Personality and Individual Differences (ECPS4016)
Discuss how trait theories of personality account for individual differences in behaviour

Whilst the Oxford dictionary (Behaviour, 2026) defines behaviour as
“the way in which one acts or conducts oneself, especially towards others”
Or
“the way in which an animal or person behaves in response to a particular situation or stimulus”
It can be easy to forget that all individuals will have at least one specific trait, although many individuals can quite often have more than one trait.
One of the most commonly used concept of trait theory was further developed by Costa and McCrae during the 1980’s and 1990’s, creating the ‘big five’, which presents five of the main personality traits and is also known through either the acronym OCEAN or NEOAC. These traits consist of openness to experience, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness and Neuroticism. Alongside the big five, researchers have also been looking into and researching another level of traits which are known as the ‘Dark Triad’, these were studied by Paulhus and Williams and together they established the dark triad or dark traits and these are known as Machiavellianism, narcissism  and psychopathy (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2016).
There are several ways in which psychologists can study behaviour and measure personality, there are however, two main approaches to studying personality and one of these is  through completing standardised assessments, the second approach is social cognitive. This is measured in a different way to trait theory , social cognitive is based on observation and variables which can dictate behaviour in various situations (Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2014).
Abraham Maslow’s theory of the hierarchy of needs is an example of how different needs can affect individuals and also shows how behaviours are ranked on the needs that individuals require throughout their lives. Starting with the most basic need of food, water, sex and sleep, these are what is needed for humans to continue to exist, therefore the most basic as it does come as the most natural of all, the remainder are what people want and need for themselves. The second row on the pyramid is safety needs, these are what people want to feel safe and secure in their world. These two rows are the lowest ranked at the bottom of the pyramid and what Maslow had called the basic psychological needs. Moving up the pyramid Maslow referred to the following three as Psychological needs, self-actualisation or self-fulfilment needs, this is where people are more likely to choose subconsciously, and their traits may become established as they choose their individual behaviours to reach their desired outcome. In the centre of the hierarchy of needs there is the social needs, friends, love, and relationships, in the fourth row , there is Esteem needs which include approval and recognition. At the top of the triangle stands self-actualisation with create and art. There have been discussions amongst psychologists regarding Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs, with many believing people often choose behaviours in order to get what they want or need (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2016).

Another behaviour theorist that could possibly be included in the deciding of the path that individuals may take and could be considered as an additional influencing factor to trait theory is B.F Skinners behaviour theory, also known as operant conditioning theory.  Skinners operant conditioning theory was based on a reward and punishment system, something that is still in everyday use today. It is possible that these systems of reward and punishment could influence how behaviours can change and develop over time as individuals are  rewarded for good behaviour and punished for bad behaviour – or not behaving in the correct way, from their very early years and this continues right through children and young people’s lives through the education system. This through them either receiving the reward or punishment as well as observing others could have an influencing factor as their personalities and traits become defined and established (B. F. Skinner | Department of Psychology, n.d.).


Phrenology was one of the earliest attempts to measure personality and traits which was developed by Franz Joseph Gall in the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century. It was decided at this time that studying the skull and all the various shapes and bumps would decide on what personality and traits the individual may have. Phrenologists were extremely unethical in their practice and whilst we are taking note to remember that how it was taken place in a completely different era in the early eighteenth and late nineteenth centuries, they would often try to increase the intellectual capabilities by modulating children’s heads, we know today that this practise will not increase intellectual capabilities (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2016). During the 1910’s, the newest psychologist for personality were Hans and Sybil Eysenck, they were more focused on the probability that personality is highly determined through biological factors, they also looked at the view that there were only three personality dimensions with descriptions for each as to how the person would be likely to present themselves. These dimensions consisted of extroversion and introversion, neuroticism and stability and psychoticism and superego control, the latter was added some time later. The Eysenck theory has put those who fall under the extroversion trait as people who are sociable, outgoing, and happy to connect with others, whilst people who fall under the introversion trait like to be alone, are often solitary (by choice) and choose to limit and minimise their social interactions. Those who fall under the neuroticism trait are often people that tend be or feel anxious and often have an overactive sympathetic nervous system, and although they may be experiencing low stress situations, their state of mind is often in fight or flight mode. Those individuals who are considered to fall under the stability side of are usually the most emotionally stable and it would take a lot more stimulation for the fight or flight mode to be activated within. In the third dimension the psychoticism trait placed those individuals who are independent thinkers, cold, non-conformists, impulsive, anti-social and hostile, whilst those who were placed under the superego control trait were thought to have more control over impulsive behaviours, altruistic. Empathetic, co operative and conventional. These tests were drawn up and results were determined similar to the ‘big five’ through questionnaires so the results are based on the participants being truthful and honest in their answers (OpenStaxCollege, n.d.).
 
All of these theorists have a common core and that is that they all agree that traits are patterns of behaviour that appear to be consistent and they are all measured and evaluated in the same way through questionnaires, although the ‘big five’ has been significantly narrowed down and is now the most commonly used concept in todays practice. There does not currently  appear to be any reasons or explanations as to why these traits exist and it is unknown as to whether they are biological or whether they exist due to their upbringing and external factors such as the possibility of early years where Skinners operant conditioning is being instilled throughout childhood. Although these are unknown factors, the theory of traits and personality being instilled from early years throughout childhood as individuals grow to become independent young people, the author can agree that this is a credible possibility, as she has worked in the education sector form many years from early years through to secondary education, she has been a constant in some of these young people’s life for over ten years, and from observing these young people, she can support this theory that personality and traits can be influenced from external factors. During the first stages of early years, personalities of the young children appear to be from home – learnt behaviour, mimicking their home life routines, however, the author has seen the changes individuals have made, especially after the transition from primary education to secondary education, and those first two to three years in secondary education start to determine the personality of young people as they establish their place in society. Quite often the author has noticed personality and traits mirror the young person’s peers within their friendship groups, and this reflects both inside and outside the classroom (School A,2026)
There will always be a question regarding whether traits are real and where they come from and how they are established. It is a theory that will be investigated for many years to come (Fajkowska & Kreitler, 2018).
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