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

This essay will discuss how trait theories of personality account for individual differences in behaviour. While personality theorists are continuing to find a universal definition for personality, Maltby et al. (2017) broadly describes the term as being thought of as an “active, responsive system” that encompasses both body and mind. In 1961, Gordon Allport used a similar definition, however added that patterns of stable behaviours, feelings and thoughts create the person’s traits which ultimately shape personality (Maltby et al., 2017; Allport., 1961). Behaviour, however, has a widespread disagreement on the definition varying from, “an output of motor activity” to, “a behaviour always involving interaction with the environment” (Calhoun & El Hady, 2023).
The American Psychological Association (2018) explains how trait theories describe and predict behaviour, such as those developed by Allport (1961) and Cattell (1946) and more recently the classical biological models developed by Costa and McCrae in 1992 (Gross, 2020). Personality has been a central focus of psychological research as it provides explanation into why individuals behave differently across similar situations (Hampson, 2012). Although these theories differ from one theorist to the other, arguably, in contemporary trait theories, personality can be measured by the “Five Factor Model” (FFM), or the “Big Five”, amended by Costa and McCrae in 1992 (Gross, 2020) which has been one of the most widely used frameworks for measuring personality (Simha & Parboteeah, 2020). For this essay, the discussion will focus on how trait theorists explain individual differences in behaviour, with particular emphasis on the trait extraversion, alongside an evaluation of the strengths and limitations of the relevant theories.
Classical trait theory has played a significant part in building the foundations for the development of the more contemporary trait theories such as the Five Factor Model (Cotterill, 2023). Gordon Allport, a leading figure in personality psychology introduced his theory when he first published his work in 1937 titled, ‘Personality: A Psychological Interpretation’. Allport used taxonomy to develop a three-tier hierarchy of personality traits, ‘cardinal (dominant), central (main traits) and secondary (minor traits)’, which were narrowed down from 4000 adjectives from a dictionary that he thought best described personality traits amongst different cultures (Swargiary, 2014). Although extraversion was not a specific domain in Allport’s theory, later theorists connected associative adjectives from broad dimensions to form the term concisely (Hall & Gardner, 1998). Allport proposed that people who are sociable, outgoing and seek excitement tend to consistently show these behaviours across situations. Opposing this, Allport reported that people who are shy preferred being in smaller groups and are far less assertive in smaller groups. However, Allport believed that traits are the result of a certain stimulus (Blackwell, 2020).
Although Allport’s trait theory helps explain individual differences it can be too varied because traits can change with the situation and don’t capture shared human behaviours which brings limitations to this theory. Many theorists agree with this, especially Cattell and Costa and McCrae who later argue that Allport’s personality traits could be reduced to a smaller number (Fehriinger, 2004., & Toomela, 2025).
Exploring the complexities of Allport’s trait theory in the 1940s, Raymond Cattell a personality psychologist, arguably developed one of the most influential trait theories after criticising the work of Allport (Fehriinger, 2004). Cattell believed Allport’s theory was not scientific enough. Although Cattell used the list of personality descriptors thought up by Allport, Cattell finally developed the 16 Personality Factor Model (16PF), aimed to measure personality by using empirical evidence through questionnaires. Unlike Allport who focused mainly on qualitative research, Cattell’s theory was more scientifically robust and highly influenced FFM (Gillis & Boyle, 2019). Cattell’s 16PF questionnaire consisted of 185 multiple- choice items designed to measure 16 primary traits. The results from that would reveal a higher order “global factor”, such as extraversion. The five main traits used to describe how an extrovert would be considered are warm, lively, sociably confident, forthright and affiliative, opposed to an introvert who proposed they were detached, quiet and sociably shy. 
One of the key strengths of Cattell’s 16PF is its scientific and empirical approach to measuring personality traits. Cattell was able to reduce thousands of trait descriptors in smaller, measurable factors, allowing personality to be studied quantitatively (Gillis & Boyle, 2019). Alternatively, this strengthened the reliability of trait theory and produced an overall clearer framework for explaining individual differences in behaviour. However, despite these strengths, Cattell’s model has also been criticised for its complexities and lack of replicability (Eysenck, 2004). Evidence from other personality theorists such as Eysenck (2004) and Costa and McCrae (1992) suggest that there are inconsistencies between variables in Cattell’s theory such as age and social class, the affordability, which was especially lower in lower class subjects and the simplicity of the descriptors of personality domain. Additional evidence supporting this argument is provided by Barnett and Kline when in 1982 they gave nearly 500 participants the 16PF and when they analysed the findings, the results did not correlate closely to those traits proposed by Cattell (Eysenck, 2004). This weakens the argument that trait theory can reliably explain individual differences, as inconsistent factor structures suggest personality traits may not be as stable or universal as originally proposed. Consequently, later personality theorists aimed to simplify and refine trait theory, ultimately leading to the development of the Five Factor Model.
The Five Factor Model was developed further in the early 1980s by Costa and McCrae (1992). It is structured to represent personality in five factors: openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism (OCEAN). These traits are used to describe an individual’s behaviour, emotions and thought processes and can be used to predict life outcomes such as well- being and employment opportunities. Dr Andrea Greenwood states there are several ways to measure the Big Five personality traits varying from formal psychological assessments to informal self- reflection which offers a thorough analysis of individual’s personality. Developed by Costa and McCrae in 1992, the NEO Personality Inventory is a widely used tool for assessing The Big Five personality traits. It works by rating 240 statements that are linked to the five main domains that best describe oneself on a scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” which generates quantitative data for analysis (Personality Insight.org, 2025). 
The Big Five personality traits account for individual differences in behaviour by providing a structured framework through which thoughts, emotions, and social interactions can be understood by using the NEO Personality Inventory (Gross, 2020). For example, individuals who score high in conscientiousness are more likely to demonstrate organisation, reliability, and goal-directed behaviour, making them more consistent in academic and occupational settings. In contrast, those high in neuroticism may exhibit greater emotional reactivity and vulnerability to stress, which can influence how they respond to challenging situations. Therefore, trait theories help explain individual differences in behaviour by suggesting that stable personality traits influence how people respond to similar situations. This demonstrates a key strength in trait theories to predict individual behaviour (Banyard and Grayson, 2008). 
There are, however, limitations to FFM and NEO Personality Inventory. With there being 240 statements to refer to, some participants may find the questionnaire too lengthy as it could take up to thirty minutes for completion. As a result, the validity is arguably questionable as participants may be tired and not responding accurately. Furthermore, researchers such as Willmott et al (2017) suggests it may be limited to a certain type of population, not taking into consideration age groups, ethnic or cultural groups or neurodivergent individuals, therefore, inaccurately representing a true picture of the individual differences in behaviour (The British Psychological Society, 2008). 
In conclusion, trait theories provide a valuable framework for explaining individual differences in behaviour by suggesting that stable personality traits influence how individuals respond to similar situations. While Allport laid the theoretical foundation for personality psychology, later theorists such as Cattell and Costa and McCrae developed more empirically supported models. The Five Factor Model offers a clearer and more replicable structure for understanding personality traits such as extraversion. However, despite their strengths, trait theories have been criticised for oversimplifying personality and failing to fully account for situational influences on behaviour. Nevertheless, trait approaches remain one of the most influential frameworks for understanding personality differences. However, developing a holistic theory which takes situational factors into consideration would strengthen the validity and weaken the argument on whether trait theories are robustly reliable and sustainable. 
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