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This essay will examine major trait theories and how they explain differences in behaviour. Behaviour refers to observable actions or responses of an individual to internal or external stimuli. The study of personality aims to understand why individuals differ in their behaviour in similar situations. Trait theories of personality provide a framework to classify and explain these differences based on consistent psychological characteristics. 

As the classification of objects according to various characteristics lies at the foundation of any scientific approach, the theory of personality is likewise based on the classification of individuals according to psychological characteristics or traits. The first method used by personality theory for classification is descriptive. Its difficulty lies in the fact that it is much easier to describe physiological features than psychological ones. 

In essence, personality can be understood as a way of organising thoughts and actions that is characteristic of each particular individual (Maltby et al., 2022). Within psychology, understanding personality traits is especially important for explaining how an individual responds to stressful situations. Some people are able to function normally while experiencing stress and mitigate its consequences, whereas others can only interact with their environment effectively in calm, stress-free conditions. Trait theories suggest that these behavioural differences can be explained by variations in personality traits such as neuroticism and emotional stability. Identifying these characteristics aims to evaluate, explain, assess, and predict differences and similarities between individuals (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2015). 

The Five-Factor Model 
But is it really necessary to classify these traits? Does it have genuine practical value? There are a great many personal traits inherent in personality that make their possessor an individual, but it is not reasonable to take all of them into account in classification. Therefore, the system that has gained the support and approval of most differential psychologists is the five-factor model. 

The Big Five theory, also known as the five-factor model, suggests that personality can be described through five broad dimensions: openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism (Costa and McCrae, 1992). These traits help to explain differences in behaviour between individuals. For example, people high in extraversion tend to engage in more social behaviour and seek interaction with others, whereas individuals high in neuroticism are more likely to respond to stressful situations with anxiety or emotional instability (Judje at al., 2002). Openness refers to curiosity, imagination, and a willingness to experience new ideas. Conscientiousness describes a person’s level of organisation, responsibility, and self-discipline. Extraversion reflects sociability, energy, and the tendency to seek stimulation in the company of others. Agreeableness is associated with kindness, empathy, and a cooperative attitude towards other people. Finally, neuroticism relates to emotional stability and the tendency to experience negative emotions such as anxiety, stress, or moodiness. Together, these five traits provide a widely accepted framework for understanding and comparing individual differences in personality (Maltby et al., 2022).

Personality traits are commonly measured using psychometric assessment tools that allow psychologists to quantify individual differences and relate them to behaviour. One widely used instrument is the NEO Personality Inventory (NEO-PI-R) developed by Costa and McCrae, which measures the five dimensions of the Big Five model. This assessment helps predict behavioural tendencies such as organisation, responsibility, and social interaction. Another tool is the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (EPQ), which measures extraversion, neuroticism, and psychoticism and is often used to predict emotional responses and stress reactions. In addition, Cattell’s 16 Personality Factor Questionnaire (16PF) measures 16 traits derived from the lexical approach and helps identify behavioural patterns across different situations (Revelle, 2009).

Eysenck’s Big Three 
It is also worth mentioning Eysenck’s Big Three, a precursor to the Big Five theory. It proposes that the fundamental differences on which every individual is based can be classified as neuroticism, extraversion, and psychoticism (Eysenck and Eysenck, 1975). These traits are believed to influence behavioural tendencies. For example, individuals high in extraversion tend to display more sociable and active behaviour, while individuals high in psychoticism may demonstrate more aggressive or antisocial behavioural patterns. It should be noted that these three dimensions are considered independent. This means that a high score in one dimension does not necessarily imply high scores in the others. For example, an individual may be positive and social, or positive and antisocial, and so on. It is also important to note that Eysenck’s theory has biological roots. Thus, differences in these dimensions are caused by biological factors that influence the functioning of the nervous system and individual behavioural responses (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2015). 

Whole Trait Theory 
The concept of researchers needing to move towards integrating differential perception and responses to situations is reflected in whole trait theory, which represents an approach in which the explanatory component of traits is based on socio-cognitive mechanisms, while the descriptive component is represented by the distribution of behavioural manifestations (Fleeson and Jayawickreme, 2015).

Cattell’s Lexical Hypothesis 
Another personality model, known as the ‘lexical hypothesis,’ was developed by Raymond Cattell. It originated from the systematic analysis of the English language and stated that every aspect of patterns of behaviour can be described by existing words. As a result of this lexical study in relation to behavioural patterns, the list was significantly reduced from 4,500 words to 16 personality traits. The idea that many variables of behavioural tendencies are related is reflected in life examples, such as deviant behaviour in adolescence, which refers to different but related behaviours (Revelle, 2009). 

Allport’s Contributions 
It is also essential to mention Gordon Allport’s work, which focuses on individual differences between people. The idea of this theory is the identification of stable characteristics that shape a person’s behaviour (Allport, 1937). Allport divided traits into three main categories: 
Cardinal traits: Dominate a person’s personality and almost entirely determine behaviour (rare). 
Central traits: Core characteristics describing a person (e.g., honesty, kindness). 
Secondary traits: Less obvious and more situational features. 

He emphasized the uniqueness of each person, unlike mass approaches such as psychoanalysis or behaviourism. Allport was interested not only in past experiences but also in a person’s current motives and goals. Behaviour, stated Allport, can continue independently of its original motives. For example, a hobby may persist even after the initial reason for starting it is gone (Allport, 1937). 

Trait-Based Approach and Cognitive Perspectives 
The trait-based approach is fairly effective: it identifies the content of broad personality traits and convincingly demonstrates their existence. These traits are important because they help explain why individuals behave differently in similar situations. However, when attempting to explain where these traits originate, how they function, and how they lead to differences in behaviour, the cognitive approach argues that, at its core, personality is based on the interplay of mental processes and learned behavioural patterns. 

Propositions of Whole Trait Theory 
Five main propositions of whole trait theory are usually distinguished. 
The descriptive aspect of traits is best understood as a density distribution of states. In this context, density distribution refers to the frequency with which a particular trait is expressed at different levels. 

The importance of developing the explanatory aspect of the Big Five approach is emphasised. Scientific progress requires that the Big Five move beyond merely describing individual differences and begin to explain the mechanisms underlying them (Fleeson and Jayawickreme, 2015).

Adding explanatory power to the Big Five framework creates two components of personality traits: a descriptive component and an explanatory component. Although these are distinct entities, they can nevertheless be integrated into unified whole traits. 

The explanatory component of traits consists of socio-cognitive mechanisms that influence how individuals interpret situations and respond behaviourally. These mechanisms involve a range of variables that are of significant interest to personality psychologists. As a result, personality traits can lead to consistent behavioural patterns across different contexts (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2015). 

Whole trait theory differs from earlier approaches in that research in personality psychology should increasingly focus on identifying socio-cognitive mechanisms. 

Empirical research provides strong support for the relationship between personality traits and behaviour. Judge, Heller and Mount (2002) found that several Big Five traits, particularly conscientiousness and emotional stability, are strongly related to job satisfaction and workplace behaviour. Similarly, Costa and McCrae (1992) demonstrated that the Big Five traits remain relatively stable throughout adulthood and are associated with consistent behavioural patterns in social and occupational contexts. Furthermore, Fleeson and Jayawickreme (2015) proposed Whole Trait Theory, suggesting that traits represent distributions of behavioural states. This means that while behaviour may vary across situations, individuals still demonstrate stable trait tendencies.

Conclusion 
Trait theories, from Allport and Cattell to Eysenck and the Big Five, provide a robust framework for explaining individual differences in behaviour. Measurement tools and socio-cognitive mechanisms offer both predictive and explanatory power. Whole Trait Theory integrates descriptive and explanatory aspects, showing how traits influence behaviour across contexts. Together, these approaches help researchers and practitioners understand, predict, and evaluate differences in human behaviour, making trait theories highly relevant for psychology and applied settings. 
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