Outline the trait approach to personality and discuss the major models within this approach.
A key element defining the core of each person is their personality. Personality is a large focus of what makes each individual unique and encompasses the description of a person’s psychological characteristics (Ashton, 2007). A popular theory amongst speculations of personality is the trait theory. Here, traits can be defined as individual differences in observable behaviour, in terms of how people think and feel different things (Ashton, 2007; Allport, 1961). These traits can be used to evaluate individuals in certain areas comparatively to others, such as how quickly a person will feel tired after performing a task. Early revisions of trait theory include Allport and Odbert’s (1936) exploration into potential traits, defining around 4500 possible traits. This was revised by Cattell (1943), who narrowed this pool down to 16 core traits that he believed were genetically inherited. Although the pool of potential traits had been greatly reduced by Cattell, a further reduction by Eysenck (1967) led to a theory consisting of three core traits. Each trait defined by Eysenck rests upon a scale, in which the position of each person on each scale determines their core personality traits. Expansion of this theory led into the development of the five-factor model, which argues that there are five main categories defining personality traits (Costa and McCrae, 1980s). A personality questionnaire known as the NEO Personality Inventory (NEO-PI) was additionally created using research developments from the five-factor model (Costa and McCrae, 1992). Later arguments include a sixth element to this theory, known as the HEXACO model (Ashton and Lee, 2004). This addition was made to the initial five-factor model after the theory was examined across other languages, as the five-factor model was made with only descriptions in one language in mind. 
In the 1930s, Allport and Odbert (1936) identified there being about 4500 different traits present in the human mind. Many possibilities regarding traits were outlined by Allport as he believed that personality traits were fluid in nature (Zuroff, 1986). This stemmed from the belief that traits were environmental, and that different traits were brought out depending on the environment or situation an individual was currently situated in. Personality, according to Allport, was dynamic – a person’s characteristics were able to adjust and adapt according to the situation (Allport, 1961). Where Allport differs from future theorists in the field of traits is he believed that people could possess contradictory traits (Allport, 1937). These traits would appear according to the environment, meaning that a different environment could evoke a different set of traits from an individual. 
Although traits of personality had now been defined, there were far too many of them. Cattell (1940s) furthered this idea by defining 16 personality traits that could be inherited. Cattell (1943a) believed that traits were something that people inherited genetically from their parents and ancestors, which could be considered as constitutional traits. It was also thought that traits could be influenced by the surrounding environment of the individual, making these traits environmental. From this, Cattell created the 16 Personality Factor questionnaire, which incorporated the 16 defined traits on a bipolar scale that could be self-assessed by participants (Cattell et al., 1970). Individuals completing this questionnaire would need to rank themselves on a scale according to how they believed they behaved in each of the scale categories. For example, whether they thought they were reserved or outgoing.
Despite there now being a severely condensed model structure proposed by Cattell (1943), some argued that there were still too many traits outlined within the theory. This led to the development of Eysenck’s (1967) trait theory model consisting of only three core traits: extraversion, neuroticism and psychoticism. In this model, an individual’s assessment can describe their positive and negative traits depending on scores in each category. Here, the extraversion trait is used to assess an individual’s ability and desire for social interaction and activity, whereas neuroticism is used to measure a person’s likelihood of becoming upset or distressed upon interacting with certain stimuli in the environment (Muris, Meesters, de Kanter and Timmerman, 2005). Neuroticism in this model is used therefore to measure a person’s capacity for emotion. According to Eysenck (1967), extraversion is attributed to stimuli in the cortex of the brain. Individuals who receive greater levels of arousal in the cortex tend to be more introverted, whereas those receiving lower levels of stimuli are seen as extraverted due to them needing more stimulation than introverts. As a result of this, extraverts are usually better suited to social environments than introverts. The element of psychoticism within this theory does not have a clear definition, however it is believed to be a measure of personality disorder within individuals (Chapman, Chapman and Kwapil, 1994). This can be attributed to levels of empathy and anger within individuals.
Upon further expansion and definition of trait theory models over time, a five-factor model was produced (Costa and McCrae, 1980s) combining trait descriptions into distinct categories (John and Srivastava, 1999). This model consists of five key traits: openness; conscientiousness; extraversion; agreeableness; and neuroticism (can be abbreviated as ‘OCEAN’). Each of these factors can be used to determine an individual’s core personality traits. For example, a person’s level of extraversion can be measured to determine if they are more extraverted or introverted. The trait of openness is used to describe a person’s ability and willingness to experience new activities and ideas (McCrae and Costa, 1997). The theory defines the trait of conscientiousness as someone’s tendency to be hardworking and disciplined (Roberts, Jackson, Fayard, Edmonds and Meints, 2009). Extraversion is described by Jung (1921) as a focus on the outer world (whereas introversion is seen as a focus on one’s inner world). According to Graziano and Eisenberg (1997), agreeableness within the five-factor model can be defined as a person’s level of motivation to create and maintain positive relationships with others. This can also be attributed to a higher level of emotional understanding of others (McCrae and Costa, 2003). The last trait in this model, neuroticism, can be described as a person’s reflective outlook, typically towards their reaction to stimuli and events. Highly neurotic individuals tend to have a more negative outlook on events around them and themselves (Widiger, 2009). The five-factor model places a primary focus on genetics as a determining factor for a person’s core traits (Costa and McCrae, 1988). The five factors present within the OCEAN model were gathered from evidence from Cattell’s (1945) 16 personality traits. The traits selected were analysed based upon their repeatability in other studies.
Continuing from the established OCEAN model, Costa and McCrae (1992) developed a personality questionnaire aiming to give individuals an accurate representation of their personality across the traits they had defined in previous research. This was initially created as the NEO Five-Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI), using the traits withing the OCEAN model to assess personality. Later revisions of the questionnaire include the Revised NEO Personality Inventory (NEO-PI-R). Initially, the traits encompassing neuroticism, extraversion, and openness were primarily considered for the model (Costa and McCrae, 1978). However, the remaining traits from the five-factor model were added to the inventory and were considered more as ‘domains’ of personality rather than factors (Morris, 1976). Despite this model becoming a staple in the assessment of personality traits, each domain explored within the inventory remains quite broad.
Upon evaluation of Costa and McCrae’s (1980s) five factor theory, some argue that a sixth factor is necessary to further expand the model. The core traits of this model are similar to the OCEAN model, with the addition of a trait dubbed ‘honesty-humility.’ The reworking of the previously established five core traits came about as a result of examining the theory across multiple languages. It was discovered that the five traits outlined in OCEAN were not clearly applicable across other languages, and thus the model was revised to become more inclusive (e.g., Ashton et al., 2004). The six core traits found within this model are: honesty-humility; emotionality; extraversion; agreeableness; conscientiousness; and openness. In HEXACO, emotionality encompasses many of the factors that made up the core trait of neuroticism in the OCEAN model. However, this trait places a greater focus on sentimentality compared to neuroticism, therefore also categorising some of the factors seen in OCEAN’s agreeableness trait. Instead, the HEXACO trait of agreeableness covers a person’s general demeanour – if they are gentle or irritable (anger related elements are considered neurotic in the OCEAN model). 
Over the course of time, the trait approach to personality has become well established among theorists. However, other approaches to personality have also been studied. For example, Jung’s (1921) personality theory incorporates different types of personality rather than traits. The basis of this theory starts with Jung’s examination of the core types of behaviour exhibited by individuals – whether they are introverted or extraverted. According to Jung (1960/1921), extroverts rely on the ‘outer world’ for guidance, using social interactions to navigate through the world. However, Jung argues that introverts instead rely on ‘inner’ interpretations of the world, and thus prefer to navigate this on their own. Further development of this theory lead to Jung defining four distinct categories within the description of personality. Each category had two features, in which a person is usually described using only one of these in each category. Apart from introversion or extraversion, a person can also be described as intuitive or sensing, thinking or feeling, and judging or perceiving. These categories have formed a popular way of describing personality to others, however, the categorical nature of the theory means that descriptions derived from it can be quite narrow.
In summary, the trait approach to personality theory has expanded upon many elements that make up the core characteristics of individuals. Allport and Odbert’s (1936) initial categorisation of traits allowed for the area of trait theory to be refined, such as Cattell’s (1943) work narrowing the pool of initial traits from 4500 down to 16. These 16 core traits were considered to be biologically inherited, but some could be influenced by the person’s surrounding environment. Further research and experimentation led to narrow categories of personality traits, such as the three traits proposed by Eysenck (1967). These traits were typically represented on a scale, which would be used to determine the characteristics displayed by individuals according to their place on each scale. One of the most widely known theories within the trait approach to personality is Costa and McCrae’s (1980s) five-factor model (OCEAN). This model covers five core personality traits and is still widely used to assess personality traits in individuals. A personality questionnaire implementing this model was also created (Costa and McCrae, 1992), which can be used to create a personality trait profile for people. This was dubbed the NEO-Personality-Inventory (NEO-PI) and is still considered to be the standard assessment of personality within trait theory. Evaluative revision of the five-factor model resulted in the creation of a new model including a sixth trait, which was named the HEXACO model (Ashton et al., 2004). These revisions came about as a result of the five-factor model being tested against many other languages. Although the trait approach to personality has many outlining theories, there are other approaches regarding personality. For example, Jung’s (1921) personality type theory differs from the trait approach, instead outlining 16 distinct types of personality. However, this personality type approach limits individuals into the distinctive categories more so than some of the trait theories.
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