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Discuss how trait theories of personality account for individual differences of behaviour:

The APA dictionary of psychology (2018) defines personality as the enduring configuration of characteristics and behaviour that comprise an individual’s unique adjustments to life and the stable characteristics of a personality help to determine behaviour. Behaviour is defined as a response to a particular situation or stimulus (Oxford Dictionary,2025). Trait theory is a key approach in regard to the study of personality. The theory holds the focus that an individual’s personality is made up of a broad spectrum of characteristics or traits, that underlie the behaviours of each individual. Trait theory seeks to assess distinctive personality characteristics through a range of measurable personality test. (Miller, 2024) This essay will discuss how the key theorists, Allport, Cattell, Costa and McCrae and Ashton and Lee explain individual differences of different types of behaviour, whilst highlighting strengths and limitations throughout. 
Firstly, Gordon Allport proposes that a person’s unique personal characteristics provide a pattern and direction to personality (Enns,2025). Allport’s humanistic trait model emphasise the uniqueness of each person’s personality and recognised that personality is dynamic and changes throughout life, based upon individual’s personal motivation and personal perception of the world.  Allport identified approximately 4,500 personality traits in 1936 and later used Allport’s trait model composed of a stable hierarchy of traits, also known as three types of personal dispositions, cardinal, central, and secondary, that guide an individual’s behaviour. According to Allport, a cardinal disposition is considered rare and dominates an individual’s life, known as “Machiavellian” or “Christ-like”. A central disposition is claimed to be present to a varying degree in everyone and shapes everyday behaviour, includes honesty, friendliness or sociability. Secondary dispositions are argued to be not as obvious or consistent, and considered to be a context-dependent traits that appear only in different specific situations. (Kelland, 2017). Gordon Allport conducted idiographic research and focused on using personal documents including diaries and letters. Allport used this approach to understand the unique makeup of individual’s personality (Enns, 2025). One of Allport’s infamous studies known as ‘letters from Jenny”, where Allport made a statistical analysis from three hundred letters she wrote to her son and daughter in-law from which he and his colleagues developed eight different characteristics including self-centred, aggressive and sentimental.  This highlights great strengths to Allport’s theory, by the use of quantitative research the theory gained both descriptive statistics and inferential statistics which highlights the validity to the research (Stoica, 2021). However, can be criticized in terms of its reliability in capturing the complexities of human behaviour.  Gordon Allport’s humanistic traits theory accounts for individual differences in all behaviours as he regards every personality as unique and forever adapting to their specific motivation and perception of life. Allport’s three personal disposition types also account for individual differences in behaviour because each individual will experience different levels of each disposition, for example someone who has high levels of central trait of sociability will seek out-going and interactive activities, whereas someone with low levels of sociability will be shy and avoid interactions.
Raymond Cattell’s theory of personality reduced Allport’s list of thousands of traits down to 16 fundamental “source traits”. Cattell’s theory held the aim to find the “source trait” considered the underlying structure of personality, rather than just behaviours that surface (Cattell, 2003). Cattell’s 16 personality factor (PF) questionnaire can be used to identify patterns of behaviour in a variety of real-life circumstances, for example self-esteem, likely occupational preferences and interpersonal needs (Cattell, 2001). The 16PF is a self-report questionnaire used to identify the primary components of personality, Cattell used a factor of analysis to gather data derived from questionnaire items and from behaviour ratings (Cattell et al.,2003) The 16pf using factor analysis adds great strengths to the theory, as the method provides evidence based on test content and evidence which establishes validity. (Tavakol & Wetzel, 2020). However, one limitation of the 16PF could be response bias due to the questionnaire depending on self-report aspects, often due to factors of social desirability (Rosenman, Tennekoon & Hill, 2011). Cattell’s 16PF questionnaire accounts for individual differences of behaviour as the questionnaire has a long history of empirical research and is embedded in a well-established theory of individual differences and the application of its use in a variety of settings including, clinical, counselling and educational (Cattell & Mead, 2008). The 16PF also accounts for individual differences for a wide variety of different behaviours, as there are 16 separate traits and everyone will show different levels of all 16 traits, some scoring high and others low. By scoring on different levels, it accounts for why individuals will act differently in similar situations, for example the unique pattern of different scores through each trait is highlighted when two individuals can both score high in levels of sociability, but one can score low in emotional stability, and the other will score high levels. 
Costa and McCrae proposed the personality framework of the Big five (or the five- factor model). The model comprises five broad personality dimensions including Openness to explore, conscientiousness, neuroticism and agreeableness, all these traits can be measured by the NEO five factor inventory (O’Connor & Paunonen, 2007). By using self-report questionnaires, using a Likert scale (e.g. 1-10) on statements describing behaviours like “sociable” to measure agreement with each statement. Openness to explore is the disposition that focuses on the degree of intellectual curiosity, creativity and preference to novelty and includes statements similar to “I am full of ideas”. The conscientious trait has a pattern to be organised and show self-discipline and prefers planned behaviour, which follows statements similar to “I am always prepared”. The diversion of extraversion is the tendency to seek stimulation and be outgoing and is followed by statements including “I am full of energy”. The agreeableness is trusting, well-tempered and cooperative, followed by statements of “I sympathise with others”. Finally, neuroticism is the tendency to experience unpleasant emotions, such as anger, anxiety or depression, sample statements include “I get upset easily” (Kivimaki, Batty, & Jokela, 2018). The big 5 model is used to understand a range of interpersonal dynamics and is used in a variety of settings including employee assessments and used to test individual behaviour patterns in counselling and coaching settings. The application of this model in a range of settings highlights the beneficial success in terms of explaining and predicting behaviour. However, it has the concerns of relying on subjective self-reporting which may gain incorrect information due to social desirability. Concerns are also raised in terms of how the model may oversimply the complexity of human’s personality into just five traits. The big 5 model accounts for individual differences by measuring the intensity levels of each trait, whether they are high or low levels, which allows each individual to their unique combination of scores that defines their individual personality. 

Similar to the Big 5 framework, Ashton and Lee (2006) proposed the HEXACO model of personality and this framework argues that personality is understood through six dimensions rather than five. The framework considers Honesty-humility, emotionality, extraversion, agreeableness, conscientious and openness to explore. The HEXACO model uses both self-report forms and observer report form (Ashton & Lee, 2004). Henry, et al (2025) tested the validity of the HEXACO model of personality by using samples from 6 different countries and the results show cross-rater agreement, heritability and 2-year stability. This highlights that the scores stay consistent over time, which provides asset to how this theory accounts for stable personality theories. By understanding individual’s different personality types can cause benefit to the understanding of why people act in certain ways, which can implement great benefits for mental health professionals in terms of treatment planning and modifying care plans for individual’s specifically to benefit their needs. However, although the HEXACO was tested with a sample from 6 different countries, HEXACO alongside other personality tests do not account for cultural differences and will therefore overlook factors that are not measured on the test. This theory accounts for individual difference in terms of behaviour by considering six varied personality dimensions, which help to predict behavioural patterns across situations and has been sustainable over the duration of 2 years, but however fails to mention that personalities can change so those individuals who do complete the HEXACO may feel fixed to those personalities which causes implications. 
In conclusion, throughout the essay it discusses how heavily based trait theory models rely on self-report questions to understand individual’s unique personality. It is clear there are great benefits to the methodology as they provide individual’s thoughts, emotions and motivations that are not observable to anyone else which can be considered the most efficient way to account for individual difference. Each model provides individuals with self-report measures which means each test measures each individual and their own unique personality. However, the validity of these tests can be reduced due to factors of social desirability, response bias or the lack of self-awareness. Trait theory accounts for individual differences of behaviour by focusing on measurable traits that are varied in levels throughout each individual. For further research, it may be appropriate to introduce interviews to the process to understand individual’s personality with in-depth knowledge and to potential understand the why behind each personality trait, which trait theory is yet to do. 
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