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Discuss how trait theories of personality account for individual differences in behaviour. 
[bookmark: _Int_RlLNbOTN][bookmark: _Int_qhixwnB8]Personality psychology aims to locate and understand patterns in an individual, such as thoughts, emotions and behaviours that differentiate an individual’s behaviours. The American Psychological Association (2026) defines behaviour as “an organism's activities in response to external or internal stimuli, including objectively observable activities, introspectively observable activities and non-conscious processes.” (American Psychological Association, 2026). Additionally, Trait theories of personality can be defined as “Approaches that explain personality in terms of internal characteristics that are presumed to determine behaviour.” (American Psychological Association, 2026). The most valued trait theory studies are Cattell’s personality trait theory (1940s), the five-factor model, Allport’s personality trait theory (1936) and Eysenck’s three superordinate traits (1940s). This essay aims to understand how trait theories account for differences in behaviour and evaluate them thoroughly.
[bookmark: _Int_Z7Rad7gc]The way psychologists have measured personality has changed drastically throughout the years. Personality is frequently measured with observations, early personality tests or psychoanalytic approaches. An example of one of these is Rorschach’s inkblot test (1921). Where they presented individuals with ten symmetrical inkblots and asked them to describe what they were seeing. The aim is to explore underlying personality characteristics via their emotional functioning and potential psychopathy (Frothingham, 2024). However, more modern, science-based tests have been developed for measuring personality, some of the common measurements being behavioural assessments and self-completed questionnaires. A well-known example of this is the Sixteen Personality Factor Questionnaire (Cattell, 1949) (Hersha, 2026).
There are many different personality theories from a variety of approaches, there are some that have more prominent contributions to discovering personality. Gordon Allport (1930s), Raymond Cattell and Hans Eysenck (1940) have all contributed to developing personality tests. For the psychodynamic approach, Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) has developed multiple personality theories, including the unconscious mind (1900,1905) and the tripartite theory, Id, Ego and Superego (1923) (Psychodynamic Training, 2026). These are beneficial for showing how each factor of moral development works and can try to find explanations in the unconscious. Freud's (1900-1905, 1923) theories have been proven difficult to test scientifically, therefore the reliability of them is questionable (Pass, 2024).
Trait theories of personality can be used to create and explain differences amongst individuals. An individual's personality can fluctuate throughout different stages of life, especially if they have experienced trauma or extreme life changes. They can also be greatly impacted by external factors such as religion, culture and social rules.
There are four main key theorists who have largely devoted their careers to researching and developing theories for discovering personality (English, 2024).
Gordon Allport’s theory is often referred to as trait theory. Allport (1930s) searched the dictionary and located over 4,500 words that could be defined as personality traits. From this, he condensed them into three different traits. Allport (1930s) described Cardinal traits that dictate how you approach things that you are passionate about, Central traits, believed to be present in every individual, and uncertainty regarding whether they are genetically inherited, and secondary traits are compliant based on different situations. Strengths of this theory are that Allport (1930s) noticed the potential that biological factors can adjust an individual’s personality.  Additionally, Allport's (1930s) theory also argued that an individual's personality traits can determine consistent behaviour for different situations, which does not mean that there cannot be variation in behaviour if facing a challenging situation. Alternatively, Loehlin, Willerman and Horn (1988) discovered that 50% of score variation on personality factors is compromised by genetically inherited traits (McLeod, 2024). This contradicts Allport's (1930s)  theory and suggests that environmental factors are also important in an individual's personality (online learning college, 2022). 
Raymond Cattell took Allport's theory and continued working with Allport's (1930s) theory and reduced it to 171 trait words. Additionally, Cattell (1930s) continued to reduce further until there were only 16 descriptive words remaining. He developed a process called factor analysis, which was used to look at large quantities of data to look for trends of influential or important details. Cattell's (1930s) theory consists of a large quantity of mathematical and scientific research. However, Fehriinger (2004) discusses flaws, including one being that the reliability of this theory is questionable, as the theory has never been fully replicated (Fehriinger, 2004). 
Eysenck (1940s) developed his theory in the same period as Cattell (1930s). During his observations, he noted certain trends in his participants, including that soldiers answered questions in a specific way, which led Eysenck to believe this could lead to answers on the traits that individuals belong to if they’re soldiers. He called these first personality traits. However. Eysenck (1940s)  is more known for the Psychoticism, Extraversion and Neuroticism (PEN) model. Eysenck (1940s) condensed personality traits into three main categories: Psychoticism, extraversion and neuroticism. It has gained Eysenck's (1940s) theory, it is backed by a solid background of empirical support, and it is additionally applauded for its simplicity, consisting of three main dimensions, however, other psychologists argue that it is too simplistic and tries to oversimplify the complexity of humanity. Additionally, Eysenck's (1940s) theory does not appropriately acknowledge how personality can change in different situations or after a prolonged period of time.
The five-factor model was developed by John et al (1988) and largely popularised by Costa and McCrae. The five-factor model is frequently referred to as the Big Five (Goldberg, 1990). The 5-factor model was originally based on Cattell’s 16 personality theory and further reduced to core personality factors. It consists of Openness, Conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism. Openness is said to be believed to be prominent in those who have scientific and artistic creativity (feist, 1998), divergent thinking, low religiosity and political liberalism. Conscientiousness is believed to be suitable for being related to job satisfaction as it represents general work involvement (Organ and Lingl, 1994). Costa & McCrae (1992) state extraversion is said to be predisposed to experience positive emotions. McCrae and Costa (1991) argue that agreeableness is related to happiness as individuals with strong levels of agreeableness have greater motivation to achieve interpersonal intimacy, which leads to higher levels of positive well-being. Magnus et al (1993) describe neuroticism as having a naturally negative nature; they tend to experience more negative life events than others without this trait.  There are a few questionnaires which can be used to find out where you score for each personality trait. The most common questionnaires are the NEO-Personality Inventory, International Personality Item Pool-Neuroticism, Extraversion and Openness (IPIP-NEO )and the Big Five Inventory.  Based on the score, you can find out what personality traits you have. The five-factor model is more descriptive than explanatory, so it does not consider differences between individuals (John & Srivastava, 1999). Additionally, Big Five traits have been studied in multiple cultures, with research typically supporting the model (Lim, 2025).
CONCLUSION
Early trait theorists provided critical foundations for understanding differences in an individual's behaviour by noting stabilities in characteristics linked to personality and reactions in numerous situations. Trait theories gathered a great amount of empirical evidence. Cattell’s 16 personality factor theory and the five-factor model are bounded on statistical methods and a substantial amount of data support, this slows them to be measured using dependable psychometric methods like the NEO personality inventory and the 16-personality factor questionnaire. Furthermore, the five factor models research shows that it can be identified through out many cultures, suggesting that traits could show different dimensions of personality. Due to the five factor models research, the cross culture of personality can strongly support that traits play a vital role in the shaping of behaviour.
However, despite the positivity of trait theories, some criticisms have also been raised. Such as Mischel (1968) states that there was a limit as to how much an individual's behaviour in certain situations could be predicted by their own personality traits. Mischel (1968) found that roughly only 10% of an individual's behaviour can be predicted by personality. Mischel’s (1968) criticisms of trait theory contributed to a person situation argument, which proposed further discussions as to whether behaviour is more affected by personality factors or environmental factors, historically relating to the world-renowned nature vs nurture debate, which argued whether genetics or the environment can impact an individual more (McLeod, 2024). Additionally, Mischel(1968) found that there was practically no relationship between an individual's behaviour and their personality traits. Furthermore, Romer & Revelle (1984) argued that personality traits are a figment of trait theorists' imagination. 
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