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

Trait theories of personality aim to explain individual differences in behaviour by identifying stable characteristics that influence how people think, feel, and act. These traits are believed to remain relatively consistent across time and situations (Carver and Scheier, 2000) cited in Chamorro and Premuzic, 2015). Prior to 1937, personality was characterized as character or temperament. There are different models of trait theory such as Allport who believed traits could be organised into a hierarchy of types, whereas, Cattell expanded on Allport’s theory, however, he cut doen the length of traits from Allport's theory and formed the 16pf questionnaire. Additionally, the five-factor model is the most influential of the theories. It describes personality under 5 traits using the acronym OCEAN. In addition, Eysenck also proposed an influential trait theory of personality, arguing that individual differences arise from biologically differences in the brain. He believed personality is due to conditioning and socialisation during childhood. This essay will discuss all these theories and expand on the personality traits and individual differences.

One of the earliest psychologists to study personality traits was Gordon Allport, who developed the Allport Personality Theory. He suggested that personality is made up of traits, which are stable characteristics that guide behaviour and remain relatively consistent over time (Allport, 1937). Allport believed personality could be organised into a hierarchy consisting of three types: cardinal, central and secondary traits. Cardinal traits are dominant characteristics that strongly influence behaviour, although they are considered rare. Central traits are general characteristics, such as kindness or honesty, that describe a person’s personality. Secondary traits are more situation-specific and may only appear in certain circumstances. Allport also emphasised that each individual is unique, reflecting his idiographic approach to personality. His work was important because it introduced the idea that personality can be understood through traits, which later influenced modern trait theories such as the Five-Factor Model.

Raymond Cattell expanded on Allport’s work by using statistical methods to identify key personality traits. While Allport originally identified around 4,500 trait words from the dictionary, Cattell reduced this list to 171 by removing synonyms (Cattell, 1946). He then used factor analysis, a statistical technique that identifies patterns within large sets of data, to narrow these traits down to 16 core personality traits. These traits formed the basis of Cattell’s 16 Personality Factors (16PF) model (Cattell, 1946), which suggests that individuals possess these traits to different degrees, helping explain individual differences in behaviour. The traits exist on a spectrum between two extremes, meaning most people fall somewhere in the middle. Examples include warmth, emotional stability, dominance, reasoning and sensitivity. Cattell also classified traits into different types. Surface traits are observable behaviours, while source traits are deeper underlying traits that cause behaviour. He also distinguished between constitutional traits, which are influenced by biology, and environmental-mold traits, which develop through life experiences. In addition, he described ability traits (skills such as intelligence), temperament traits (emotional responses) and dynamic traits (motivational drives). These classifications helped explain how personality traits influence behaviour. Cattell measured these traits by developing the 16PF questionnaire, which is widely used in clinical, counselling and organisational settings. However, later research suggested that personality could be explained using fewer broader traits, leading to the development of the Five-Factor Model.

The Five-Factor Model, also known as the Big Five, is one of the most widely accepted trait theories of personality (Costa and McCrae, 1992). The model suggests that personality can be described using five broad traits remembered using the acronym OCEAN: openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism. The five-factor structure was first identified by Ernest Tupes and Raymond Chrishel(1961), although their work was initially overlooked. Further research developed the lexical approach to personality, while Costa and McCrae expanded the model through questionnaire-based research.

Each of the five traits represents broad patterns of thinking, feeling and behaviour. Openness to experience refers to curiosity, creativity and a preference for novelty and new ideas. Conscientiousness reflects how organised, responsible and goal-orientated a person is. Extraversion describes sociability, assertiveness and gaining energy from social interaction. Agreeableness refers to compassion, trust and cooperation with others. Neuroticism represents the tendency to experience negative emotions such as anxiety, depression and anger. These traits exist on a continuum, meaning people can score high or low rather than fitting into fixed personality types. Because individuals differ in these traits, the model helps explain differences in behaviour, emotions and thinking patterns (Costa & McCrae, 1992).

The Big Five traits are stable across adulthood, although some changes can occur over time. For example, research suggests that conscientiousness and agreeableness often increase with age (Costa & McCrae, 1992). Studies also show that personality traits are influenced by both genetic and environmental factors, with heritability estimates suggesting that around 50% of personality variation may be influenced by genetics. Personality traits are usually measured using standardised questionnaires such as the NEO Personality Inventory or the Big Five Inventory, where individuals rate themselves on statements describing their behaviour and feelings.

Research has also demonstrated how these traits influence behaviour in real-world situations. For example, a meta-analysis conducted by Judge, Heller and Mount (2002) examined the relationship between the Big Five personality traits and job satisfaction. Their findings showed that neuroticism had a negative relationship with job satisfaction, while extraversion, agreeableness and conscientiousness were positively related. This suggests that personality traits influence how individuals experience and respond to their work environment. Similarly, conscientiousness has been strongly linked to job performance, as individuals high in this trait tend to be more organised, responsible and motivated (Judge et al., 2002).

Despite its strengths, the Big Five model has also been criticised. One criticism is that the model mainly describes personality traits rather than explaining how they develop. Cultural limitations have also been suggested, as although the Big Five traits appear across many languages, some studies indicate that additional traits may appear in non-Western cultures. For example, the HEXACO personality model expands the framework to include a sixth factor called honesty–humility (Ashton & Lee, 2007). However, the Big Five remains one of the most influential frameworks for understanding personality and explaining why individuals behave differently.

Eynsenck also proposed an influential trait theory of personality, arguing that individual differences arise from biologically based differences in the brain. He focused on three major traits: extraversion, neuroticism and psychoticism (Eysenck, 1967). Eysenck was one of the first psychologists to provide neurophysiological explanations for personality rather than simply describing traits. He argued that personality is largely governed by biological predispositions combined with conditioning and socialisation during childhood, meaning behaviour is influenced by both genetic and environmental factors.

According to Eysenck, extraversion and introversion reflect differences in how individuals respond to stimulation. Extraverted individuals are often described as outgoing, expressive and sociable, while introverts prefer quieter environments and solitary activities. Eysenck suggested that extraverts have under-aroused nervous systems and therefore seek stimulation from the external world, whereas introverts have over-aroused nervous systems and avoid excessive stimulation (Eysenck, 1967). Research using EEG has shown that introverts tend to have higher cortical arousal than extraverts in many experiments, supporting this explanation.

Neuroticism refers to emotional instability and the tendency to experience negative emotions such as anxiety and stress. Individuals high in neuroticism have more reactive nervous systems, meaning their limbic system responds more strongly to emotional cues. This leads to stronger emotional reactions in stressful situations. Research by Routtenberg (1966, cited in Eysenck, 1967) suggested that individuals high in neuroticism react more strongly to emotional events because their emotional systems are more sensitive.

Eysenck later added psychoticism as a third personality dimension. This trait is associated with characteristics such as dominance, independence, sensation seeking and sometimes antisocial behaviour. Individuals high in psychoticism may show creativity and independence but may also display behaviour difficulties or problems with social responsibility. Eysenck suggested that this trait is influenced by biological and genetic factors.

Eysenck also believed that personality traits are relatively stable and influenced strongly by genetics. He argued that approximately half of personality differences may be inherited, while environmental influences such as upbringing and socialisation account for a smaller proportion of variation (Eysenck, 1967). Biological systems such as genes, hormones and brain circuits therefore help explain why individuals consistently behave differently in similar situations. Evidence for this biological basis has also been supported by cross-cultural research showing that similar patterns of extraversion, neuroticism and psychoticism appear across many cultures.

To measure these traits, Eysenck developed personality questionnaires such as the Eysenck Personality Inventory (EPI) and the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (EPQ). Research using physiological measures has also shown that introverts demonstrate stronger orienting responses to stimulation and slower habituation than extraverts. Overall, Eysenck’s theory helped explain individual differences in behaviour by linking personality traits to biological processes in the brain and nervous system.

In conclusion, this essay has discussed the different theories used to describe personality traits and individual differences. Allport introduced the idea that personality could be understood in terms of traits. Whereas Cattell used statistical methods to help explain how personality traits influence behaviour. The big 5 represent broad patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaviour; however, even though the big 5 was the most influential, it was criticised for not explaining why an individual has a certain trait. This is where Eysenck proposed his theory. It was also influential as it looked at personality traits from a different angle, answering what the other theorist didn’t. Why do traits exist? Understanding personality traits and individual differences is valuable for learning about differences and similarities between individuals.
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