Personality and Individual Differences
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This essay aims to define personality and behaviour, and to explain the trait theories of personality that account for individual differences in behaviour. Back & Egloff (2009) define psychology as a behavioural science and the study of human behaviour. Back & Egloff (2009) argue that psychology should focus solely on observing and measuring real behaviour to understand personality as it’s observed through stable patterns of thinking and feeling. In addition to this, Vilardega et al. (2009) highlight behavioural psychology as how an individual can be observed in their current situation and what causes them to behave the way they do or what encourages their behaviour by including situational factors and environmental influences. Vilardega et al. (2009) show that behaviour can describe individual differences as it can be analysed, predicted and modified by using behavioural methods. Trait theories of personality are fundamental when discussing individuals, as they can account for individual differences in behaviour. McCrae (2010) highlights that trait theories are the patterns of thinking, feeling and behaving of individuals that differ from one person to another, and they also explain why people behave in a certain way in the situation they are in. Throughout this essay, I’ll be covering Allport’s trait theory, Eysenck’s biological trait theory and the Big Five personality model.
Trait theories are fundamental for explaining individual differences in behaviour. Zeigler-Hill and Shackelford (2021) argue that personality comprises relatively stable traits in how humans think, feel, and behave. Zeigler-Hill and Shackelford (2021) also explain that trait theories explain how and why people are different or like each other, so traits determine how individuals react to each other and the situations they are faced with. Freudenstein et al. (2023) believe that someone high in extraversion may behave more socially than someone who is introverted. Freudenstein et al. (2023) believe traits can be measured through personality questionnaires and self-reports, which come with strengths and weaknesses. By doing questionnaires, maybe the individual won’t give honest answers, which can affect the results.
Allport’s trait theory gives a clear insight into how individual differences can be applied to describing aspects of human behaviour and how individual differences can be measured, due to his proposing that traits fall into three categories. Schwartz (1995) suggests that, due to Allport’s belief that traits fall into three categories, his theory of cardinal traits is a dominant personality trait that has a big influence on an individual’s behaviour, due to them playing a big role in defining the individual as a person. Schwartz (1995) also discusses that cardinal traits are quite rare, so it may be difficult to determine the individual differences of people and their human behaviour, as not many people have these traits. In addition to this, Schwartz (1995) also discusses Allport’s theory of central traits, which determines the main characteristics that define a person, such as being kind, honest and anxious, which is good for explaining individual differences as Allport’s theory focuses on 5-10 central traits which can then describe human behaviour as it allows us to see how people act on a day to day basis considering their characteristics. Alongside this, Allport’s theory also included secondary traits, which were less dominant personality characteristics and would only be seen in certain situations, as they do not define a person's core personality (Ahmadi et al.,2023). Allport believed that people act and behave differently because everyone has a different combination of central traits (Ahmadi et al.,2023). For example, someone who tends to be kinder is often more friendly and sociable than someone who preserves themselves
On the other hand, Hans Eysenck’s biological trait theory also gives an insight into describing individual differences and human behaviour. Eysenck believed personality traits are mainly based on biological factors, and everyone’s personality differs due to the function of the brain and the nervous system (Matthews & Gilliland,1999), whereas, in comparison to Allport’s theory, he believed personality is made up of many traits which make us unique, but Eysenck drew his conclusion based on biological factors. Eysenck also proposed that individuals' personalities were different due to them falling into different categories, such as introverts, who are people who prefer quieter and calmer environments, but on the other hand, some extraverts are individuals who seek excitement and social stimulation (Matthews & Gilliland,1999). Eysenck's theory also focuses on Neuroticism, as someone who has high neuroticism tends to worry more and become more anxious, whereas someone with low neuroticism is calmer and more emotionally stable (Lynn & Martin,1997). Due to this, people vary in terms of how emotionally stable they are, whereas on the other hand, Allport's theory would explain individual differences through combinations of personal traits. Eysenck developed the ‘Eysenck Personality Questionnaire’, which would then measure psychoticism, extraversion and neuroticism of a person and would give an insight into that person’s personality traits and how they vary from person to person, as someone who scores high in psychotiscm would tend to be more aggressive and lack empathy, but someone who scores low would be calmer and less hostile, but if someone did score high in psychoticism they would then tend to score lower in neuroticism (Eysenck et al.,1985). So when it comes to explaining individual differences and human behaviour, Eysenck’s theory is a great example as it helps explain why individuals behave differently based on their brains and how they react emotionally (Revelle,2016).
Another trait theory for explaining individual differences is the Big Five model. This trait theory measures extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism and openness (Buecker et al.,2020). We can see that the big five model has a different way of explaining individual differences, as Allport’s theory focuses on combinations of traits, Eysenck’s theory completely focuses on biological dimensions, whereas the big five model focuses on five stable trait dimensions. The big five model shows that people react differently to certain situations they are in. Someone high in extraversion will likely be more joyful, but on the other hand someone high in Neuroticism tend to react to situations more emotionally negative which is similar to someone who scores high in agreeableness as they react more sensitively to negative emotions like sadness and fear which shows stable personality traits influence emotional responses so therefore shows how behaviour varies between individuals (Donovan et al.,2025). The big five model confirms that personality traits are stable, measurable, and we can predict the behaviour of the individual, but also this trait helps predict how individuals respond emotionally, which can help in situations such as the workplace and social relationships (Donovan et al.,2025). Buecker et al. (2020) highlight that a strength for using the big five model can be applied to describing aspects of human behaviour, as it shows predictive power of traits for social outcomes, and can assess individuals' behaviour closely, whereas Allport’s theory captures how unique and different each human’s behaviour is, and Eysenck's theory predicts emotions and behavioural patterns. By using the big five model to assess individual differences, it can be measured by using natural settings such as observing social interactions, language that’s used and behavioural patterns, which is a good way to assess human behaviour, as using a more natural setting is likely to get better and more accurate results which again is a different way of measuring personality differences to the other trait theories as Eysenck’s theory was completely focused on explaining differences through biological factors.(Tackman et al., 2020).
In conclusion, Allport’s trait categories, Eysenck's biological model and the big five model all have a great way of explaining human behaviour and also a different way on observing an individual stable patterns and their behaviour, As we discussed Eysenck’s trait theory Soley relied on biological factors whereas Allport’s trait categories broke down people’s behaviour into smaller groups explaining why individuals act and respond the way they do which is similar to the big five model as everyone reacts differently to the situation they are presented with. All three trait theories also have a good and accurate way of measuring behaviour; again, they may have different ways of measurement, but they still work effectively. Although trait theories are useful for measuring personality, it does not fully cover how an individual’s personality changes and develops over time, as humans emotions and moods constantly change due to several factors everyday so therefore if their emotions were to be observed yesterday and again today, their pattern of emotions may change due to them being faced with a undisclosed situation in that small time frame.
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