. Moreover, given 90 

that people believe that one’s capacity to inflict either goodness or harm onto the world is 91 

conditional on being agentic, competent, or strong-willed (Baumeister & Exline, 1999; Gai & 92 

Bhattacharjee, 2022; Gray & Wegner, 2009; Hofmann et al., 2018; Landy et al., 2016), it is at 93 

least plausible that people might believe that improving certain nonmoral traits would improve 94 

moral traits.  95 

The Personal Fulfillment Hypothesis 96 

A third class of explanations argues that people prioritize changing traits that would 97 

facilitate improvements to their personal well-being. We refer to this as the Personal Fulfillment 98 

Hypothesis. In line with this hypothesis, Gander and Wagner (2024) found that people were more 99 
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interested in improving character strengths (positively valued traits described by the VIA 100 

classification; Peterson & Seligman, 2004) that: a) were more positively associated with well-101 

being; and b) they believed contributed more positively to their own well-being. Although 102 

morality is a deeply felt value, it is unclear how people prioritize being moral relative to other 103 

values such as being happy, living a meaningful life, or having strong social connections. Even if 104 

people do want to be more moral, they may be more interested in making changes that would 105 

maximize their well-being. Here, we test whether people are less interested in moral 106 

improvements because they intuit a tradeoff between well-being and morality. 107 

For one, people might be less interested in improving moral traits because they believe 108 

that such changes would have negative consequences for their well-being in an absolute sense. 109 

That is, they may believe that becoming more moral would reduce well-being. In line with this, 110 

people often donate more to charity when doing so involves enduring pain or exerting effort (vs. 111 

being enjoyable or easy; Olivola & Shaif, 2013). When judging others, people praise those who 112 

have sacrificed in service of acting morally (Bigman & Tamir, 2016; Johnson, 2022; Erlandsson 113 

et al., 2020). And, those who make moral proclamations are sometimes deemed to be hypocrites 114 

unless they have sufficiently sacrificed (Effron & Miller, 2015; O’Connor et al., 2020). Together, 115 

this suggests that people associate morality with sacrifice and may believe that being more moral 116 

requires absolute sacrifices to one’s own well-being.  117 

Alternatively, even if people do not think that improving their morality would come at an 118 

absolute cost to their well-being, they might believe that nonmoral improvements would lead to 119 

relatively greater well-being benefits compared with moral improvements. Whereas some studies 120 

suggest an association between morality and sacrifice, other studies suggest that people intuit 121 

well-being benefits of moral traits and moral improvement. For example, people believe that all 122 
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24 character strengths (positively valued traits described by the VIA classification; Peterson & 123 

Seligman, 2004)—which include morally relevant traits such as honesty, kindness, and 124 

fairness—are good for a person’s own happiness and well-being (Gander & Wagner, 2024). 125 

When people think of a behavior or trait they want to change about themselves to become more 126 

moral, they also tend to believe that making that change would improve their own well-being 127 

(Sun et al., 2024). However, neither of these studies test whether people expect similar or smaller 128 

well-being benefits of more vs. less morally relevant improvements. 129 

In sum, the Personal Fulfillment Hypothesis might explain why people are less interested 130 

in improving their moral traits if people believe that (a) moral improvements would reduce their 131 

well-being in an absolute sense, or (b) nonmoral improvements would lead to relatively greater 132 

improvements to their well-being than would moral improvements. 133 

The Malleability Hypothesis 134 

Finally, perhaps people consider the feasibility of changing various traits and believe that 135 

moral (vs. nonmoral) traits are less malleable. However, past work shows that people tend to rate 136 

moral traits as being more changeable (Sun & Goodwin, 2020). Accordingly, we did not include 137 

this explanation at the outset of the project. However, for comprehensiveness (and in response to 138 

feedback), we examined two alternative operationalizations of malleability in a Supplemental 139 

Study (see Supplemental Material, Section 5). The Supplemental Study shows that (a) people 140 

believe that making moral improvements would be less difficult and more within one’s control, 141 

and that (b) people are more interested in improving traits for which changes are perceived to be 142 

more difficult and less within one’s control. Both findings are the opposite of what would be 143 

predicted by the Malleability Hypothesis. For concision, we therefore focus on the other three 144 

classes of explanations in the main text. 145 
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The Present Research 146 

We investigate why people are more interested in improving certain traits within 147 

themselves, and more specifically, why they deprioritize more morally relevant improvements. 148 

Across three preregistered studies, we test the roles of perceived deficiencies (the Deficit-149 

Reduction Hypothesis; Studies 1–2b), expected impacts on one’s other traits (the Personality-150 

Enabling and Identity-Continuity Hypotheses, respectively; Study 1), and expected consequences 151 

for one’s well-being (the Personal Fulfillment Hypothesis; Studies 1–2b). In a Supplemental 152 

Study (see Supplemental Material, Section 5), we also test and rule out the Malleability 153 

Hypothesis. 154 

Ethics and Open Practices Statement 155 

Data collection procedures were approved by the IRB at the University of Pennsylvania 156 

(IRB ID: 831767), the REC at London Business School (REC ID: REC771-11102024), and the 157 

IRB at Washington University in St. Louis (IRB ID: 202309103). We preregistered stopping 158 

rules, exclusions, and analysis plans at https://osf.io/hx8fg (Study 1), https://osf.io/8cnuq (Study 159 

2a), and https://osf.io/pfazj (Study 2b). All study materials and the data and analysis code are 160 

available at https://osf.io/xq6sf. We report all data exclusions, all manipulations, and all 161 

measures in all studies. All preregistered analyses have been reported across the main text and 162 

supplemental materials, and any deviations from the preregistered plan are clearly marked. 163 

Study 1 164 

Study 1 provides initial tests of the Personality-Enabling, Identity-Continuity, and 165 

Personal Fulfillment Hypotheses. To assess the former two, participants imagine how improving 166 

each of their personality traits would affect their other traits. To assess the Personal Fulfillment 167 

Hypothesis, participants imagine how various trait improvements would affect their happiness. 168 
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We preregistered research questions rather than directional hypotheses. However, it is worth 169 

noting that we introduced the competing Identity-Continuity Hypothesis in response to feedback 170 

(rather than at the outset of the project). 171 

Method 172 

Participants and Procedure 173 

CloudResearch participants were paid $1.25 for an online survey that took approximately 174 

8–10 minutes to complete. For this initial study, we focused on a manageable set of 10 traits (for 175 

detailed justifications, see Supplemental Material, Section 1.1), of which three were moral 176 

(morality, honesty, compassion) and seven were nonmoral (sociability, energy level, self-control, 177 

anxiety, aesthetic sensitivity, intelligence, happiness). In subsequent studies, we expand this to 178 

22 input traits. Participants viewed the 10 traits’ definitions (see Appendix A), before completing 179 

a comprehension check in which they were required to correctly match up each trait with its 180 

definition. Those who failed the comprehension check were automatically screened out of the 181 

survey. Those who passed completed a random subset of items about their beliefs about how 182 

improving one trait would change each of the other 9 traits (described below). Finally, 183 

participants reported their current trait levels and change goals (described below). 184 

We aimed to recruit 250 participants on the basis that this would provide an average of 185 

150 responses for each change belief item (given our planned missing data design, described 186 

below). 281 surveys were submitted. As preregistered, we excluded participants who failed the 187 

comprehension check. The final sample comprised 252 participants (134 women, 114 men, 3 188 

preferred not to say) who ranged in age from 20 to 77 years (M = 39.57, SD = 12.36) and 189 

identified as White (n = 197), Black/African American (n = 24), Asian (n = 12), Other or 190 
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Multiple (n = 10), Hispanic/Latino (n = 7), Pacific Islander (n = 1), or did not report their race (n 191 

= 1). 192 

Measures 193 

 Change Goals. Following Thielmann and de Vries (2021), we measured change goals 194 

using one item per trait: “To what extent would you like to change how [trait] you are:” (–3 = I 195 

want to be much less [trait] than I currently am, 0 = I don’t want to change how [trait] I am, +3 196 

= I want to be much more [trait] than I currently am).  197 

 Perceived Deficiencies. We used 2 to 3 items to measure participants’ self-reported 198 

current levels of each trait. The items and their sources are in Appendix A. Each item was 199 

preceded with the stem, “I am someone who…”. Participants indicated their agreement with each 200 

item on a 5-point scale anchored by 1 (strongly disagree) and 5 (strongly agree). After 201 

computing the trait composites, we reversed the scores for all traits except anxiety, such that 202 

higher scores represented greater perceived deficiencies on a given trait. 203 

 Beliefs about the Consequences of a Trait Change. Participants were instructed to 204 

“Please do your best to imagine what you would be like if you changed one aspect of yourself 205 

enough that it makes a noticeable difference in your daily life.” They then reported their beliefs 206 

about how improving one “input” trait (e.g., “If I became more [moral], I would:”) would change 207 

another “outcome” trait (e.g., sociability). Responses were made on a 7-point scale anchored 208 

with –3 (Become much less [sociable] than I currently am), 0 (Remain as [sociable] as I 209 

currently am), and +3 (Become much more [sociable] than I currently am). For anxiety, a 210 

reduction in the trait reflects an improvement. Accordingly, the input trait item was phrased in 211 

terms of becoming “less anxious,” and items that involved the outcome trait of anxiety were 212 

reversed, such that higher scores capture reductions in anxiety.  213 
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To capture all possible interconnections among the 10 traits, we included 90 items. 214 

However, to reduce survey fatigue, we implemented a planned missing data design in which 215 

participants answered all 9 statements about the outcome of happiness and a randomly-selected 5 216 

out of 9 statements for each of the 9 other outcomes (for a total of 54 items). We used multiple 217 

imputation to handle missing data, and report pooled results based on analyses of complete 218 

datasets (see Supplemental Material, Section 1.2 for details). 219 

We operationalized people’s beliefs about the happiness consequences of various 220 

personality improvements by taking their responses to each of the 9 statements about how 221 

improving each of the 9 non-happiness traits would affect their happiness. In subsequent studies, 222 

we consider additional well-being outcomes beyond happiness. We operationalized improvement 223 

centrality as the extent to which a person believes that an improvement on a given trait (e.g., 224 

morality) would improve the other 9 traits (e.g., all traits except for morality). That is, we 225 

computed the mean of a person’s beliefs about the effects of improving a given trait on all other 226 

traits. 227 

Data Analyses 228 

We conducted most of the analyses for all studies using R Version 3.6.3 (R Core Team, 229 

2020). We implemented mixed-effects models using the lme4 package (Bates et al., 2015). All 230 

mixed-effects models included random intercepts for each participant. Models predicting change 231 

goals also included random slopes for each participant and within-person centered predictor 232 

variables (all studies), whereas models that involved categorical comparisons between moral and 233 

nonmoral traits also included random intercepts for the specific input and outcome traits (Study 1 234 

only). We used Mplus Version 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998) to fit the multiple-predictor mixed-235 

effects model and to compute Wald tests to compare whether the three standardized within-236 
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person regression coefficients were different from one another (Study 1 only). The multiple-237 

predictor analysis in Study 1 excluded the outcome of happiness (because beliefs about effects 238 

on happiness was included as a predictor).  239 

Results 240 

Why Are People More Interested in Improving Certain Traits? 241 

First, we examined reasons why people prioritize improving certain aspects of 242 

themselves. We tested one established explanation—the Deficit-Reduction Hypothesis—as well 243 

as additional Personality-Enabling, Identity-Continuity, and Personal Fulfillment Hypotheses. 244 

Preregistered single-predictor mixed-effects models showed that participants were more 245 

interested in improving traits for which they perceived greater deficiencies in themselves (β = 246 

0.25, 95% CI [0.20, 0.30], p < .001), which they believed would have more wide-ranging 247 

consequences for improving their other traits in general (β = 0.24, 95% CI [0.20, 0.28], p < .001), 248 

and which they believed would improve their happiness to a greater extent (β = 0.36, 95% CI 249 

[0.32, 0.41], p < .001). 250 

When all three predictors were included in the model, perceived deficiencies (β = 0.18, 251 

95% CI [0.13, 0.23], p = .001) and beliefs about happiness consequences (β = 0.28, 95% CI 252 

[0.23, 0.33], p = .001) continued to predict greater change goals; however, improvement 253 

centrality no longer had a detectable independent effect (β = 0.05, 95% CI [–0.05, 0.14], p = 254 

.325). All three regression coefficients significantly differed from one other (ps < .019). Thus, 255 

these results provide independent support for the Deficit-Reduction and Personal Fulfillment 256 

Hypotheses, but not the Personality-Enabling or Identity-Continuity Hypotheses.  257 

Why Do People Deprioritize Moral Improvements? 258 
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Conceptually replicating Sun and Goodwin (2020), a non-preregistered analysis showed 259 

that participants were less interested in making moral improvements than nonmoral 260 

improvements, β = –0.74, 95% CI [–1.13, –0.35], p = .006. A non-preregistered analysis showed 261 

that people descriptively reported greater deficiencies on nonmoral traits than moral traits (i.e., 262 

the direction predicted by the Deficit-Reduction Hypothesis), but this was not statistically 263 

significant, β = –0.63, 95% CI [–1.37, 0.10], p = .131. This is likely a limitation of our 264 

categorical operationalization of moral relevance in this study; a limitation we address in Study 265 

2. Importantly, however, controlling for perceived deficiencies (β = 0.22, 95% CI [0.17, 0.26], p 266 

< .001), people were still less interested in making moral improvements than nonmoral 267 

improvements (β = –0.60, 95% CI [–1.01, –0.19], p = .020). This suggests that there is room for 268 

additional explanations. We test several such explanations below. 269 

The Personality-Enabling Hypothesis predicts that people are more interested in 270 

improving nonmoral traits because they believe that nonmoral improvements would facilitate 271 

greater personality improvements in general. In contrast, the Identity-Continuity Hypothesis 272 

predicts that people are less interested in improving moral traits because these traits have the 273 

greatest impact on their other traits, thus causing the most disruption to their personal identity. 274 

However, the analyses predicting change goals (described above) showed that perceived 275 

widespread personality improvements did not independently emerge as a general explanation for 276 

why people want to change some traits more than other traits. Moreover, participants believed 277 

that the overall effects of moral improvements on nonmoral improvements would be similar to 278 

the effects of nonmoral improvements on moral improvements, β = –0.09, 95% CI [–0.66, 0.49], 279 

p = .781 (controlling for current levels on the input and outcome traits: β = –0.05, 95% CI [–280 

0.62, 0.52], p = .865). Therefore, it does not seem to be the case that people are less interested in 281 
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moral improvements because such improvements are expected to cause fewer positive impacts 282 

on one’s personality (the Personality-Enabling Hypothesis) or, alternatively, dramatically change 283 

who they are (the Identity-Continuity Hypothesis).  284 

The Personal Fulfillment Hypothesis predicts that people believe that moral 285 

improvements come at an absolute or relative cost to their well-being. However, participants 286 

generally believed that moral improvements would at least slightly improve their happiness (see 287 

Figure 1). This speaks against the absolute cost explanation; the idea that people deprioritize 288 

moral improvements because they believe that such improvements would make them less happy. 289 

In contrast, we found suggestive evidence for the relative cost explanation. A 290 

preregistered linear mixed-effects model suggested that participants believed that nonmoral 291 

improvements would improve happiness to a greater extent than would moral improvements, 292 

although this difference was not statistically detectable, β = –0.49, 95% CI [–0.99, 0.01], p = 293 

.098 (controlling for current levels on input and outcome traits: β = –0.51, 95% CI [–1.03, 294 

+0.00], p = .093). However, within the “moral” and “nonmoral” categories, some traits were 295 

judged to have a greater impact on morality (i.e., were more morally relevant) than other traits. 296 

Thus, we also ran a non-preregistered, exploratory analysis in which we predicted beliefs about 297 

consequences for happiness from beliefs about consequences for morality, using 8 input traits 298 

(excluding happiness and morality). In other words, instead of categorically comparing moral 299 

traits to nonmoral traits, we instead conducted an analysis that modeled moral relevance as a 300 

continuous variable. This analysis suggested that participants believed that traits that were more 301 

morally relevant would improve happiness to a lesser extent, β = –0.08, 95% CI [–0.13, –0.03], p 302 

= .014 (see Figure S1). Studies 2a and 2b provide two preregistered, confirmatory tests of this 303 

finding. 304 
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Figure 1 305 
Mean Beliefs about the Consequences of Each Trait Improvement on All Other Traits in Study 1 306 

 307 
Note. The size of each circle represents the average (mean) extent to which people believe that 308 

improving each input trait (x-axis) would improve each outcome trait (y-axis). All visualized 309 
means were detectably different from 0 using a false discovery rate (FDR) corrected p < .05 310 

threshold. Beliefs about the effects of sociability on honesty, self-control, and morality, and of 311 
the effect of intelligence on sociability, were not detectably different from 0. None of the input 312 

traits were judged to decrease levels of an outcome trait. Traits are ordered from the traits that 313 
participants most wanted to improve (Happiness) to the ones that they least wanted to improve 314 

(Morality). Mean change goals for each input trait are shown in parentheses (where –3 = much 315 
less, 0 = no change desired, 3 = much more). See Table S2 for means and standard deviations. 316 

 317 

Discussion 318 

In sum, participants were more interested in improving the traits that they perceived 319 

being more deficient on and that they believed would lead to greater happiness benefits. In 320 

contrast, the effect of improvement centrality was not uniquely detectable after accounting for 321 

perceived happiness consequences and perceived deficiencies on the input trait. Moreover, 322 
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although past research might suggest that moral traits are more central than nonmoral traits 323 

(Chen et al., 2016), here, we found that people believe that moral and nonmoral improvements 324 

would have similar impacts on one another. This means that neither the Personality-Enabling nor 325 

the Identity-Continuity Hypotheses can explain why people deprioritize moral improvements. 326 

Accordingly, in Studies 2a and 2b, we drop our investigation of these hypotheses to focus on 327 

further refining the Deficit-Reduction and Personal Fulfillment Hypotheses. 328 

Interestingly, people are quite interested in becoming more intelligent and self-controlled, 329 

despite not believing they are particularly deficient on these traits nor believing that improving 330 

these traits would make them much happier. This suggests that there are likely additional well-331 

being considerations (e.g., meaning in life, goal attainment) that may further explain peoples’ 332 

trait change preferences. Thus, in Studies 2a and 2b, we assess people’s beliefs about how 333 

various trait improvements would impact a broader range of valued outcomes beyond happiness.  334 

Study 1 also helps clarify the nature of the tradeoff that people perceive between 335 

happiness and moral improvements. People do not believe that moral improvements would make 336 

them less happy—instead, participants generally reported that becoming more compassionate, 337 

honest, and moral would make them happier than they currently are. However, we find 338 

suggestive evidence that people believe that less morally relevant improvements would lead to 339 

even greater increases in happiness. Studies 2a and 2b provide a confirmatory test of this idea 340 

and examines whether it generalizes to other aspects of well-being. 341 

One limitation of Study 1 was that it employed a categorical distinction between three 342 

“moral” and seven “nonmoral” traits. However, traits vary in the degree to which they can be 343 

considered morally relevant. The measurement imprecision involved in this categorical 344 

operationalization of moral vs. nonmoral traits might explain why people did not report being 345 
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significantly less deficient on moral traits than nonmoral traits. Moreover, there are many other 346 

moral traits beyond compassion, honesty, and morality. To allow for a more continuous measure 347 

of moral relevance and to sample a more comprehensive range of traits, in Studies 2a and 2b, we 348 

examine 22 input traits. 349 

Studies 2a and 2b  350 

In Studies 2a and 2b, we assess people’s beliefs about how changing 22 input traits would 351 

affect morality and five aspects of well-being: day-to-day happiness, meaning in life, social 352 

connectedness, social status, and goal attainment. The expanded set of outcomes allows us to 353 

address two primary questions. First, which aspects of well-being most strongly predict people’s 354 

personality change goals? Second, does the finding of a relative—but not absolute—tradeoff 355 

between morality and happiness generalize to other aspects of well-being? 356 

We made two substantive changes between Studies 2a and 2b (additional changes are 357 

noted in the Method section). First, the definition of morality presented to participants in Studies 358 

1–2a mentioned willingness to make self-sacrifices (see Appendix B). It is possible that the 359 

mention of self-sacrifice (a) caused participants to be less interested in improving their morality 360 

and (b) caused participants to believe that there is a tradeoff between morality and well-being. 361 

We therefore modified our definition of morality in Study 2b to eliminate any mention of self-362 

sacrifice. Second, regardless of how high or low they are on a given trait, people might only 363 

perceive that they are “deficient” on a trait if they have lower levels than they consider to be 364 

optimal. Accordingly, in Study 2b, we examine a second indicator of perceived deficiencies: how 365 

far people feel they are from the optimal level on each trait. Because Studies 2a and 2b produced 366 

extremely similar results, we report their results together below. For concision, we report figures 367 
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for Study 2b (which we consider to be the more definitive study) in the main text, but parallel 368 

figures for Study 2a are reported in the supplement.  369 

Note that before conducting Study 2b, we conducted a third, less comprehensive online 370 

study, with a smaller sample and more limited set of outcome variables (Supplemental Study, n = 371 

110). The Supplemental Study ruled out the Malleability Hypothesis and generally continued to 372 

show that people perceived a relative tradeoff between morality and well-being (even when self-373 

sacrifice was removed from the definition of morality). However, there were some findings that 374 

differed from Study 2a; for example, participants in the Supplemental Study were not detectably 375 

less interested in improving moral traits (p = .076). As a result, we decided that it would be best 376 

to conduct a full in-person replication of Study 2a, with a larger sample size and all outcome 377 

variables (i.e., Study 2b). We report the Supplemental Study results in full in Section 5 of the 378 

Supplemental Material.  379 

Method 380 

Participants 381 

We recruited participants for Studies 2a and 2b from a Behavioral Lab at a business 382 

school in the U.K. The participant pool was drawn from university students, staff, and 383 

individuals from the general populace. We aimed to recruit 300 participants per study. We 384 

believed that this sample size would suffice because it would provide double the number of 385 

responses for each belief item as did Study 1 (because Study 2 involved a complete data design, 386 

as opposed to a planned missing data design). 387 

Study 2a. Participants typically visit the Behavioral Lab in person. However, due to the 388 

COVID-19 pandemic, all studies were conducted remotely when this study was conducted. 389 

Participants were paid £5 for completing an online survey that took approximately 25–30 390 
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minutes to complete (median completion time = 27.2 minutes). 342 surveys were submitted. As 391 

preregistered, we excluded 38 participants who failed either of the two comprehension checks. 392 

The Behavioral Lab staff also flagged a potential duplicate account, which we excluded (this was 393 

not preregistered). The final sample comprised 303 participants (124 men, 172 women, 1 394 

preferred to self-describe, 6 preferred not to say) who ranged in age from 18 to 70 years (M = 395 

31.95, SD = 12.17). Participants reported being based in the U.K. (n = 229), U.S. (n = 12), or 396 

another country (n = 62) and identified as Asian/Asian British (n = 134), White/White British (n 397 

= 104), Black/Black British (n = 18), Other or Multiple (n = 42), or did not report their ethnicity 398 

(n = 5). 399 

Study 2b. Participants visited the Behavioral lab in person. Participants were paid £10 400 

for completing an online survey that took approximately 25–40 minutes to complete (actual 401 

completion times were not properly logged in this in-lab study, as the first page of the Qualtrics 402 

survey was often opened ahead of the participants’ arrival). Participants who participated in 403 

Study 2a were not allowed to sign up for Study 2b. 321 participants started the study. As 404 

preregistered, we excluded 15 participants who failed either of the two comprehension checks 405 

more than once and 5 participants who did not submit the survey (n = 5). The final sample 406 

comprised 301 participants (110 men, 187 women, 2 preferred to self-describe, 2 preferred not to 407 

say) who ranged in age from 18 to 79 years (M = 32.78, SD = 12.65). Participants identified as 408 

Asian/Asian British (n = 121), White/White British (n = 102), Black/Black British (n = 28), 409 

Other or Multiple (n = 47), or did not report their ethnicity (n = 3). 410 

Procedure 411 

In both Studies 2a and 2b, participants viewed the definitions of 6 outcome traits 412 

(happiness, meaning, morality, goal attainment, social status, and social connectedness; see 413 
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Appendix B for definitions), before completing a comprehension check in which they were 414 

required to correctly match up each outcome with its definition. They then viewed the definitions 415 

of 22 input traits (see Appendix B), before completing a comprehension check in which they 416 

were required to correctly match up a subset of 7 or 8 traits with their definitions. The definition 417 

of morality was revised in Study 2b to remove a possible confound (described above), but all 418 

other definitions were the same across the two studies. In Study 2a, those who failed either 419 

comprehension check were automatically screened out of the survey. In Study 2b, those who 420 

failed a comprehension check were allowed to restart the study once, but if they failed again, 421 

they were paid and allowed to leave. 422 

Participants who passed both comprehension checks proceeded to the rest of the survey. 423 

In Study 2a, participants reported, in a counterbalanced order, (a) their beliefs about how 424 

improving each of the 22 input traits would change each of the 6 outcomes (i.e., “improvement 425 

beliefs”) and (b) their current levels on and change goals for the input traits and outcomes. In 426 

Study 2b, participants completed the measures in the following fixed order: (a) change goals for 427 

the input traits and outcomes, (b) improvement beliefs, and (c) current and optimal levels for the 428 

input traits and outcomes. In other words, unlike Study 1 (which assessed the perceived 429 

interconnections between all 10 traits), in Studies 2a and 2b, we focused on understanding beliefs 430 

about how improvements on 22 input traits would change 6 outcomes (which were distinct from 431 

the input traits). See Section 1.1 of the Supplemental Material for detailed justifications of the 22 432 

input traits and 6 outcomes. 433 

Measures 434 

Change Goals. Input traits included 8 traits from Study 1 (excluding happiness and 435 

morality) and 14 new traits (see Appendix B and Figure 4). This expanded set of input traits 436 
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increases statistical power and enables more comprehensive coverage of the trait space. 437 

Participants reported their change goals using 1 item per input trait, using the same measure as in 438 

Study 1. For consistency of interpretation, the negative traits (anxiety, depression, and 439 

exploitativeness) were reverse-scored, such that higher scores indicate goals to become less 440 

anxious, depressed, or exploitative. Thus, higher scores on all change goals indicate a greater 441 

desire to improve each respective trait. We also assessed change goals for the outcome traits, 442 

which were used for supplemental analyses and are described in the Supplemental Material (see 443 

Section 4.2). 444 

 Perceived Deficiencies. In Study 2a, we operationalized perceived deficiencies in terms 445 

of low current levels. In Study 2b, we used two operationalizations of perceived deficiencies: 446 

Low current levels (same as Study 2a) and suboptimal levels. 447 

Low Current Levels (Studies 2a and 2b). Because we assessed many input traits, for 448 

brevity, we assessed current levels on each trait with 1 item (“To what extent are you someone 449 

who is [trait]?”). Participants responded on an 11-point scale anchored by 0 = Not at all, 5 = 450 

Moderately, and 10 = Completely. We reversed the resulting scores for all traits except for 451 

anxiety, depression, and exploitativeness, such that higher levels reflect greater perceived 452 

deficiencies (i.e., less desirable levels) of each trait. 453 

Suboptimal Levels (Study 2b only). In Study 2b, we assessed participants’ optimal level 454 

on each trait using one item per trait (e.g., “What level of honesty would be optimal (best, well-455 

suited, and adaptive) for you?”), using the same anchors as for the measures of current levels. We 456 

computed a “suboptimality” index by subtracting current levels from optimal levels (after 457 

reversing both current and optimal levels for anxiety, depression, and exploitativeness). Thus, 458 

positive scores correspond to a person believing that they are currently below their optimal level 459 
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of a trait, whereas negative scores correspond to a person believing that they are currently above 460 

their optimal level of a trait. 461 

Beliefs about Consequences of Personality Improvements. The six outcomes were 462 

happiness, meaning in life, social connectedness, social status, goal attainment, and morality. 463 

There are many different conceptualizations of what constitutes a good life (DeYoung & 464 

Tiberius, 2022; Marsh et al., 2020; Oishi & Westgate, 2022; Ryff, 1989; Seligman, 2012). 465 

Because there is no consensual model of well-being, we used our expert judgment to select 466 

outcomes that seemed to be most central or prototypically valued, while minimizing the 467 

redundancy among different outcomes (for details, see Section 1.1 of the Supplemental 468 

Material). 469 

As in Study 1, participants imagined a change that would make a noticeable difference in 470 

their daily life. They then reported their beliefs about how improving each of the 22 input traits 471 

(e.g., “If I became more [efficient], I would:”) would change each of the six outcomes. 472 

Responses were made on a 7-point scale (–3 = much less, 0 = same amount, +3 = much more) 473 

with appropriately-worded anchors for each outcome (e.g., –3 = Become much less socially 474 

connected than I currently am, 0 = Remain as socially connected as I currently am, and +3 = 475 

Become much more socially connected than I currently am). For the input traits of anxiety, 476 

depression, and exploitativeness, the items were phrased in terms of becoming less anxious, 477 

depressed, and exploitative (respectively). In other words, positive scores correspond to a person 478 

believing that improving on a trait would lead to improved outcomes, whereas negative scores 479 

correspond to a person believing that improving on a trait would lead to worse outcomes. 480 

Participants answered all 132 items (22 input traits × 6 outcomes).  481 
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Beliefs about consequences for morality were used to assess moral relevance. That is, the 482 

more people believe that improving the trait would improve their own morality, the more 483 

“morally relevant” it is. Beliefs about consequences for goal attainment are distinct from change 484 

goals in that the former captures participants’ beliefs about how improving a trait would help 485 

them to achieve their various goals, rather than participants’ goals to change a given trait. 486 

Results 487 

Revisiting the Deficit-Reduction Hypothesis 488 

 Study 1 showed that people are more interested in improving traits that they perceive 489 

being more deficient on. However, the Deficit-Reduction Hypothesis also predicts that people 490 

perceive fewer deficiencies on moral (vs. nonmoral) traits, and we only found directional support 491 

for this idea in Study 1. We provide a stronger test of this using a continuous measure of moral 492 

relevance in Studies 2a and 2b. Moreover, people may only perceive a “deficit” to the extent that 493 

their current level is below their optimal level. We test this alternative operationalization of 494 

perceived deficiencies in Study 2b. 495 

 In both Studies 2a and 2b, we find that people are less interested in making more morally 496 

relevant improvements (see Table 2, Single-Predictor Models). Non-preregistered analyses also 497 

show that people perceive fewer deficiencies for more morally relevant traits, whether perceived 498 

deficiencies is operationalized as low current levels (Study 2a: β = –0.11, 95% CI [–0.14, –0.08], 499 

p < .001; Study 2b: β = –0.13, 95% CI [–0.16, –0.10], p < .001) or suboptimal levels (Study 2b: β 500 

= –0.12, 95% CI [–0.15, –0.09], p < .001; see Figure 2). Importantly, however, in a non-501 

preregistered analysis controlling for low levels in Study 2a and for both low levels and 502 

suboptimal levels in Study 2b, people are still less interested in improving on more morally 503 

relevant traits (see Table 2 and Figure 3). This analysis also shows that people are also more 504 
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interested in improving on traits that they perceive greater deficiencies on—particularly when 505 

operationalized as suboptimal levels (rather than low levels per se, as low levels was no longer a 506 

significant predictor when suboptimal levels was included in the same model in Study 2b). 507 

 508 

Figure 2 509 
Discrepancy Between Trait and Optimal Levels in Study 2b 510 

 511 
Note. Traits are ordered from least morally relevant (top) to most morally relevant (bottom). 512 

 513 

In sum, these analyses support the Deficit-Reduction Hypothesis. Going beyond Study 1 514 

and past work (Sun & Goodwin, 2020), Study 2b also suggests that perceptions of suboptimality 515 

are especially important. Nonetheless, controlling for perceived deficiencies, people are still less 516 

interested in making moral improvements. This suggests that additional explanations are at play. 517 

Having already ruled out the Personality-Enabling and Identity-Continuity Hypotheses in Study 518 

1, as well as the Malleability Hypothesis in the Supplemental Study (see Section 5), we proceed 519 

to clarify the Personal Fulfillment Hypothesis. 520 
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Table 2  522 
Predicting Change Goals from Perceived Deficiencies and Beliefs About Consequences for 523 

Morality and Well-Being Outcomes (Studies 2a and 2b) 524 

 Single-Predictor Models  Multiple-Predictor Model 

Predictor β 95% CI p !2  β 95% CI p 

Deficit-Reduction Hypothesis 
Study 2a         

Low levels      0.27 [0.23, 0.31] < .001 
Morality      –0.07 [–0.10, –0.04] < .001 

Study 2b         
Low levels      –0.00 [–0.05, 0.04] .865 

Suboptimal levels      0.50 [0.46, 0.55] < .001 
Morality      –0.06 [–0.09, –0.04] < .001 

Personal Fulfillment Hypothesis 
Study 2a         

Goal attainment 0.46 [0.42, 0.50] < .001 .044  0.30 [0.27, 0.33] < .001 
Happiness 0.39 [0.36, 0.43] < .001 .055  0.18 [0.14, 0.21] < .001 

Meaning 0.29 [0.25, 0.33] < .001 .071  0.09 [0.06, 0.12] < .001 
Low levels 0.28 [0.24, 0.32] < .001 .021  0.17 [0.14, 0.20] < .001 

Social status 0.27 [0.23, 0.30] < .001 .075  0.12 [0.09, 0.14] < .001 
Connectedness 0.19 [0.15, 0.23] < .001 .046  –0.01 [–0.03, 0.02] .561 

Morality –0.11 [–0.14, –0.08] < .001 .043  –0.02 [–0.05, 0.00] .078 
Study 2b         

Suboptimal levels 0.51 [0.48, 0.54] < .001 .007  0.23 [0.19, 0.28] < .001 
Goal attainment 0.48 [0.45, 0.51] < .001 .03  0.25 [0.23, 0.28] < .001 

Happiness 0.40 [0.37, 0.44] < .001 .054  0.10 [0.07, 0.13] < .001 
Low levels 0.37 [0.33, 0.40] < .001 .013  0.10 [0.06, 0.13] < .001 

Meaning 0.32 [0.29, 0.36] < .001 .047  0.09 [0.06, 0.11] < .001 
Social status 0.30 [0.27, 0.34] < .001 .053  0.12 [0.09, 0.14] < .001 

Connectedness 0.23 [0.20, 0.27] < .001 .042  –0.02 [–0.04, 0.01] .164 
Morality –0.13 [–0.17, –0.10] < .001 .042  –0.04 [–0.06, –0.02] < .001 

Note. !2 = slope variance. For Study 2a, we fit the seven-predictor model in three steps: 525 
Perceived deficiencies (i.e., low levels; Step 1; R2 = .15), adding beliefs about happiness (Step 2; 526 
R2 = .28), and adding beliefs about consequences for the other five outcomes (Step 3; R2 = .42). 527 
For Study 2b, we fit the eight-predictor model in three steps: Perceived deficiencies (i.e., low 528 

levels and suboptimal levels; Step 1; R2 = .33), adding beliefs about happiness (Step 2; R2 = .38), 529 
and adding beliefs about consequences for the other five outcomes (Step 3; R2 = .47). Predictors 530 

are ordered from the most positive to most negative effects in the multiple-predictor model. For 531 
each study, predictors are ordered from the most positive to most negative effects in the single-532 

predictor model.533 
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Figure 3 534 
Within-Person Associations Between Beliefs About Change Consequences and Change Goals 535 

(Study 2b) 536 

 537 

Note. In these spaghetti plots, each colored line represents one person’s slope, and the black line 538 
shows the average within-person effect. All predictor variables (x-axis) are within-person 539 

centered. See Table 1 for the estimates from single- and multiple-predictor multilevel models. 540 
See Figure S1 for parallel figure for Studies 1 and 2a.541 
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Clarifying the Personal Fulfillment Hypothesis 542 

Study 1 showed that people are more interested in improving traits that they believe 543 

would increase their happiness to a greater extent. Similarly, Gander and Wagner (2024) showed 544 

that people are more interested in improving traits that they believe are better for their “well-545 

being” (but did not examine how people weigh different aspects of well-being). Here, we 546 

examine the relative importance of beliefs about consequences for happiness versus other aspects 547 

of well-being, as well as morality.  548 

Relative Importance of Various Well-Being Outcomes. First, we fit a set of mixed-549 

effects models in which we predicted change goals from perceived deficiencies and beliefs about 550 

consequences for morality and each of the five well-being outcomes (one predictor per model). 551 

As expected, in both Studies 2a and 2b, participants were more interested in improving the traits 552 

for which they perceived greater deficiencies (i.e., lower levels or suboptimal levels) in 553 

themselves (see Table 2). They were also more interested in improving traits that they believed 554 

would improve their goal attainment, happiness, meaning in life, social status, and social 555 

connectedness to a greater extent, but were less interested in improving more morally relevant 556 

traits (see Table 2 and Figure 3). Thus, these findings continue to support the Personal 557 

Fulfillment Hypothesis and show that it extends beyond the hedonic outcome of happiness. 558 

Second, we fit a seven- (Study 2a) or eight- (Study 2b) predictor mixed effects model. In 559 

these multiple-predictor models, out of the belief predictors, beliefs about goal attainment most 560 

strongly predicted change goals in both studies (see Table 2). In both studies, beliefs about 561 

consequences for happiness, meaning, and social status also predicted greater change goals. In 562 

both studies, there was no detectable unique effect of beliefs about consequences for 563 

connectedness. Finally, beliefs about morality consequences uniquely predicted lower change 564 
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goals in Study 2b (but did not have a detectable effect in Study 2a). Thus, these results remain 565 

broadly supportive of the Personal Fulfillment Hypothesis, but suggest that beliefs about 566 

consequences for goal attainment are particularly important. 567 

Do People Perceive Tradeoffs Between Morality and Well-Being?  568 

Finally, Study 1 suggested that people believe that more morally relevant trait 569 

improvements would increase happiness to a lesser extent than nonmoral improvements. Is this 570 

also true for other aspects of well-being? To test this, we ran linear mixed-effects models 571 

predicting beliefs about the consequences of various trait improvements for each of the five well-572 

being dimensions from beliefs about the consequences for morality (i.e., moral relevance). 573 

As shown in Figure 4 (see also Figure S3, Table S5, and Table S6), participants believed 574 

that almost all trait improvements would increase each well-being dimension to some extent. 575 

Interestingly, supplemental analyses show that people even expect well-being benefits of 576 

improving traits they report being optimal or super-optimal on (see Figure S4). This suggests that 577 

people rarely perceive absolute well-being costs to improving their morality. 578 
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Figure 4 579 
Mean Beliefs about the Consequences of Each Trait Improvement on All Outcomes in Study 2b 580 

 581 
Note. The size of each circle represents the average (mean) extent to which people believe that 582 
improving each input trait (x-axis) would improve each outcome (y-axis). Input traits are ordered 583 

from the traits that participants most wanted to improve (Intelligence) to the ones that they least 584 
wanted to improve (Trust). All means were detectably different from 0 at an FDR-corrected p < 585 

.05 level, except for the effects of humility on goal attainment and sociability on morality (not 586 
visualized). Mean change goals for each input trait are shown in parentheses (where the response 587 

scale corresponded to –3 = much less, –2 = less, –1 = slightly less, 0 = no change desired, 1 = 588 
slightly more, 2 = more, 3 = much more). See Table S6 for means and standard deviations. See 589 

Figure S3 for parallel figure for Study 2a.590 
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Table 3 591 
Predicting Beliefs About Consequences for Well-Being Outcomes from Beliefs About 592 

Consequences for Morality (Studies 2a and 2b) 593 

 Study 2a  Study 2b 

Outcome β 95% CI p  β 95% CI p 

Goal attainment –0.18 [–0.21, –0.14] < .001  –0.17 [–0.21, –0.13] < .001 
Happiness –0.08 [–0.12, –0.04] < .001  –0.12 [–0.15, –0.08] < .001 
Social connectedness –0.01 [–0.05, 0.03] .726  –0.05 [–0.09, –0.01] .008 
Meaning –0.00 [–0.04, 0.04] .91  0.03 [–0.01, 0.07] .192 

Social status 0.07 [0.03, 0.11] < .001  0.05 [0.02, 0.09] .005 
Note. Effects that were statistically detectable at a p < .05 threshold are shown in boldface. 594 

Predictors are ordered from the most negative to the most positive effects. See Figure S2 for 595 
spaghetti plots. Supplemental analyses showed that these results generally held after controlling 596 

for the smaller deficiencies that people perceive for more morally relevant traits (see Table S7). 597 

 598 

However, participants believed that less morally relevant improvements would increase 599 

goal attainment and happiness to a greater extent than would more morally relevant 600 

improvements (see Table 3 and Figure S2). Participants in Study 2b also believed that less (vs. 601 

more) morally relevant improvements would increase social connectedness to a greater extent, 602 

but this effect was much smaller compared to the effects for goal attainment and happiness, and 603 

did not emerge in Study 2a. We did not find detectable effects of traits’ moral relevance on 604 

beliefs about consequences for meaning in life. Interestingly, social status showed the opposite 605 

pattern: Participants intuited that more morally relevant improvements would increase social 606 

status to a greater extent. Thus, people have nuanced beliefs about how moral improvements 607 

would affect various aspects of their well-being. These findings suggest that people are less 608 

interested in becoming more moral because they especially perceive tradeoffs for their goal 609 

attainment and happiness (rather than the other well-being outcomes we examined).   610 

Discussion 611 

In sum, Studies 2a and 2b support both the Deficit-Reduction Hypothesis and the 612 

Personal Fulfillment Hypothesis. In line with the Deficit-Reduction Hypothesis, people tended to 613 
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perceive smaller deficiencies on moral traits, and they were more interested in improving traits 614 

that they perceived greater deficiencies on—especially when deficiencies were operationalized 615 

as having suboptimal levels (vs. low levels per se; Study 2b). However, even after accounting for 616 

perceived deficiencies, people were still less interested in improving moral traits. In line with the 617 

Personal Fulfillment Hypothesis, people were more interested in improving traits that they 618 

believed would improve various aspects of their well-being (independently of perceived 619 

deficiencies). Specifically, people are especially interested in improving the traits that they 620 

believe would help them achieve their goals. They are quite interested in improving the traits that 621 

will increase their day-to-day happiness, and slightly interested in improving the traits that will 622 

increase their social status and meaning in life. Thus, Studies 2a and 2b illustrate the value of 623 

considering a wider range of valued outcomes when considering why people want to change 624 

some personality traits more than others. 625 

Studies 2a and 2b also continue to clarify the nature of the well-being–morality tradeoff 626 

that people perceive. People do not perceive absolute costs of moral improvements on any of the 627 

aspects of well-being that we assessed. Instead, people think that improving morally-relevant 628 

traits will generally improve their happiness, goal attainment, meaning in life, social 629 

connectedness and social status. However, people hold nuanced beliefs about the comparative 630 

advantage of improving more vs. less morally relevant traits for different outcome variables. 631 

Specifically, people expect that moral (vs. nonmoral) improvements would lead to relatively 632 

smaller increases in happiness and goal attainments, similar increases in meaning in life and 633 

social connectedness, and smaller increases in social status. 634 

General Discussion 635 
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Past research emphasizes the importance of morality to personal identity and impression 636 

formation (Brambilla et al., 2021; Chen et al., 2016; Goodwin et al., 2014; Hartley et al., 2016; 637 

Strohminger & Nichols, 2014). However, people downplay morality when it comes to personal 638 

improvement (Sun & Goodwin, 2020). We find that this is not only because people already see 639 

themselves as being highly (or near-optimally) moral, but also because people mainly seek to 640 

improve the traits that they believe will increase their ability to accomplish their goals and, to a 641 

lesser extent, their day-to-day happiness. Although people think that improving their moral traits 642 

would increase their well-being, they believe that nonmoral improvements would increase their 643 

well-being to an even greater extent. Thus, we conclude that people deprioritize moral 644 

improvements because they prioritize their well-being more highly than being moral. In the 645 

context of self-improvement, people seem to primarily be asking, “What’s in it for me?” 646 

Personal Change is for Personal Fulfillment 647 

Our results are broadly in line with recent work showing that people are more interested 648 

in improving traits that they believe contribute more positively to their well-being (Gander & 649 

Wagner, 2024). However, illustrating the value of assessing specific aspects of well-being, 650 

Studies 2a–2b showed that beliefs about consequences for goal attainment were more important 651 

than beliefs about happiness consequences in explaining which traits people are more interested 652 

in changing. This helps to explain why people seek to improve competence-related traits such as 653 

intelligence, efficiency, and self-control, even though they do not believe that such 654 

improvements would substantially increase their day-to-day happiness.  655 

Supplemental analyses (see Supplemental Material, Section 4.2) additionally showed that 656 

beliefs about how trait improvements would impact various outcomes (e.g., happiness, meaning) 657 

more positively predicted change goals to the extent that people wanted to improve these 658 
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respective outcomes. For example, someone who is more interested in increasing their social 659 

status tends to be more interested in improving the traits that they believe would lead to larger 660 

increases in their social status (compared to someone who is less interested in increasing their 661 

social status). These findings suggest that any theory of motivations for personality change 662 

should account for the fact that there are many values beyond happiness, and that people place 663 

different weights on various values. 664 

Clarifying the Perceived Connections Between Well-Being and Morality 665 

Our findings also clarify the nature of the tradeoff that people perceive between well-666 

being and morality. We found that people believe that moral improvements would slightly 667 

improve all well-being dimensions that we measured. Thus, people do not believe that becoming 668 

more moral would come at an absolute cost to their well-being—even when they see themselves 669 

as already being at or above the optimal levels of moral traits (see Figure S4). Instead, they 670 

believe that moral improvements would have differentiated relative well-being impacts: More 671 

morally relevant improvements would lead to relatively greater increases in status, relatively 672 

smaller gains in happiness and goal attainment, and similar gains in meaning in life and social 673 

connectedness. However, because personality change goals were most strongly predicted by 674 

people’s beliefs about the consequences for goal attainment and happiness—the two outcomes 675 

that people believe would be least efficiently improved by morality—people deprioritize more 676 

morally relevant improvements. In other words, perceptions of relative opportunity costs can 677 

help explain why people are less interested in becoming more moral. 678 

These findings also speak to the ongoing debate about whether happiness and meaning 679 

are differentially associated with morality (Baumeister et al., 2013; Choi et al., 2017; Dwyer et 680 

al., 2017; Hofmann et al., 2014). Past theory and research purports that meaningful lives are 681 
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characterized by moral principles, societal contribution, giving, and self-transcendence, whereas 682 

happy lives are characterized by comfort, being a taker, personal satisfaction, and self-683 

enhancement (Baumeister et al., 2013; Dwyer et al., 2017; Huang & Yang, 2022; Oishi & 684 

Westgate, 2022; Prinzing et al., 2022). This might imply that people would believe that moral 685 

improvements would (a) increase meaning to a greater extent than would nonmoral 686 

improvements and (b) increase meaning to a greater extent than happiness. Our results, however, 687 

show that people believe that moral and nonmoral improvements would increase their meaning 688 

in life to a similar extent. This might be because people have many nonmoral sources of meaning 689 

in life, including vocations, relationships, intellectual and aesthetic pursuits, and daily routines 690 

(Heintzelman & King, 2019; Wolf, 1997). Still, people did intuit that moral improvements would 691 

lead to smaller improvements in their happiness than would nonmoral improvements. In other 692 

words, although people perceive no particular advantage of moral improvements for increasing 693 

their meaning in life, they perceive a greater tradeoff between morality and happiness than 694 

between morality and meaning.   695 

Limitations and Future Directions 696 

Our studies find that people don’t want to be more moral in part because they believe that 697 

nonmoral improvements would be more beneficial for their well-being. Future research could 698 

use experiments to assess the accuracy of these beliefs. For example, do nonmoral improvements 699 

actually increase happiness to a greater extent than do moral improvements? If so, could such 700 

knowledge be used to encourage greater moral improvement? Alternatively, even if moral 701 

improvements increase well-being, it may be that explicitly seeking well-being benefits from 702 

moral improvements feels distasteful (cf. Barasch et al. 2014).  703 
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Although we assessed a wide range of outcome measures, we did not examine how 704 

various trait improvements were expected to impact feelings of authenticity. Given that people 705 

see their “true self” (i.e., who they are deep down inside) as being moral (Bench et al., 2015; 706 

Strohminger et al., 2017), it is possible that moral improvements may make people feel more 707 

authentic. 708 

Additionally, whereas people do not particularly want to improve their moral traits, they 709 

might be relatively more alarmed about the prospect of moral deterioration (Molouki & Bartels, 710 

2017; Strohminger & Nichols, 2014). Thus, whereas the Personal Fulfillment Hypothesis helps 711 

to explain which traits people most want to improve, there may be additional explanations for 712 

which deteriorations people are most motivated to avoid.   713 

Finally, as mentioned, supplemental analyses (see Supplemental Material, Section 4.2) 714 

suggest that the specific ways in which the Personal Fulfillment Hypothesis manifests for a 715 

particular person depends on how they weigh various dimensions of well-being. In a similar 716 

vein, different cultures likely place different weights on various dimensions of well-being. For 717 

instance, Markus and Kitayama (1991) have argued that people in interdependent cultures seek 718 

to obtain competence to socially connect and meet the expectations of significant others rather 719 

than further their own advancement. If so, then differences in the weights that different cultures 720 

place on various dimensions of well-being might help to explain cross-cultural differences in 721 

personality change goals (Baranski et al., 2021). Future research should test whether this is the 722 

case. 723 

Conclusion 724 

Why don’t people particularly want to be more moral? Why do people want to change 725 

some traits more than other traits? Three studies support both the Deficit-Reduction Hypothesis 726 
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and the Personal Fulfillment Hypothesis: People primarily want to improve traits that they 727 

believe they are more deficient on, as well as traits that will most increase their ability to achieve 728 

their goals and their day-to-day happiness. Although people believe that moral improvements 729 

would slightly increase these well-being outcomes, they believe that nonmoral improvements 730 

would increase them to an even greater extent. Thus, beliefs about the relative well-being 731 

benefits of moral vs. nonmoral improvements may help to explain why people deprioritize moral 732 

improvements. These results point to the centrality of well-being for understanding why people 733 

want to improve themselves and clarify the perceived tradeoffs between well-being and morality. 734 
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Appendix A 896 
Trait Definitions and Items Used to Measure Current Levels in Study 1 897 

Trait Definition Items used to measure current levels 

Moral traits   
Morality A moral person does the right 

thing, leads an ethical lifestyle, and 
is willing to make personal 

sacrifices for the benefit of others 
and the greater good. 

Does the right thing6 

Is willing to make personal sacrifices 
for the benefit of others and the 

greater good6 
Leads an ethical lifestyle6 

Honesty An honest person consistently tells 
the truth and refuses to cheat or 

steal in order to get ahead. 

Cheats to get ahead5 [r] 
Consistently tells the truth4 

Compassion A compassionate person feels 

sympathy for others and is helpful 
and unselfish. 

Feels little sympathy for others1 [r] 

Is helpful and unselfish with others1 

Nonmoral traits   
Happiness A happy person experiences a lot of 

positive emotion, does not 
experience very much negative 

emotion, and feels satisfied with 
their life as a whole. 

Experiences a lot of positive 

emotion6 
Experiences a lot of negative 

emotion6 [r] 
Feels satisfied with their life as a 

whole6 
Anxiety An anxious person feels tense and 

worries a lot. 

Can be tense1 

Worries a lot1 
Energy level An energetic person is full of 

vitality and is rarely tired. 

Is full of energy1 

Often feels tired5 [r] 
Sociability A sociable person is outgoing, 

talkative, and likes to spend time 
with other people. 

Is outgoing, sociable1 

Is talkative1 

Self-control A self-controlled person has the 
willpower to resist temptations and 

is able to work effectively toward 
long-term goals. 

Is good at resisting temptation4 
Is able to work effectively toward 

long-term goals4 

Aesthetic 
sensitivity 

An aesthetically sensitive person 
appreciates beauty (e.g., in art, 
music, literature, and nature). 

Values art and beauty1 
Enjoys the beauty of nature5 

Intelligence An intelligent person learns quickly 
and can handle a lot of information. 

Can handle a lot of information2 
Learns quickly5 

Note. We aimed to use items that aligned with the definitions that participants saw. Where 898 

possible, we selected items from previously validated measures of these traits, or items from the 899 
IPIP database. In a few cases, we used ad hoc measures. [r] denotes a reverse-scored item. 900 

Superscripts denote the source of the item: 1Big Five Inventory - Revised (Soto & John, 2017), 901 
2Big Five Aspect Scales (DeYoung et al., 2007), 3Moral Characteristics Questionnaire (Furr et 902 

al., 2022), 4Brief Self-Control Scale (Tangney et al., 2004), 5IPIP database (Goldberg et al., 903 
2006), 6Ad-hoc item (based on the definition).904 
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Appendix B 
Definitions for Traits in Studies 2a and 2b 

Trait Definition 
Input Traits  

Intelligence An intelligent person learns quickly and can handle a lot of information. 
Energy An energetic person is full of vitality and is rarely tired. 
Efficiency An efficient person gets things done quickly and doesn't like to waste time. 
Creativity A creative person comes up with original ideas and finds clever ways to do things. 
Anxiety An anxious person feels tense and worries a lot. 
Sociability A sociable person is outgoing, talkative, and likes to spend time with other people. 
Emotional Stability An emotionally stable person keeps their emotions under control and does not 

experience many mood swings. 
Depression A depressed person often feels sad, is easily discouraged, and tends to be insecure. 
Organization An organized person is systematic and likes to keep things in order. 
Self-Control A self-controlled person has the willpower to resist temptations and is able to work 

effectively toward long-term goals. 
Assertiveness An assertive person takes charge and is willing to express their opinions and 

preferences in social situations. 
Curiosity An intellectually curious person likes to engage with abstract ideas and is curious 

about many different things. 
Aesthetic Sensitivity An aesthetically sensitive person appreciates beauty (e.g., in art, music, literature, and 

nature). 
Responsibility A responsible person is committed to meeting their duties and can be depended on by 

others. 
Compassion A compassionate person feels sympathy for others and is helpful and unselfish. 
Principledness A principled person has an internally consistent set of moral rules that they strictly 

follow. 
Honesty An honest person consistently tells the truth and refuses to cheat or steal in order to 

get ahead. 
Humility A humble person is unassuming and sees themselves as an ordinary person who is not 

entitled to special treatment. 
Fairness A fair person is impartial and unprejudiced in how they treat others. 
Exploitativeness An exploitative person takes advantage of others for their own personal gain. 
Loyalty A loyal person shows firm and consistent support to a person or institution and does 

not shift their allegiances easily. 
Trust A trusting person assumes the best about other people and is not suspicious about 

their intentions. 
Outcomes  

Day-to-day 
happiness 

Day-to-day happiness describes the extent to which a person experiences a lot of 
positive emotion and not very much negative emotion in their daily life. 

Meaning in life Meaning in life describes the extent to which a person has a sense of purpose, believes 
that their life has value, and can make sense of the things that happen in their life. 

Goal attainment Goal attainment describes the extent to which a person is achieving the various goals 
they have for themselves. 

Social connectedness Social connectedness describes the extent to which a person has supportive 
relationships, feels close to others, and rarely feels lonely. 

Social status Social status describes the extent to which a person is respected and admired by other 
people. 

Morality Morality describes the extent to which a person does the right thing, leads an ethical 
lifestyle, and [Study 1 and Study 2a: is willing to make personal sacrifices; Study 2b 
and Supplemental Study: acts] for the benefit of others and the greater good.  
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1. Additional Methodological Details 

1.1. Trait Selection 

In Study 1, we selected the three moral traits of morality, honesty, and compassion 

because we were interested in people’s beliefs about moral improvements in general, as well as 

specific dimensions of morality. Although there are many dimensions of moral character (e.g., 

Furr et al., 2022; Walker & Frimer, 2007), we focused on honesty and compassion for this initial 

investigation because they are two of the most prototypical moral virtues and capture the well-

established distinction between integrity and benevolence (Goodwin et al., 2014; Moore et al., 

2019). 

We chose the 7 nonmoral traits based on the following considerations. We included 

happiness because we were specifically interested in what people believe about the happiness 

implications of various trait improvements. To provide some representativeness in our sampling 

of nonmoral traits, we aimed to have coverage across four of the Big Five domains of 

extraversion (sociability, energy level), conscientiousness (self-control), neuroticism (anxiety), 

and openness to experience (aesthetic sensitivity, intelligence). Note that the agreeableness 

domain is represented by the moral trait of compassion. For each of these domains, we chose the 

facets (i.e., narrower traits within each trait domain) that were either the most highly-prioritized 

within each domain (anxiety, sociability; Sun & Goodwin, 2020) or had the potential to be seen 

as general “enabling” factors (energy level, intelligence, self-control). We also included one trait 

that we thought participants might see as being less interconnected with other trait improvements 

(aesthetic sensitivity). See Appendix A for the definitions that participants saw, as well as the 

items used to measure these traits. 
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In Studies 2a and 2b, we expanded the set of input traits to increase statistical power and 

the comprehensiveness of the coverage of the trait space. We used the list of 21 traits from Sun 

and Goodwin (2020) as a starting point, because this list of traits included the key facets of the 

Big Five traits (Soto & John, 2017), as well as a number of core moral character traits (Furr et 

al., 2022). We selected 18 of these traits, removing morality (because we decided to include it 

only as an outcome trait), purity (because some have argued that this construct is conceptually 

vague; Gray et al., 2022), and anger (because we decided that it was sufficiently covered by 

emotional stability). We also included four additional traits that were not represented in this set: 

self-control and intelligence (which were both included in Study 1), as well as principledness and 

humility. 

In Studies 2a and 2b, we also aimed to consider a broader range of outcomes that people 

might value, and that might therefore be relevant to explaining peoples’ personality change goals, 

beyond “happiness.” After considering the features of well-being that are featured in various 

philosophical and psychological theories of well-being, we settled on the following six 

outcomes. 

As in Study 1, we included happiness, but relabelled it as day-to-day happiness (the 

extent to which a person experiences a lot of positive emotion and not very much negative 

emotion in their daily life) to emphasize a more momentary–experiential conceptualization. For 

concision, we continue to refer to this as “happiness.” We included meaning in life (the extent to 

which a person has a sense of purpose, believes that their life has value, and can make sense of 

the things that happen in their life), because it is most commonly contrasted with happiness (e.g., 

Baumeister et al., 2013; Dwyer et al., 2017; Oishi & Westgate, 2022).   
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We included social connectedness (the extent to which a person has supportive 

relationships, feels close to others, and rarely feels lonely), because the dimension of relatedness 

is featured in many taxonomies of well-being (e.g., Butler & Kern, 2016; Ryff, 1989), and is 

often posited as being a basic need (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Deci & Ryan, 2012). We 

included social status (the extent to which a person is respected and admired by other people) 

because we thought that it could plausibly explain peoples’ interest in improving traits that are 

relevant to competence and agency (e.g., intelligence and self-control). We also thought of social 

connectedness and status as being complementary outcomes, in that social connectedness should 

be more relevant to warmth-based traits, whereas social status should be more relevant to 

competence- and agency-based traits. 

Beyond these specific outcomes, desire satisfaction perspectives on well-being suggest 

that a good life involves fulfilling one’s most valued goals, whatever they may be (DeYoung & 

Tiberius, 2022). Thus, we included goal attainment (the extent to which a person is achieving the 

various goals they have for themselves) as a potentially more general explanation of personality 

change goals. 

Finally, we included morality (the extent to which a person does the right thing, leads an 

ethical lifestyle, and is willing to make personal sacrifices for the benefit of others and the 

greater good) to examine whether people perceive tradeoffs between morality and other valued 

outcomes beyond happiness. See Appendix B for the definitions that participants saw for the 

input traits and outcomes in Studies 2a and 2b. 

1.2. Details of Planned Missing Data Design 

In Study 1, the survey contained 10 blocks of 9 items each, in which each block 

contained items about a given outcome trait (e.g., how changes in each of the 9 other traits would 
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change a person’s happiness). Participants answered all 9 statements about the outcome of 

happiness (i.e., to what extent improving an input trait would affect their happiness) and a 

randomly-selected 5 out of 9 statements for each of the 9 other outcomes. The order of blocks 

and the order of the items within each block were randomized. 

Because of this planned missingness, participants in Study 1 did not respond to all items 

that were relevant to computing the improvement centrality of each trait. To handle this 

missingness, we used multiple imputation. As preregistered, we used the R package mice 

(Buuren & Groothuis-Oudshoorn, 2011) to generate 20 imputed datasets. The imputation model 

was based only on the 90 belief variables (1 row per participant, 1 column per belief variable). 

We then computed the improvement centrality composites for these complete datasets, conducted 

analyses on these 20 complete datasets, and pooled the estimates from these 20 analyses using 

Rubin’s (1987) rules. We used this pooling approach for all analyses that involved the 

improvement centrality variable, as well as for analyses predicting change goals and happiness 

consequences from beliefs about morality consequences. For the latter two analyses, we 

randomly selected one complete dataset to visualize the respective within-person effects in 

Figure S1. 

In Studies 2a and 2b, participants completed all 132 items. The survey contained 6 blocks 

of 22 items, in which each block contained items about a given outcome trait (e.g., how changes 

in each of the 22 input traits would change a person’s meaning in life). After responding to 22 

statements about a given outcome, participants moved onto the next outcome (e.g., goal 

attainment). The order of blocks and the order of the items within each block were randomized. 
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2. Descriptive Statistics for Studies 1–2b 
Table S1 
Descriptive Statistics (Means and SDs) for Change Goals and Improvement Centrality (Study 1) 

Traits 
Change 
Goals 

Perceived 
Deficiencies 

Happiness 1.93 (1.03) 2.5 (0.94) 
Intelligence 1.85 (1.07) 1.91 (0.72) 
(–) Anxiety 1.74 (1.52) 3.14 (1.18) 
Energy Level 1.69 (1.08) 2.97 (1) 
Self-Control 1.38 (1.17) 2.12 (0.71) 
Sociability 1.15 (1.17) 3.25 (1.11) 
Aesthetic Sensitivity 1.06 (1.1) 1.89 (0.83) 
Compassion 0.92 (1.05) 2.15 (0.83) 
Honesty 0.68 (1.02) 1.71 (0.62) 
Morality 0.67 (0.97) 1.96 (0.54) 
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Table S2 
Means (SDs) for Beliefs About Consequences of Various Trait Improvements (Study 1) 

 Outcome Trait  

Input Trait Happiness Intelligence Anxiety Energy Self-Control Sociability 
Aesthetic 

Sens. Compassion Honesty Morality 
Mro

w 
Happiness  0.40 (0.97) 1.48 (1.57) 1.54 (1.02) 0.64 (1.17) 1.52 (1.03) 1.39 (1.13) 1.06 (1.16) 0.54 (0.99) 0.59 (0.98) 1.02 
Intelligence 0.88 (1.32)  0.46 (1.30) 0.43 (0.96) 0.93 (1.18) 0.06 (1.21) 0.96 (1.13) 0.25 (1.04) 0.37 (0.82) 0.51 (1.07) 0.54 
Anxiety 2.10 (1.06) 0.60 (0.93)  1.17 (1.25) 1.06 (1.36) 1.66 (1.21) 0.85 (1.16) 0.70 (0.98) 0.45 (0.96) 0.35 (0.80) 0.99 
Energy 1.38 (1.09) 0.56 (0.98) 0.39 (1.42)  0.20 (1.15) 1.52 (1.12) 0.58 (1.04) 0.41 (0.88) 0.20 (0.74) 0.16 (0.60) 0.6 
Self-Control 0.96 (1.21) 0.85 (1.06) 0.79 (1.37) 0.43 (1.07)  0.19 (1.05) 0.35 (0.86) 0.30 (0.97) 0.84 (1.09) 0.95 (1.11) 0.63 
Sociability 1.20 (1.26) 0.41 (1.16) 0.38 (1.67) 1.11 (1.13) -0.17 (1.25)  0.67 (0.98) 0.94 (1.10) 0.10 (0.91) 0.13 (0.94) 0.53 
Aesthetic Sens. 1.35 (1.11) 0.74 (1.05) 0.76 (1.27) 0.49 (0.90) 0.14 (0.82) 0.67 (0.91)  0.90 (1.12) 0.44 (0.91) 0.39 (0.85) 0.65 
Compassion 0.99 (1.29) 0.31 (0.93) 0.43 (1.28) 0.28 (0.90) 0.44 (1.06) 1.03 (1.00) 0.97 (1.09)  0.66 (1.06) 1.16 (1.07) 0.7 
Honesty 0.71 (1.17) 0.25 (0.73) 0.44 (1.35) 0.28 (0.77) 0.76 (1.05) 0.33 (1.03) 0.39 (0.93) 0.66 (1.13)  1.34 (1.19) 0.57 
Morality 0.71 (1.17) 0.44 (0.94) 0.39 (1.29) 0.26 (0.77) 0.96 (1.16) 0.24 (0.99) 0.50 (1.16) 1.29 (1.13) 1.61 (1.16)  0.71 
Mcolumn 1.14 0.51 0.61 0.66 0.55 0.80 0.74 0.73 0.58 0.62  
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Table S3 
Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix for Perceived Deficiencies and Beliefs About Consequences of Personality 
Improvements (Study 2a) 
     Intercorrelations 
Variable M SDWP SDBP  1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 
1. Change goals 1.22 0.62 1.16   .29 .63 .62 .60 .62 .58 .58 
2. Low levels 3.44 1.08 2.16  .28  –.01 .08 –.03 .11 .12 .08 
3. Happiness beliefs 1.08 0.72 1.11  .39 .22  .78 .79 .74 .82 .82 
4. Meaning beliefs 1.04 0.69 1.04  .29 .14 .42  .80 .76 .78 .79 
5. Goal beliefs 1.12 0.62 1.26  .44 .2 .33 .23  .81 .79 .81 
6. Connectedness beliefs 0.93 0.67 1.13  .18 .2 .35 .27 .12  .76 .76 
7. Social status beliefs 1.15 0.75 1  .25 .06 .21 .19 .25 .22  .80 
8. Morality beliefs 0.76 0.64 1.01  –.10 –.10 –.06 .02 –.18 .01 .07  

Note. Correlations below the diagonal are within-person; correlations above the diagonal are between-person. 
 
 
Table S4 
Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix for Perceived Deficiencies and Beliefs About Consequences of Personality 
Improvements (Study 2b) 
     Intercorrelations  
Variable M SDWP SDBP  1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 
1. Change goals 1.02 0.48 1.16   .2 .38 .63 .55 .66 .48 .57 .52 
2. Low levels 3.43 0.97 2.1  .37  .58 .01 –.05 –.02 .01 .08 .07 
3. Suboptimal levels 1.42 1.02 2.29  .51 .72  .23 .15 .22 .21 .28 .16 
4. Happiness beliefs 1.07 0.61 1.15  .39 .22 .42  .8 .85 .76 .73 .67 
5. Meaning beliefs 1.03 0.59 1.05  .31 .14 .3 .47  .84 .75 .71 .59 
6. Goal beliefs 1.09 0.56 1.26  .48 .21 .4 .4 .27  .83 .8 .67 
7. Connectedness beliefs 0.88 0.58 1.13  .22 .2 .28 .39 .32 .19  .73 .64 
8. Social status beliefs 1.05 0.6 1.06  .29 .09 .24 .26 .23 .29 .3  .62 
9. Morality beliefs 0.62 0.49 1  –.12 –.12 –.11 –.10 .03 –.15 –.04 .06  

Note. Correlations below the diagonal are within-person; correlations above the diagonal are between-person.
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Table S5 
Means (SDs) for Change Goals and Predictors of Change Goals (Study 2a) 
    Beliefs About Consequences For… 

Input Trait 
Change 
goals Low level  Happy Meaning Goals Connect Status Morality 

Intelligence 1.88 
(1.16) 

2.70  
(1.81)  

0.88 
(1.36) 

1.09 
(1.25) 

1.93 
(1.10) 

0.55 
(1.32) 

1.61 
(1.20) 

0.46 
(1.06) 

Energy 1.86 
(1.13) 

4.52  
(2.23)  

1.73 
(1.13) 

1.25 
(1.25) 

1.99 
(1.03) 

1.71 
(1.23) 

1.18 
(1.18) 

0.33 
(0.91) 

Efficiency 1.81 
(1.15) 

3.40  
(2.16)  

1.29 
(1.25) 

1.00 
(1.20) 

2.21 
(0.99) 

0.69 
(1.18) 

1.37 
(1.15) 

0.29 
(0.83) 

Creativity 1.71 
(1.12) 

4.04  
(2.33)  

1.36 
(1.11) 

1.40 
(1.10) 

1.59 
(1.14) 

0.81 
(1.10) 

1.23 
(1.14) 

0.28 
(0.86) 

(–) Anxiety 1.65 
(1.59) 

5.88  
(2.56)  

1.98 
(1.10) 

1.44 
(1.22) 

1.76 
(1.17) 

1.59 
(1.19) 

1.16 
(1.15) 

0.33 
(0.89) 

Sociability 1.56 
(1.14) 

4.52  
(2.35)  

1.56 
(1.15) 

1.46 
(1.09) 

1.06 
(1.43) 

2.33 
(1.02) 

1.65 
(1.08) 

0.32 
(1.06) 

Emotional Stability 1.56 
(1.25) 

4.16  
(2.36)  

1.77 
(1.15) 

1.30 
(1.23) 

1.45 
(1.21) 

1.25 
(1.19) 

1.23 
(1.16) 

0.74 
(1.09) 

(–) Depression 1.53 
(1.53) 

4.11  
(2.78)  

2.05 
(1.14) 

1.58 
(1.34) 

1.51 
(1.25) 

1.55 
(1.21) 

1.10 
(1.16) 

0.50 
(1.02) 

Organization 1.52 
(1.23) 

3.39  
(2.42)  

1.19 
(1.17) 

0.90 
(1.16) 

1.96 
(1.05) 

0.69 
(1.12) 

1.09 
(1.13) 

0.44 
(0.94) 

Self-Control 1.50 
(1.26) 

3.79  
(2.22)  

1.11 
(1.28) 

0.91 
(1.25) 

1.86 
(1.13) 

0.58 
(1.22) 

1.17 
(1.14) 

1.02 
(1.16) 

Assertiveness 1.47 
(1.21) 

4.71  
(2.34)  

0.80 
(1.25) 

0.65 
(1.25) 

1.67 
(1.15) 

0.50 
(1.42) 

1.07 
(1.44) 

0.18 
(1.15) 

Curiosity 1.39 
(1.17) 

2.47  
(1.94)  

1.01 
(1.22) 

1.39 
(1.25) 

1.59 
(1.19) 

0.70 
(1.20) 

1.28 
(1.14) 

0.49 
(1.06) 

Aesthetic Sens. 1.16 
(1.23) 

2.89  
(2.11)  

1.40 
(1.22) 

1.44 
(1.21) 

0.34 
(1.05) 

0.70 
(1.12) 

0.68 
(1.12) 

0.32 
(1.04) 

Responsibility 1.07 
(1.21) 

2.40  
(1.89)  

0.58 
(1.30) 

0.82 
(1.10) 

1.41 
(1.24) 

0.55 
(1.10) 

1.32 
(1.13) 

1.08 
(1.08) 

Compassion 0.93 
(1.18) 

2.75  
(2.00)  

0.97 
(1.35) 

1.22 
(1.22) 

0.35 
(1.18) 

1.20 
(1.17) 

1.32 
(1.20) 

1.28 
(1.23) 

Principledness 0.87 
(1.11) 

2.99  
(1.90)  

0.59 
(1.25) 

0.91 
(1.12) 

0.83 
(1.32) 

0.30 
(1.14) 

1.17 
(1.24) 

1.56 
(1.24) 

Honesty 0.64 
(1.10) 

2.59  
(1.83)  

0.58 
(1.22) 

0.72 
(1.11) 

0.28 
(1.15) 

0.42 
(1.35) 

0.83 
(1.40) 

1.41 
(1.23) 

Humility 0.64 
(1.24) 

3.31  
(2.17)  

0.64 
(1.24) 

0.75 
(1.20) 

0.21 
(1.20) 

0.70 
(1.23) 

0.99 
(1.34) 

1.05 
(1.14) 

Fairness 0.61 
(0.96) 

2.69  
(1.84)  

0.52 
(1.09) 

0.64 
(1.08) 

0.24 
(1.05) 

0.66 
(1.12) 

1.14 
(1.28) 

1.49 
(1.20) 

(–) Exploitativeness 0.50 
(1.26) 

2.38  
(2.19)  

0.63 
(1.20) 

0.62 
(1.16) 

–0.04 
(1.22) 

0.78 
(1.20) 

0.92 
(1.35) 

1.45 
(1.24) 

Loyalty 0.49 
(0.97) 

2.16  
(1.81)  

0.51 
(1.07) 

0.64 
(1.15) 

0.18 
(1.03) 

0.93 
(1.21) 

1.08 
(1.21) 

0.96 
(1.19) 

Trust 0.41 
(1.14) 

3.85  
(2.40)  

0.65 
(1.32) 

0.77 
(1.14) 

0.30 
(1.25) 

1.21 
(1.20) 

0.81 
(1.30) 

0.78 
(1.19) 

Note. All means for the belief variables were significantly different from 0 at a FDR-corrected p 
< .05 level, except for the effect of exploitativeness on goal attainment. 
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Table S6 
Means (SDs) for Change Goals and Predictors of Change Goals (Study 2b) 
     Beliefs About Consequences For… 

Input Trait 
Change 
goals 

Low 
level 

Subopt. 
level  Happy Meaning Goals Connect Status Morality  

Intelligence 1.89 
(1.08) 

2.84 
(1.49) 

1.68 
(1.85)  

1.10 
(1.26) 

1.20 
(1.27) 

1.95 
(1.11) 

0.65 
(1.27) 

1.72 
(1.15) 

0.40 
(1.08)  

Efficiency 1.77 
(1.08) 

3.45 
(1.98) 

2.18 
(2.27)  

1.42 
(1.14) 

0.93 
(1.13) 

2.27 
(0.94) 

0.77 
(1.13) 

1.29 
(1.09) 

0.23 
(0.77)  

Creativity 1.74 
(1.05) 

3.88 
(2.12) 

2.05 
(1.97)  

1.53 
(1.06) 

1.52 
(1.06) 

1.62 
(1.15) 

1.03 
(1.10) 

1.30 
(1.10) 

0.18 
(0.69)  

Anxiety 1.59 
(1.39) 

5.78 
(2.85) 

3.63 
(3.31)  

2.11 
(1.12) 

1.48 
(1.19) 

1.63 
(1.24) 

1.54 
(1.23) 

1.20 
(1.14) 

0.29 
(0.84)  

Energy 1.53 
(1.11) 

4.27 
(2.08) 

2.68 
(2.29)  

1.70 
(1.09) 

1.36 
(1.12) 

1.90 
(1.07) 

1.64 
(1.11) 

1.02 
(1.13) 

0.15 
(0.69)  

Organization 1.42 
(1.10) 

3.53 
(2.19) 

1.82 
(2.42)  

1.30 
(1.17) 

0.80 
(1.09) 

2.08 
(1.04) 

0.80 
(1.13) 

1.11 
(1.02) 

0.30 
(0.74)  

Assertiveness 1.41 
(1.12) 

4.69 
(2.22) 

1.81 
(2.53)  

0.78 
(1.23) 

0.64 
(1.14) 

1.45 
(1.18) 

0.45 
(1.36) 

0.87 
(1.37) 

0.18 
(1.06)  

Curiosity 1.39 
(1.14) 

2.74 
(1.85) 

1.30 
(1.84)  

1.13 
(1.17) 

1.60 
(1.10) 

1.64 
(1.15) 

0.90 
(1.20) 

1.21 
(1.15) 

0.37 
(0.95)  

Emotional Stability 1.37 
(1.18) 

4.04 
(2.22) 

2.64 
(2.63)  

1.70 
(1.19) 

1.33 
(1.14) 

1.44 
(1.11) 

1.21 
(1.19) 

1.08 
(1.08) 

0.51 
(0.86)  

Self-Control 1.32 
(1.26) 

4.10 
(2.19) 

2.22 
(2.64)  

0.99 
(1.25) 

0.80 
(1.21) 

1.73 
(1.18) 

0.32 
(1.18) 

0.98 
(1.10) 

0.77 
(0.98)  

Depression 1.31 
(1.13) 

4.24 
(2.87) 

3.36 
(3.11)  

2.10 
(1.15) 

1.66 
(1.26) 

1.63 
(1.23) 

1.45 
(1.27) 

1.10 
(1.16) 

0.29 
(0.90)  

Sociability 1.16 
(1.13) 

4.00 
(2.22) 

1.51 
(2.09)  

1.52 
(1.17) 

1.38 
(1.07) 

0.88 
(1.42) 

2.26 
(1.03) 

1.56 
(1.18) 

0.06 
(1.00)  

Responsibility 0.81 
(1.12) 

2.44 
(1.70) 

0.54 
(1.94)  

0.54 
(1.25) 

0.69 
(1.13) 

1.48 
(1.20) 

0.50 
(1.03) 

1.26 
(1.06) 

0.93 
(1.07)  

Aesthetic 
Sensitivity 

0.79 
(1.13) 

3.16 
(2.26) 

0.89 
(1.92)  

1.47 
(1.18) 

1.47 
(1.18) 

0.34 
(1.04) 

0.82 
(1.12) 

0.63 
(1.11) 

0.21 
(0.84)  

Compassion 0.65 
(1.11) 

2.70 
(1.88) 

0.43 
(1.86)  

0.86 
(1.24) 

1.27 
(1.14) 

0.35 
(1.01) 

1.15 
(1.05) 

1.20 
(1.09) 

1.23 
(1.13)  

Principledness 0.58 
(1.02) 

2.94 
(1.87) 

0.50 
(1.84)  

0.54 
(1.13) 

0.89 
(1.14) 

0.91 
(1.29) 

0.17 
(1.04) 

0.94 
(1.22) 

1.43 
(1.22)  

Honesty 0.48 
(0.96) 

2.53 
(1.76) 

0.34 
(1.92)  

0.53 
(1.14) 

0.66 
(1.02) 

0.25 
(1.05) 

0.26 
(1.20) 

0.71 
(1.32) 

1.30 
(1.23)  

Fairness 0.48 
(0.83) 

2.47 
(1.64) 

0.55 
(1.73)  

0.43 
(0.89) 

0.54 
(0.92) 

0.17 
(0.87) 

0.40 
(0.93) 

0.96 
(1.06) 

1.36 
(1.14)  

Humility 0.29 
(1.08) 

3.17 
(2.04) 

0.26 
(2.29)  

0.39 
(1.19) 

0.57 
(1.15) 

0.11 
(1.07) 

0.50 
(1.10) 

0.70 
(1.35) 

0.81 
(1.05)  

Loyalty 0.23 
(0.84) 

2.24 
(1.68) 

0.02 
(1.68)  

0.44 
(0.98) 

0.60 
(0.91) 

0.14 
(0.95) 

0.77 
(1.08) 

0.97 
(1.12) 

0.78 
(1.15)  

Exploitativeness 0.16 
(0.97) 

2.44 
(2.25) 

0.10 
(2.06)  

0.53 
(1.14) 

0.66 
(1.19) 

–0.13 
(1.08) 

0.64 
(1.15) 

0.86 
(1.28) 

1.31 
(1.26)  

Trust 0.13 
(1.27) 

3.74 
(2.12) 

0.74 
(2.02)  

0.52 
(1.28) 

0.68 
(1.03) 

0.20 
(1.09) 

1.15 
(1.22) 

0.51 
(1.30) 

0.53 
(1.10)  

Note. All means for the belief variables were significantly different from 0 at a FDR-corrected p 
< .05 level, except for the effect of humility on goal attainment and sociability on morality. 
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3. Supplemental Figures for Studies 1–2b 
 

Figure S1 
Within-Person Associations Between Beliefs About Change Consequences and Change Goals 
(Studies 1 and 2a) 

 

Note. In these spaghetti plots, each colored line represents one person’s slope, and the black line 
shows the average within-person effect. All predictor variables (x-axis) are within-person 
centered. See Table 2 for the estimates from single- and multiple-predictor multilevel models.
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Figure S2 
Within-Person Associations Between Beliefs About Consequences for Morality and Beliefs About 
Consequences for Personal Fulfillment (Studies 2a and 2b)

 
Note. In these spaghetti plots, each colored line represents one person’s slope, and the black line 
shows the average within-person effect. The beliefs about morality consequences variable (x-
axis) was within-person centered. 
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Figure S3 
Mean Beliefs about the Consequences of Each Trait Improvement on All Outcomes in Study 2a 

 
Note. The size of each circle represents the average (mean) extent to which people believe that 
improving each input trait (x-axis) would improve each outcome (y-axis). Input traits are ordered 
from the traits that participants most wanted to improve (Intelligence) to the ones that they least 
wanted to improve (Trust). All means were detectably different from 0 at an FDR-corrected p < 
.05 level, except for the effect of exploitativeness on goal attainment (not visualized). Mean 
change goals for each input trait are shown in parentheses (where the response scale 
corresponded to –3 = much less, –2 = less, –1 = slightly less, 0 = no change desired, 1 = slightly 
more, 2 = more, 3 = much more). See Table S5 for means and standard deviations. 
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Figure S4 
Mean Beliefs about the Consequences of Each Trait Improvement on All Outcomes for 
Participants Who Were At or Above the Optimal Level of Each Trait in Study 2b 

 
Note. The size of each circle represents the average (mean) extent to which people believe that 
improving each input trait (x-axis) would improve each outcome (y-axis). Input traits are ordered 
from the traits that participants most wanted to improve (Intelligence) to the ones that they least 
wanted to improve (Trust). All visualized means (121 out of 132, or 91.7%) were detectably 
different from 0 at an FDR-corrected p < .05 level. Mean change goals for each input trait are 
shown in parentheses (where the response scale corresponded to –3 = much less, –2 = less, –1 = 
slightly less, 0 = no change desired, 1 = slightly more, 2 = more, 3 = much more). 
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4. Supplemental Analyses for Studies 2a–2b 

4.1. Can Relative Tradeoffs Between Morality and Well-Being Be Explained By Differences 

in Perceived Trait Deficiencies? 

It is plausible that people perceive diminishing marginal returns to trait improvements, 

such that people imagine that the same amount of improvement in a trait would yield greater 

happiness benefits (for example) when they are more deficient on that trait. If so, then the 

relative tradeoff between morality and happiness (for example) could potentially be explained by 

people perceiving greater deficiencies on less morally relevant traits (rather than an inherent 

tradeoff between morality and happiness). Indeed, non-preregistered analyses showed that 

participants reported higher levels (Study 2a: β = –0.11, 95% CI [–0.14, –0.08], p < .001; Study 

2b: β = –0.13, 95% CI [–0.16, –0.10], p < .001) and a smaller distance from the optimal level 

(Study 2b: β = –0.12, 95% CI [–0.16, –0.08], p < .001) for more morally relevant traits. 

Accordingly, we ran another five models (preregistered in Study 2b but not Study 2a) 

predicting beliefs about how personality improvements would change the other five outcomes 

from beliefs about how personality improvements would change one’s morality, controlling for 

perceived deficiencies (low levels in Study 2a, and both low levels and suboptimal levels in 

Study 2b). As shown in Table S7, the effects of beliefs about morality consequences on well-

being variables was very similar. The two exceptions were that in Study 2b, the negative effect 

on social connectedness was no longer detectable, whereas the positive effect on meaning 

became detectable. In other words, we find robust evidence that people believe that making less 

(vs. more) morally relevant improvements would result in larger increases in their goal 

attainment and happiness and smaller increases in their social status, even when accounting for 

the smaller deficiencies that people perceive for more morally relevant traits. 
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Table S7  
Predicting Beliefs About Consequences for Well-Being Outcomes from Perceived Deficiencies 
and Beliefs About Consequences for Morality (Studies 2a and 2b) 
 Study 2a  Study 2b 
Outcome β 95% CI p  β 95% CI p 
Goal attainment        

Low level 0.17 [0.14, 0.20] < .001  –0.20 [–0.25, –0.15] < .001 
Suboptimal level     0.52 [0.47, 0.57] < .001 
Morality –0.15 [–0.19, –0.12] < .001  –0.12 [–0.15, –0.08] < .001 

Happiness        
Low level 0.2 [0.16, 0.23] < .001  –0.18 [–0.22, –0.13] < .001 
Suboptimal level     0.52 [0.47, 0.57] < .001 
Morality –0.05 [–0.09, –0.02] .003  –0.07 [–0.10, –0.04] < .001 

Social connectedness        
Low level 0.19 [0.16, 0.23] < .001  –0.01 [–0.06, 0.04] .802 
Suboptimal level     0.26 [0.22, 0.31] < .001 
Morality 0.01 [–0.02, 0.05] .455  –0.01 [–0.04, 0.02] .47 

Meaning        
Low level 0.12 [0.08, 0.15] < .001  –0.15 [–0.20, –0.11] < .001 
Suboptimal level     0.41 [0.36, 0.45] < .001 
Morality 0.01 [–0.03, 0.05] .49  0.05 [0.02, 0.09] .003 

Social status        
Low level 0.07 [0.03, 0.10] < .001  –0.17 [–0.22, –0.12] < .001 
Suboptimal level     0.36 [0.31, 0.41] < .001 
Morality  0.08 [0.04, 0.12] < .001  0.08 [0.05, 0.12] < .001 

Note. Effects of morality that remained statistically detectable at a p < .05 threshold are shown in 
boldface. Effects of morality that were no longer statistically detectable after controlling for 
perceived deficiencies (but were statistically detectable in Table 3) are shown in italics. Effects 
of morality that remained statistically detectable at a p < .05 threshold are underlined. This 
analysis was preregistered in Study 2b but not Study 2a. Study 2a did not measure suboptimal 
levels. See Table 3 for effects of morality without controlling for perceived deficiencies. 

 

4.2. Individual Differences in Predictors of Change Goals 

As shown in Table 1 and Figure 3, there was a substantial amount of slope variance (i.e., 

between-person variability in within-person slopes) for the belief variables. Considering that 

people likely value different outcomes (e.g., happiness vs. meaning) to different extents, can 

individual differences in predictors of change goals be explained by people’s explicit valuation of 

various outcomes? Here, we consider the extent to which people value a given outcome 
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compared to other people (between-person analyses) and the extent to which people value a 

given outcome compared to other outcomes (profile analyses).  

Between-Person Analyses 

First, the extent to which a person’s personality change goals are tied with beliefs about 

consequences for a given outcome might depend on how much they want to improve that 

outcome compared to other people. For example, Morgan’s personality change goals may be 

more strongly predicted by her beliefs about happiness consequences than are Logan’s 

personality change goals. This could be because Morgan is more interested in improving her 

happiness than is Logan.  

To measure participants’ desire to change each of the outcomes, we used the same item 

format and response scale as for the input trait change goals, but with appropriate wording 

modifications (e.g., “To what extent would you like to change the extent to which you are 

achieving the various goals you have?”; –3 = I want to achieve many fewer of my goals, 0 = I 

don’t want to change how many of my goals I am achieving, +3 = I want to achieve many more of 

my goals). On average, participants wanted to see the greatest improvements in their goal 

attainment (Study 2a: M = 2.12, SD = 1.12; Study 2b: M = 2.05, SD = 1.02), followed by 

happiness (Study 2a: M = 2.07, SD = 1.08; Study 2b: M = 1.71, SD = 1.04), meaning (Study 2a: 

M = 1.72, SD = 1.16; Study 2b: M = 1.46, SD = 1.13), connectedness (Study 2a: M = 1.70, SD = 

1.12; Study 2b: M = 1.45, SD = 1.10), status (Study 2a: M = 1.51, SD = 1.16; Study 2b: M = 

1.26, SD = 1.14), and morality (Study 2a: M = 0.80, SD = 1.09; Study 2b: M = 0.39, SD = 0.84).  

To test whether outcome change goals moderated the within-person associations between 

beliefs about the respective outcome and personality change goals, we fit six linear mixed-effects 

models (one outcome per model), in which we predicted personality change goals from beliefs 
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about consequences for that outcome, the extent to which they wanted to improve that outcome, 

and the cross-level interaction. As shown in Table S8, the interaction effect was significant and 

positive for all outcomes except for meaning in life in Study 2a and social status in Study 2b. 

This means that the within-person effects of beliefs about consequences for morality, happiness, 

goal attainment, social connectedness, social status (Study 2a), and meaning in life (Study 2b) 

were more positive for participants who had a greater desire to improve these respective 

outcomes. In other words, people are especially interested in improving the traits that they 

believe will improve a given outcome (e.g., happiness) if they are more interested in improving 

that outcome (compared with other people).  

 

Table S8 
Predicting Change Goals from Beliefs About Consequences, Outcome Change Goals, and Their 
Interaction (Studies 2a and 2b) 

 
Beliefs About 
Consequences  Outcome Change 

Goals  Cross-Level Interaction 

Predictor β 95% CI  β 95% CI  β 95% CI p R2 
Study 2a           
Morality –0.11 [–0.14, –0.07]  0.32 [0.27, 0.37]  0.08 [0.05, 0.11] < .001 .23 
Social status 0.27 [0.23, 0.30]  0.28 [0.23, 0.33]  0.07 [0.03, 0.11] < .001 .11 
Happiness 0.39 [0.35, 0.42]  0.31 [0.25, 0.37]  0.07 [0.04, 0.11] < .001 .08 
Goal attainment 0.46 [0.42, 0.49]  0.4 [0.34, 0.46]  0.05 [0.01, 0.08] .011 .07 
Connectedness 0.18 [0.15, 0.22]  0.32 [0.26, 0.38]  0.05 [0.02, 0.09] .005 .02 
Meaning 0.29 [0.25, 0.33]  0.3 [0.24, 0.35]  0.03 [–0.01, 0.07] .164 .01 

Study 2b           
Connectedness 0.23 [0.19, 0.26]  0.22 [0.17, 0.27]  0.07 [0.04, 0.10] < .001 .13 
Happiness 0.40 [0.36, 0.43]  0.22 [0.17, 0.27]  0.08 [0.04, 0.11] < .001 .12 
Morality –0.13 [–0.17, –0.10]  0.16 [0.12, 0.21]  0.05 [0.02, 0.08] .001 .09 
Meaning 0.32 [0.29, 0.35]  0.18 [0.13, 0.22]  0.05 [0.01, 0.08] .008 .05 
Goal attainment 0.48 [0.45, 0.51]  0.28 [0.23, 0.33]  0.04 [0.00, 0.07] .025 .02 
Social status 0.30 [0.27, 0.34]  0.21 [0.17, 0.25]  0.01 [–0.03, 0.04] .733 –.01 

Note. Key interaction effects that were statistically detectable at an uncorrected p < .05 threshold 
are shown in boldface. R2 = proportion of slope variance explained by adding the cross-level 
interaction. All p values for beliefs about consequences and outcome change goals were < .001. 
Predictors are ordered from the largest to smallest cross-level interactions (based on the R2). 
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Profile Analyses  
 

Individual differences in predictors of personality change goals can also be examined 

using a profile approach (i.e., the relative importance of each of the predictors within a given 

person). For example, Jane’s personality change goals may be more strongly related to her 

beliefs about happiness consequences than her beliefs about morality consequences, whereas 

John’s personality change goals may be more strongly related to his beliefs about morality 

consequences than his beliefs about happiness consequences. Note that in the Study 2a 

preregistration, we planned to include perceived deficiencies in this profile. However, we 

deviated from this plan as perceived deficiencies was assessed on a different metric than beliefs 

about consequences for various outcomes, which meant that the unstandardized regression 

coefficients were not directly comparable. We therefore only included beliefs about 

consequences for various outcomes in the profile (a decision that we preregistered in Study 2b). 

On average, participants generally placed greater positive weight on beliefs about 

consequences for goal attainment (Study 2a: b = 0.43; Study 2b: b = 0.45), followed by 

happiness (Study 2a: b = 0.41; Study 2b: b = 0.41), meaning (Study 2a: b = 0.33; Study 2b: b = 

0.36), status (Study 2a: b = 0.31; Study 2b: b = 0.33), social connectedness (Study 2a: b = 0.20; 

Study 2b: b = 0.24), and morality (Study 2a: b = –0.13; Study 2b: b = –0.15). To quantify the 

extent to which people adhered to the normative (i.e., average) profile, we extracted the 

individual slopes for each person, rank-ordered them within-person, and computed the 

percentage of participants who showed an exact match with the average rank-ordering. Given 

that the unstandardized fixed effects for goal attainment vs. happiness and social status vs. 

connectedness (respectively) were almost identical in both studies, we felt this preregistered 

exact match metric was probably too stringent. Thus, we computed the percentage who matched 
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a more lenient (non-preregistered) metric, in which a profile counted as a match if goal 

attainment and happiness were the top two most positive predictors, followed by meaning and 

social status (ranks = 3 or 4), social connectedness (rank = 5), perceived deficiencies (rank = 6), 

and morality (rank = 7).  

Even under this more lenient metric, this “average” profile described less than a quarter 

of participants (Study 2a: 23.43%; Study 2b: 21.26%). In fact, there were 81 (Study 2a) or 71 

(Study 2b) distinct profiles of rank-orderings (see Panel A of Figures S5–S6). Notably, however, 

beliefs about morality consequences was among the bottom two predictors of change goals for 

99% of participants in both studies, and not a single participant’s personality change goals were 

most positively predicted by their beliefs about consequences for morality. 

Do these distinct profiles of predictors (see Panel A, Figures S5–S6) correspond to 

people’s explicit rankings of which outcomes they most want to improve (see Panel B, Figures 

S5–S6)?  For the rank-ordering question, we asked participants, “Which outcomes are you most 

interested in improving? Please rank them from 1 (most interested in improving) to 6 (least 

interested in improving).” On average, participants most wanted to improve their happiness 

(Study 2a: Mrank = 2.32; Study 2b: Mrank = 2.37) and goal attainment (Study 2a: Mrank = 2.39; 

Study 2b: Mrank = 2.36), followed by meaning (Study 2a: Mrank = 2.97; Study 2b: Mrank = 3.09), 

connectedness (Study 2a: Mrank = 3.81; Study 2b: Mrank = 3.98), status (Study 2a: Mrank = 4.48; 

Study 2b: Mrank = 4.39), and morality (Study 2a: Mrank = 5.02; Study 2b: Mrank = 4.79). We did not 

previously preregister a plan for dealing with ties in ranks. However, given that there was no 

statistically significant difference in the ranks for happiness and goal attainment in a non-

preregistered paired-samples t-test in both studies (ps > .567), we decided to count these as being 

tied in first place. Non-preregistered paired-samples t-tests also showed that in both studies, 
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happiness and goal attainment were ranked higher than meaning (ps < .001), which was ranked 

higher than social connectedness (ps < .001), which was ranked higher than social status (ps < 

.001), which was ranked higher than morality (ps < .003). We therefore defined the “average” 

profile as Rank 1 = either happiness or goal attainment, Rank 2 = either happiness or goal 

attainment, Rank 3 = meaning, Rank 4 = connectedness, Rank 5 = status, and Rank 6 = morality. 

Only 2.64% (Study 2a) and 3.99% (Study 2b) of participants adhered to this average profile; 

indeed, there were 160 (Study 2a) and 174 (Study 2b) distinct profiles of rank-orderings (see 

Panel B of Figures S5–S6). We examined the profile correlations between this rank-ordering 

measure and within-person predictors of change goals. 

To examine the correlations between profiles of within-person effects and explicit 

rankings of outcome change goals, we computed overall and distinctive profile correlations using 

the multicon package (Sherman & Serfass, 2015). Overall correlations include agreement based 

on normativity—for example, agreement may be high not because an individual’s explicit 

rankings are uniquely associated with their within-person slopes, but because on average, most 

people tend to rank happiness as being more important than meaning, and also tend to have 

stronger within-person associations between personality change goals and happiness beliefs than 

meaning beliefs. Distinctive correlations capture the extent of unique agreement once such 

average effects are removed (Furr, 2008). In both cases, the p values for both the overall and 

distinctive correlations reflect whether agreement reflects something unique about the individual 

(vs. rank-orderings for an average person). 
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Figure S5 
Rank-Orderings of (a) Reasons for Trait Change Goals and (b) Interest in Improving Each 
Outcome (Study 2a) 

 
Note. Panel A shows the rank-orderings of the within-person effects of perceived deficiencies 
and beliefs about consequences for each outcome on trait change goals, from 1 (most positive 
predictor) to 6 (least positive predictor). Panel B shows participants’ explicit rankings of which 
outcomes they are most interested in improving, from 1 (most interested) to 6 (least interested). 
Happy = Day-to-day happiness, Goals = Goal attainment, Meaning = Meaning in life, Connect = 
Social connectedness, Status = Social status, Moral = Morality. These alluvial diagrams visualize 
the flow of data across rank-orderings. For example, beliefs about goal attainment consequences 
was the most positive predictor for 124 participants. Of these participants, beliefs about 
happiness consequences was the second most positive predictor for 72 participants. 
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Figure S6 
Rank-Orderings of (a) Reasons for Trait Change Goals and (b) Interest in Improving Each 
Outcome (Study 2b) 

 
Note. Panel A shows the rank-orderings of the within-person effects of perceived deficiencies 
and beliefs about consequences for each outcome on trait change goals, from 1 (most positive 
predictor) to 6 (least positive predictor). Panel B shows participants’ explicit rankings of which 
outcomes they are most interested in improving, from 1 (most interested) to 6 (least interested). 
Happy = Day-to-day happiness, Goals = Goal attainment, Meaning = Meaning in life, Connect = 
Social connectedness, Status = Social status, Moral = Morality. These alluvial diagrams visualize 
the flow of data across rank-orderings. For example, beliefs about goal attainment consequences 
was the most positive predictor for 128 participants. Of these participants, beliefs about 
happiness consequences was the second most positive predictor for 60 participants.  
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In Study 2a, there was a substantial positive overall profile correlation (r = .56, p = .002) 

and a small distinctive profile correlation (Study 2a: r = .07, p = .018). In Study 2b, the overall (r 

= .52, p = .148) and distinctive (r = .03, p = .187) profile correlations were of a similar 

magnitude as in Study 2a, but were not statistically detectable. Thus, people’s explicit rankings 

of these change goals correspond to the relative ordering of the different reasons, but this was 

either largely (Study 2a) or entirely (Study 2b) driven by average rankings of these predictors 

and outcomes across people. 

Conclusion 

These individual difference findings suggest a further nuance to the Personal Fulfillment 

Hypothesis. Although most people are more interested in improving the traits that would increase 

their well-being to a greater extent, beliefs about consequences for different dimensions of well-

being more strongly predict change goals to the extent that people explicitly value these 

dimensions compared to other people. Moreover, although day-to-day happiness and goal 

attainment were the strongest predictors on average, beliefs about consequences for meaning, 

connectedness, or social status were the strongest predictors for some people (see Figures S5–

S6). Importantly, however, morality was never the most important predictor for any participant. 

This suggests that although the Personal Fulfillment Hypothesis appears to be generally 

supported, the specific ways in which it manifests differs across people. 

 

5. Supplemental Study 

 The primary goal of this Supplemental Study was to address a reviewer’s concern that the 

perceived tradeoff between morality and personal fulfillment may have been due to the mention 

of “personal sacrifice” in the definition of morality. To address this concern, we investigated 

whether participants still perceived a tradeoff between morality and personal fulfillment when 
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the definition of morality no longer mentioned personal sacrifice. We also investigated whether 

happiness and goal attainment continued to predict change goals after controlling for other 

potential explanations—difficulty, controllability, and discrepancy between current and optimal 

levels of traits. 

 To do so, we conducted a partial replication and extension of Study 2a. Unlike Study 2a, 

participants in the Supplemental Study (a) saw a definition of morality that did not mention self-

sacrifice, (b) only reported their beliefs about consequences for happiness and goal attainment 

(as these were the only two dimensions of personal fulfillment that showed tradeoffs with 

morality in Study 2a), and (c) also reported on the discrepancy between their current and optimal 

levels of each trait (as an additional indicator of perceived deficiencies). 

 We used the Supplemental Study data in two ways. First, we computed crowdsourced 

norms for each trait’s morality, difficulty, and controllability by averaging Supplemental Study 

participants’ ratings of these variables. We then re-ran certain analyses in Study 2a, replacing the 

confounded morality variable and adding the new difficulty and controllability variables. A 

limitation of the first strategy is that the same morality norms are applied equally across the 

participants in Study 2a. However, in reality, people differ in how much they think various 

improvements will affect their morality, and as can be seen in Table S11, effect sizes using norms 

are not directly comparable with effect sizes using person-specific scores. As a second strategy, 

we therefore conduct person-specific analyses using the Supplemental Study data. 

Method 

Data collection procedures were approved by the Research Ethics Committee at 

[Institution Name Masked] (REC ID: REC771-11102024). We preregistered stopping rules, 

exclusions, and analysis plans at 
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https://osf.io/ux5en/?view_only=1aeb7dbb437841d6a915d8536d6742c4. All study materials and 

the data and analysis code are available at 

https://osf.io/xq6sf/?view_only=839853c333ec4afbb546bb8b12e77c18. We report how we 

determined our sample size, all data exclusions, all manipulations, and all measures in the study. 

Participants 

We aimed to recruit 100 UK-based participants via Prolific Academic. Participants were 

compensated with £4.00 for completing a 20–30-minute survey. 115 participants provided 

consent and started the survey. As preregistered, we excluded 4 participants who failed either of 

the two comprehension checks, as well as one participant who did not submit the survey. After 

applying these exclusions, the final sample comprised 110 participants (44 men, 66 women) who 

ranged in age from 19 to 75 years (M = 42.73, SD = 13.12). Participants identified as 

Asian/Asian British (n = 6), White/White British (n = 90), Black/Black British (n = 9), Hispanic 

or Latino (n = 1), or Other or Multiple (n = 4). 

Procedure 

Participants viewed the definitions of 3 outcomes (day-to-day happiness, goal attainment, 

and morality; see Appendix B), before completing a comprehension check in which they were 

required to correctly match up each outcome with its definition. They then viewed the definitions 

of 22 input traits (see Appendix B), before completing a comprehension check in which they 

were required to correctly match up a subset of 7 or 8 traits with their definitions. As in Study 2a, 

participants who failed either comprehension check were automatically screened out of the 

survey. 

Participants who passed both comprehension checks proceeded to the rest of the survey. 

Participants reported (a) their beliefs about how improving each of the 22 input traits would 
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change each of the 3 outcomes, (b) how difficult and within their control changing each of the 22 

input traits would be, and (c) their perceived deficiencies and change goals for the input traits 

(described below). We counterbalanced whether participants reported their perceived deficiencies 

and change goals first or last.  

Measures 

Input Trait Change Goals. Participants completed the same measure of change goals as 

in Study 2. As in Study 2, scores for the negative traits (Anxiety, Depression, and 

Exploitativeness) were reverse-scored, such that higher scores on all change goals indicate a 

greater desire to improve each respective trait. 

 Perceived Deficiencies. Participants reported their current levels and suboptimal levels 

using the same measures as in Study 2b. As in Studies 1–2, for current levels, we reverse-scored 

all items except for the three negative traits (Anxiety, Depression, and Exploitativeness), such 

that higher scores reflect greater perceived deficiencies. As in Study 2b, for suboptimal levels, 

positive scores correspond to a person believing that they are currently below their optimal level 

of a trait, whereas negative scores correspond to a person believing that they are currently above 

their optimal level of a trait. 

Beliefs about Consequences of Personality Improvements. As in Studies 1–2, 

participants imagined a change that would make a noticeable difference in their daily. They then 

reported their beliefs about how improving each of the 22 input traits (e.g., “If I became more 

[efficient], I would:”) would change each their day-to-day happiness, goal attainment, and 

morality, using the same response scale as in the previous studies. For the input traits of anxiety, 

depression, and exploitativeness, as in Study 2, the items were phrased in terms of becoming less 
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anxious, depressed, and exploitative (respectively). Participants answered 66 items (22 input 

traits × 3 outcomes). 

 Difficulty. Participants reported on how difficult it would be to improve on each input 

trait, using one item per trait (e.g., “How difficult would it be for you to become more 

[sociable]?”; 0 = Not difficult at all, 10 = Extremely difficult). For anxiety, depression, and 

exploitativeness, participants were asked about the difficulty of reducing these traits. 

 Controllability. Participants reported on the extent to which it would be within their 

control to improve on each input trait, using one item per trait (e.g., “To what extent do you think 

that becoming more [sociable] is within your control?”; 0 = Not at all within my control, 10 = 

Completely within my control). For anxiety, depression, and exploitativeness, participants were 

asked about the controllability of reducing these traits. 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

 Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations are shown in Tables S8 and S9. 
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Table S9 
Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Matrix for Perceived Deficiencies, Beliefs About Consequences of Personality Improvements, 
Difficulty, and Controllability (Supplemental Study) 
     Intercorrelations 
Variable M SDWP SDBP  1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 
1. Change goals 0.98 0.65 1   .24 .61 .56 .59 .44 –.26 .10 
2. Low levels 3.4 0.94 2.17  .40  .40 –.23 –.15 –.25 .36 –.22 
3. Suboptimal levels 1.28 1.13 2.33  .52 .76  .26 .25 .11 –.05 .35 
4. Happiness beliefs  0.96 0.62 1.06  .40 .24 .37  .79 .70 –.34 .23 
5. Goal beliefs 0.91 0.6 1.14  .43 .25 .34 .40  .74 –.21 .11 
6. Morality beliefs 0.55 0.56 0.87  –.01 –.10 –.06 .01 –.13  –.11 .08 
7. Difficulty 4.36 1.48 2.42  .33 .51 .41 .20 .26 –.14  –.34 
8. Controllability  7.15 1.49 1.98  –.18 –.34 –.31 –.22 –.15 .19 –.45  

Note. Correlations below the diagonal are within-person; correlations above the diagonal are between-person.
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Table S10 
Means (SDs) for Change Goals and Predictors of Change Goals (Supplemental Study) 

     Beliefs About Consequences 
For… 

   

Input Trait 
Change 
goals 

Low 
level 

Subopt. 
level  Happy Goals Morality  Difficulty Control 

Energy 1.66 
(1.10) 

4.89 
(2.03) 

2.83 
(2.50)  

1.55 
(1.06) 

1.77 
(1.11) 

0.29 
(0.77)  

5.43 
(2.49) 

6.58 
(2.23) 

(–) Anxiety 1.58 
(1.42) 

5.88 
(2.70) 

4.30 
(3.28)  

2.03 
(1.13) 

1.55 
(1.23) 

0.22 
(0.81)  

6.27 
(2.75) 

4.68 
(2.47) 

Creativity 1.45 
(1.17) 

4.15 
(2.40) 

1.91 
(2.20)  

1.41 
(1.14) 

1.34 
(1.19) 

0.22 
(0.70)  

4.73 
(2.68) 

6.35 
(2.67) 

Intelligence 1.44 
(1.17) 

3.32 
(1.57) 

1.56 
(2.04)  

0.87 
(1.14) 

1.54 
(1.15) 

0.55 
(1.04)  

6.12 
(2.55) 

5.77 
(2.89) 

(–) Depression 1.38 
(1.45) 

4.08 
(2.88) 

3.04 
(3.09)  

2.11 
(1.12) 

1.61 
(1.25) 

0.27 
(0.82)  

6.07 
(2.62) 

4.61 
(2.66) 

Self-Control 1.30 
(1.15) 

4.13 
(2.13) 

2.25 
(2.57)  

0.89 
(1.22) 

1.46 
(1.18) 

0.50 
(0.89)  

4.96 
(2.54) 

7.59 
(2.16) 

Organization 1.30 
(1.09) 

3.30 
(1.93) 

1.42 
(2.20)  

1.08 
(1.08) 

1.66 
(1.05) 

0.28 
(0.76)  

3.95 
(2.53) 

8.15 
(1.86) 

Emotional Stability 1.27 
(1.24) 

3.78 
(2.29) 

1.91 
(2.75)  

1.49 
(1.15) 

1.02 
(1.10) 

0.51 
(0.90)  

5.16 
(2.58) 

5.94 
(2.48) 

Sociability 1.25 
(1.14) 

4.95 
(2.55) 

1.98 
(2.34)  

1.41 
(1.17) 

0.80 
(1.30) 

0.26 
(0.93)  

5.46 
(2.70) 

7.06 
(2.13) 

Efficiency 1.25 
(1.11) 

3.16 
(1.98) 

1.48 
(2.41)  

1.08 
(1.14) 

1.83 
(1.10) 

0.27 
(0.83)  

4.17 
(2.25) 

7.89 
(1.72) 

Curiosity 1.18 
(1.07) 

2.93 
(1.98) 

1.01 
(1.93)  

1.03 
(1.04) 

1.18 
(1.17) 

0.44 
(0.93)  

3.83 
(2.46) 

7.39 
(2.29) 

Assertiveness 1.04 
(1.18) 

4.69 
(2.11) 

1.46 
(2.31)  

0.58 
(1.16) 

1.36 
(1.09) 

0.17 
(0.96)  

5.50 
(2.35) 

6.98 
(2.18) 

Aesthetic Sensitivity 0.82 
(0.91) 

2.93 
(2.28) 

0.71 
(1.80)  

1.40 
(1.14) 

0.35 
(1.04) 

0.42 
(0.89)  

3.23 
(2.54) 

7.72 
(2.17) 

Principledness 0.71 
(1.03) 

2.75 
(1.74) 

0.41 
(1.95)  

0.50 
(1.03) 

0.65 
(1.28) 

1.02 
(1.11)  

3.82 
(2.46) 

8.07 
(1.91) 

Responsibility 0.68 
(1.08) 

2.08 
(1.51) 

–0.23 
(1.97)  

0.33 
(1.08) 

0.92 
(1.13) 

0.77 
(1.06)  

3.70 
(2.43) 

8.09 
(1.73) 

Compassion 0.67 
(1.01) 

2.66 
(1.66) 

0.46 
(1.73)  

0.71 
(1.04) 

0.24 
(0.90) 

1.05 
(1.20)  

3.38 
(2.44) 

7.64 
(2.06) 

Honesty 0.56 
(0.93) 

2.16 
(1.58) 

0.28 
(1.89)  

0.49 
(0.96) 

0.21 
(0.86) 

1.09 
(1.10)  

2.93 
(2.80) 

8.35 
(1.90) 

Fairness 0.51 
(0.85) 

2.14 
(1.28) 

0.46 
(1.55)  

0.34 
(0.88) 

0.11 
(0.94) 

1.02 
(1.12)  

3.20 
(2.56) 

8.09 
(1.87) 

Humility 0.41 
(0.94) 

2.89 
(1.82) 

–0.01 
(2.56)  

0.56 
(0.98) 

0.10 
(0.92) 

0.69 
(1.04)  

3.25 
(2.61) 

7.60 
(2.25) 

Trust 0.38 
(1.00) 

3.87 
(2.35) 

0.97 
(2.28)  

0.50 
(1.09) 

0.22 
(1.06) 

0.48 
(0.95)  

5.16 
(2.62) 

6.69 
(2.17) 

(–) Exploitativeness 0.35 
(1.09) 

1.98 
(2.18) 

0.14 
(2.40)  

0.44 
(1.08) 

–0.05 
(0.97) 

1.05 
(1.37)  

2.49 
(2.66) 

8.16 
(2.22) 

Loyalty 0.33 
(0.76) 

2.09 
(1.71) 

–0.21 
(1.76)  

0.30 
(0.81) 

0.07 
(0.96) 

0.62 
(1.02)  

3.08 
(2.56) 

7.86 
(1.93) 

Note. All means were detectably different from 0 at an FDR-corrected p < .05 level, except for 
the effects of exploitativeness, loyalty, fairness, and humility on goal attainment, and the effect 
of assertiveness on morality. Control = controllability. 
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Do People Perceive Tradeoffs Between Morality and Personal Fulfillment? 

The primary goal of this supplemental study was to address a reviewer’s concern that the 

perceived tradeoff between morality with personal fulfillment may have been due to the mention 

of “personal sacrifice” in the definition of morality. We therefore investigated whether 

participants still perceived a tradeoff between morality and personal fulfillment when the 

definition of morality no longer mentioned personal sacrifice. We used the Supplemental Study 

data in two ways. 

Replacing Study 2a Participants’ Moral Belief Ratings with Unconfounded Norms. 

First, we computed the mean of Supplemental Study participants’ beliefs about how various 

changes would increase or decrease their morality. This yielded crowdsourced norms for the 

average beliefs about how each of 22 traits would impact a person’s morality (when the 

definition of morality does not include self-sacrifice). We re-ran the key analyses for Study 2a 

using these unconfounded crowdsourced norms instead of the Study 2a participants’ own 

(person-specific) ratings of how much they believed that each trait change would affect morality. 

As shown in Table S11, participants in Study 2a believed that less morally relevant 

improvements (according to participants in the Supplemental Study) would increase goal 

attainment and happiness to a greater extent than would more morally relevant improvements. 

Unexpectedly, tradeoffs also emerged for connectedness, meaning, and social status. Moreover, 

the effect sizes for the analyses that involved the unconfounded morality norms were much 

larger than for the original analyses that involved person-specific estimates.  
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Table S11  
Predicting Beliefs About Consequences for Personal Fulfillment from Beliefs About Consequences for Morality (Using Unconfounded 
Moral Norms) for Study 2a 

 

Original Person-Specific 
Morality Beliefs from Study 2a 

 
Unconfounded Morality Norms 
from the Supplemental Study 

 
Potentially Confounded Morality 

Norms from Study 2a 
(Not Preregistered) 

Outcome β/b 95% CI p  β/b 95% CI p  β/b 95% CI p 
Goal attainment –0.18 [–0.21, –0.14] < .001  –0.41 [–0.44, –0.38] < .001  –0.40 [–0.43, –0.37] < .001 
Happiness –0.08 [–0.12, –0.04] < .001  –0.30 [–0.33, –0.26] < .001  –0.30 [–0.33, –0.26] < .001 
Connectedness –0.01 [–0.05, 0.03] .726  –0.18 [–0.21, –0.14] < .001  –0.17 [–0.21, –0.14] < .001 
Meaning –0.00 [–0.04, 0.04] .910  –0.16 [–0.19, –0.12] < .001  –0.18 [–0.22, –0.15] < .001 
Social status 0.07 [0.03, 0.11] < .001  –0.05 [–0.09, –0.01] .02  –0.06 [–0.10, –0.02] .005 

Note. Unconfounded Morality Norms = Supplemental Study participants’ mean beliefs about how improving various traits would 
improve morality (in which the definition of morality did not mention self-sacrifice). Potentially Confounded Morality Norms = Study 
2a participants’ mean beliefs about how improving various traits would improve morality (in which the definition of morality 
mentioned self-sacrifice). 
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To investigate whether these larger effect sizes may have been due to the aggregation of 

the morality norms, we conducted exploratory (non-preregistered) analyses in which we ran the 

same analyses using aggregated morality ratings from Study 2a. As shown in Table S11, the 

effect size estimates were almost identical for the analyses that used aggregated morality ratings 

(whether they came from Study 2a, in which the definition mentioned self-sacrifice, or the 

Supplemental Study, in which the definition did not mention self-sacrifice). This is not that 

surprising, given that average ratings of which traits were more vs. less morally relevant 

correlated .95 (p < .001) between Study 2a and the Supplemental Study. 

Person-Specific Analyses with Supplemental Study Data. We also conducted a limited 

replication using the person-specific data from the Supplemental Study. This was a limited 

replication in that we only collected new data for the outcomes of day-to-day happiness and goal 

attainment (i.e., cutting meaning in life, connectedness, and status). 

It is plausible that people perceive diminishing marginal returns, such that people imagine 

that the same amount of improvement in a trait would yield greater happiness benefits (for 

example) when they are further away from the optimal level on that trait. We therefore ran two 

sets of analyses, either controlling or not controlling for current levels and suboptimal levels. In 

both sets of analyses, participants in the Supplemental Study perceived a tradeoff between the 

improvements that they considered to be more morally relevant and the improvements that they 

thought would help them achieve their goals to a greater extent (as in Study 2a; see Table S12). 

However, no such tradeoff emerged for happiness for these person-specific analyses (unlike 

Study 2a). 
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Table S12 
Predicting Beliefs About Consequences for Happiness and Goal Attainment from Perceived 
Deficiencies and Beliefs About Consequences for Morality (Supplemental Study) 

 
Not Controlling for Perceived 

Deficiencies (Not Preregistered) 
 Controlling for Perceived 

Deficiencies 
Outcome β 95% CI p  β 95% CI p 
Goal attainment        

Low level     –0.06 [–0.14, 0.03] .176 
Suboptimal level     0.36 [0.28, 0.44] < .001 
Morality –0.18 [–0.26, –0.11] < .001  –0.16 [–0.22, –0.09] < .001 

Happiness        
Low level     –0.12 [–0.21, –0.03] .009 
Suboptimal level     0.45 [0.37, 0.54] < .001 
Morality –0.04 [–0.12, 0.03] .238  0.00 [–0.07, 0.07] .998 

Note. Not Controlling for Perceived Deficiencies was not preregistered, but we included it as we 
thought it would be informative to facilitate comparison with Table S11. 
 
 

Does this mean that participants in the Supplemental Study did not perceive a tradeoff 

between happiness and morality? A non-preregistered analyses showed that the by-traits 

correlation between morality and happiness was almost identical between Study 2a (r = –.66, p < 

.001) and the Supplemental Study (r = –.68, p < .001). In other words, the Supplemental Study 

still showed that the traits that participants generally thought were more morally relevant were 

the traits that participants expected would increase happiness to a lesser extent (see Figure S7). 
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Figure S7 
Mean Beliefs about the Consequences of Each Trait Improvement on All Outcomes in the 
Supplemental Study 

 
Note. The size of each circle represents the average (mean) extent to which people believe that 
improving each input trait (x-axis) would improve each outcome (y-axis). Input traits are ordered 
from the traits that participants most wanted to improve (energy level) to the ones that they least 
wanted to improve (loyalty). All means were detectably different from 0 at an FDR-corrected p < 
.05 level, except for the effects of exploitativeness, loyalty, fairness, and humility on goal 
attainment, and the effect of assertiveness on morality (not visualized). Mean change goals for 
each input trait are shown in parentheses (where the response scale corresponded to 0 = no 
change desired, 1 = slightly more, 2 = more, 3 = much more). See Table S10 for means and 
standard deviations. 
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Predicting Change Goals: Robustness Check and Extensions  

 Robustness Check for Study 2a. For completeness, we also conducted a robustness 

check to examine whether the relative importance of the various predictors of change goals 

changed when self-sacrifice was removed from the definition of morality. To do so, we re-ran the 

key models from Study 2a (reported in Table 2) after replacing Study 2 participants’ moral belief 

ratings with crowdsourced norms derived from the Supplemental Study. 

First, we fit a new single-predictor model in which we predicted Study 2a participants’ 

change goals from the new, unconfounded morality consequences variable (based on 

crowdsourced estimates in the Supplemental Study). Participants in Study 2a were less interested 

in improving traits that participants in the Supplemental Study generally considered to be more 

morally relevant, β = –0.31, 95% CI [–0.34, –0.27], p < .001. 

Next, we fit a seven-predictor model in which we predicted Study 2a participants’ change 

goals change goals from six individual-level predictors reported by Study 2a participants 

(perceived deficiencies and beliefs about consequences for happiness, goal attainment, meaning, 

connectedness, and social status) and the new, unconfounded morality consequences variable 

(based on crowdsourced estimates in the Supplemental Study). As shown in Table S13, 

participants in Study 2a continued to be less interested in improving traits that participants in the 

Supplemental Study generally considered to be more morally relevant (an effect that was not 

uniquely detectable in the multiple-predictor model that used person-specific moral relevance 

estimates in Study 2a; see Table 2). Apart from that, the effect sizes for the other predictors 

barely changed (maximum change = |0.02|). 
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Table S13 
Multiple-Predictor Models Predicting Change Goals from Perceived Deficiencies, Beliefs About 
Consequences for Morality and Well-Being Outcomes, Difficulty, and Controllability (Study 2a) 
 Robustness Check  Extension  
Predictor β 95% CI p  β 95% CI p 
Goal attainment 0.28 [0.25, 0.31] < .001  0.27 [0.24, 0.30] < .001 
Happiness 0.16 [0.13, 0.20] < .001  0.17 [0.14, 0.20] < .001 
Low levels 0.16 [0.12, 0.19] < .001  0.15 [0.12, 0.18] < .001 
Social status 0.12 [0.10, 0.15] < .001  0.12 [0.10, 0.15] < .001 
Meaning 0.09 [0.06, 0.12] < .001  0.09 [0.07, 0.12] < .001 
Connectedness –0.01 [–0.04, 0.01] .229  –0.02 [–0.04, 0.01] .188 
Morality –0.07 [–0.10, –0.05] < .001  –0.06 [–0.09, –0.04] < .001 
Difficulty     0.07 [0.02, 0.11] .006 
Controllability     0.06 [0.01, 0.11] .016 

Note. !2 = slope variance. Morality, difficulty, and controllability were based on norms from the 
Supplemental Study (and were therefore not person-specific). The other predictors were person-
specific scores provided by Study 2a participants. 
 

 Extensions: Difficulty, Controllability, and Suboptimality. Reviewers also raised two 

additional possible explanations for why people may be less interested in being more moral: 1) 

People might think it is harder to improve moral traits, and 2) People might already be satisfied 

with how moral they are. To assess beliefs about changeability, we included measures of 

perceived difficulty and controllability. To assess satisfaction with current levels of morality, we 

included an additional operationalization of perceived deficiencies—the discrepancy between 

optimal and current levels—and adjusted for both operationalizations of perceived deficiencies 

(low levels and suboptimal levels) when estimating the effects of various predictors of change 

goals. 

 Difficulty and Controllability. First, we tested whether people think that moral traits are 

less changeable. In fact, participants in the Supplemental Study thought that more morally 

relevant improvements would be less difficult (β = –0.15, 95% CI [–0.22, –0.09], p < .001) and 

more within their control (β = 0.18, 95% CI [0.12, 0.24], p < .001).  
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Single-predictor models showed that participants in Study 2a were more interested in 

improving traits that participants in the Supplemental Study considered to be less controllable (β 

= –0.22, 95% CI [–0.26, –0.19], p < .001) and more difficult to change (β = 0.30, 95% CI [0.26, 

0.33], p < .001). These effects also emerged in person-specific analyses predicting Supplemental 

Study participants’ change goals from their own ratings of traits’ difficulty and changeability (see 

Table S14). 

Importantly, however, when difficulty and controllability norms from Supplemental 

Study participants were added to the model predicting Study 2a participants’ change goals from 

perceived deficiencies and beliefs about consequences for happiness, goal attainment, meaning, 

connectedness, and social status, the estimates for the other predictors barely changed (though 

the direction of the controllability predictor flipped; see Table S13). That is, controlling for 

difficulty and controllability, participants in Study 2a were still more interested in improving 

traits that would better improve their well-being (especially their goal attainment and happiness), 

and less interested in improving more morally relevant traits.  

In person-specific analyses in the Supplemental Study dataset (described further below), 

goal attainment and happiness were also the most important predictors, even controlling for 

difficulty and controllability (see Table S14). Indeed, difficulty and controllability only explained 

an additional 2% of variance in change goals (over and above perceived deficiencies, morality, 

and beliefs about consequences for goal attainment and happiness).   
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Table S14  
Predicting Change Goals from Perceived Deficiencies, Beliefs About Consequences for Morality 
and Well-Being Outcomes, Difficulty, and Controllability (Supplemental Study) 
 Single-Predictor Models  Multiple-Predictor Models 
Predictor β 95% CI p !2  β 95% CI p R2 
Step 1         .36 

Low level      0.06 [–0.03, 0.15] .176  
Suboptimal level      0.45 [0.38, 0.53] < .001  

Step 2         .38 
Low level      0.05 [–0.03, 0.14] .224  
Suboptimal level      0.45 [0.38, 0.53] < .001  
Morality      0.00 [–0.04, 0.05] .92  

Step 3         .47 
Low level      0.07 [–0.00, 0.15] .064  
Suboptimal level      0.29 [0.22, 0.37] < .001  
Morality      0.04 [0.00, 0.07] .029  
Happiness      0.16 [0.12, 0.20] < .001  
Goal attainment      0.25 [0.20, 0.29] < .001  

Step 4         .49 
Low level 0.39 [0.33, 0.46] < .001 .018  0.02 [–0.06, 0.11] .586  
Suboptimal level 0.51 [0.46, 0.57] < .001 .007  0.31 [0.23, 0.38] < .001  
Morality –0.04 [–0.11, 0.03] .29 .076  0.04 [0.00, 0.08] .049  
Happiness 0.41 [0.35, 0.48] < .001 .054  0.16 [0.12, 0.21] < .001  
Goal attainment 0.45 [0.39, 0.51] < .001 .048  0.23 [0.18, 0.28] < .001  
Difficulty 0.34 [0.28, 0.39] < .001 .006  0.12 [0.08, 0.17] < .001  
Controllability –0.18 [–0.24, –0.12] < .001 .012  0.05 [0.01, 0.10] .014  

Note. !2 = slope variance. 
 

Suboptimal Levels. Next, we tested whether participants in the Supplemental Study 

perceive smaller discrepancies between their optimal and current levels for more morally 

relevant traits. As shown in Figure S8, this was the case, β = –0.06, 95% CI [–0.12, –0.01], p = 

.017. A non-preregistered analysis also showed that people perceive having higher levels of more 

morally relevant traits, β = –0.12, 95% CI [–0.19, –0.06], p < .001. 

In single-predictor models predicting change goals (see Table S14), participants in the 

Supplemental Study were more interested in improving the traits that they perceived deficiencies 

on, either in terms of low levels or suboptimal levels. The two strongest predictors were beliefs 

about consequences for goal attainment and happiness. Surprisingly, however, in contrast to 
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Studies 1 and 2a, Supplemental Study participants were not detectably less interested in 

improving traits that they personally considered to be more morally relevant. In line with prior 

work (Sun & Goodwin, 2020), however, a non-preregistered by-traits analysis clearly showed 

that Supplemental Study participants were generally less interested in improving the traits that 

were generally considered to be more morally relevant, r = –.73, p < .001. 

 

Figure S8 
Discrepancy Between Trait and Optimal Levels in the Supplemental Study 

 
Note. Traits are ordered from least morally relevant (top) to most morally relevant (bottom).  
 

When all predictors were entered into the model, Supplemental Study participants were 

more interested in improving traits that they perceived having suboptimal levels of and that they 

believed would help them attain their goals and increase their happiness to a greater extent 

(recall that we did not measure beliefs about consequences for meaning, connected and social 
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status in this study). Participants were also somewhat more interested in improving traits that 

they believed would be more difficult and more within their control to change. Interestingly, in 

this sample, after controlling for beliefs about happiness and goal attainment consequences, 

participants were slightly more interested in improving more morally relevant traits. In short, 

these results continue to show that goal attainment and happiness are important predictors of 

change goals, even after accounting for various other explanations. 

Discussion  

Broadly speaking, the results continued to show that participants in Study 2a and the 

Supplemental Study perceive a tradeoff between the extent to which various trait improvements 

would improve morality vs. personal fulfillment, even when the definition of morality no longer 

mentioned self-sacrifice. Beliefs about consequences for goal attainment and happiness also 

continued to predict change goals after controlling for difficulty, controllability, and discrepancy 

between current and optimal levels of traits. 

However, there were a few findings that differed from Study 2a. When using person-

specific estimates from participants in the Supplemental Study, we did not find a detectable 

tradeoff between morality and happiness. We also did not find that participants in the 

Supplemental Study were less interested in improving the traits that they personally considered 

to be more morally relevant.   

Given these ambiguities, we decided to conduct Study 2b, which was a very close 

replication of Study 2a, except that we removed the potential “self-sacrifice” confound and kept 

both operationalizations of perceived deficiencies (as in the Supplemental Study). Given that 

Study 2b had three times the number of participants as the Supplemental Study and was 
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conducted in-person, we consider this to be a more definitive test of whether people truly 

perceive a tradeoff between well-being and morality in the context of self-improvement. 
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