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Trait theories seek to define the patterns of thoughts, emotions and actions that differentiate individuals. These theories suggest that personality is built upon enduring traits that shape how we interpret and engage within our environment. A personality trait can be defined as an enduring, biological-based disposition, that creates a consistent pattern in how a individual thinks, feels and act over time (McCrae & Costa 2008).Behaviour is simply how we react to the world around us (Eysenck, 1991), trait theorists believe that differences in personality traits explain why individuals behave differently even when they experience the same situations or share an experience. For example, one person may react calmly in a stressful situation while another becomes stressed and avoidant. This essay will discuss how trait theories account for individual differences in behaviour and the evidence that supports them. It will consider strengths and limitations of trait approaches in comparison with other perspectives in psychology.


Trait theories are based on several key theoretical assumptions about personality. One of these key theoretical assumptions are that personality traits are relatively stable over time and across situations (MoCrae & Costa 2008). According to Allport (1937L personality is a collection of enduring traits that influence behaviour, however not all traits exert the same level of control. He stated the difference between 'central traits', which consistently define a person's character, and 'secondary traits', which only manifest under specific circumstances. This framework showed that while some traits are core to who we are as individuals, others are only triggered by some situations we may experience throughout our lives.

As personality traits started moving towards a more data-oriented approach, Raymond Cattell used factor analysis to isolate sixteen personality traits. Raymond Cattell (1970) expanded the field by proposing 16 fundamental source traits. He applied this statistical technique to identify clusters within behavioural data. Leading to the development of the 16 Personality Factor Questionnaire (16PF), a prominent assessment tool (Cattell, 1970). It is still used in clinical and organisational settings now. His theory suggests that human behaviour results from these 16 traits overlapping and influencing one another, depending on the situation at hand.
However, modern personality trait research is dominated by the Five-Factor Model (FFM). It is often referred to as the Big Five; it is a framework that is widely used within personality psychology. It suggested that human behaviour can be narrowed down to five broad independent traits. The FFM identifies 5 broad factors, these are: Openness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness and Neuroticism (OCEAN). The Big Five operates on the principle that personality traits are continuous variables. For example, individuals who are high in conscientiousness tend to be more organised and responsible. Whereas individuals who are low in conscientiousness behave more impulsively. The Big Five framework has become one of the most used models McCrae & Costa, 2008) in personality psychology due to its strong empirical research and is validated across many different cultures.

Trait theories explain individual differences in behaviour by suggesting that these personality traits influence how people respond in different situations. Empirical research provides strong evidence for the role of personality traits in predicting behavioural outcomes. For example, studies have shown that an individual being highly conscientious can be associated with academic success. A meta-analysis that was conducted by Arthur E.Poropat showed that students who score highly on conscientiousness tend to achieve better academic results because they are more organised and self-disciplined (Poroport, 2009). Research has also shown that extraversion is linked to increased social engagement. Individuals who have high extraversion are more likely to seek social interaction with others (Judge et al., 2002). In addition, individuals who have high scores in neuroticism are more likely to experience negative emotional reactions, such as stress and anxiety when faced with difficult life situations (Lahey, 2009). These findings provide substantial empirical evidence that personality traits play an important role in influencing behavioural patterns across various areas of life.

Agreeableness is another personality trait that offers an explanation of how traits influence behaviour. Individuals who score highly on agreeableness are more likely to engage in prosocial behaviours, such as cooperating with others, showing empathy, and helping those around them. Research conducted by Granziano and Eisenberg (1997) found a strong relation between agreeableness and altruistic behaviour, suggesting that personality traits can shape an individual’s moral and social actions towards others. These findings provide strong empirical evidence that personality traits are significant in predicting behaviour across a range of contexts.

An important component of this theory is how psychologists measure and evaluate personality traits. Psychologists use a variety of psychometric tools to assess personality traits and detect behavioural patterns. An approach that is widely used to measure personality traits is self-report questionnaires, such as the NEO Personality Inventory, which assesses the Big Five Personality traits (Costa & McCrae, 1992). In these questionnaires, individuals choose to what extent they agree with each statement about behaviours or attitudes, allowing researchers to calculate trait scores and enable to explain an individual’s behaviour patterns based on their answers. Personality can be assessed by behavioural observation. Reports from individuals who can observe a person’s behaviour can be beneficial, especially in scenarios where individuals may not have full awareness of their own behaviour

Evidence strongly supports the role of personality traits in predicting behaviour. Longitudinal studies have demonstrated that personality traits remain relatively stable over time, supporting the claim that traits consistently shape behavioural patterns across the lifespan (Roberts & DelVecchio, 2000).

Despite these strengths, trait theories have been criticised for having limitations in explaining human behaviour. One of the key criticisms of trait theory is that personality traits may not fully account for the influence of situational factors on behaviour. The person-situation debate states the idea that individual’s behaviour may change depending on the environmental conditions, rather than being entirely dominated by personality traits. For example, an individual who is usually calm may still react negatively in certain scenarios when they feel overwhelmed. This suggests that behaviour is influenced by both, an individual’s personality traits and the situation they are in. Contemporary personality psychology acknowledges that behaviour arises from the combined influence of personality traits and situational factors.

Another criticism of trait theories is that it tends to describe personality rather than explain its underlying foundations. Although trait models identify consistent patterns of behaviour, they do not explain how these traits develop. Approaches such as psychodynamic and social learning theories highlight the role of early environmental influences on shaping an individual’s personality and their behaviour (Bandura,1977). To address this limitation, trait theorists have used evidence from biological and genetic research to strengthen their models. Findings from twin and heritability studies suggest that genetic influences play a significant role in shaping personality traits, providing further support for the trait approach (Bouchard &McGue, 2003)

Despite these criticism trait theories continue to play a significant role in psychology due to their strong empirical validity and wide range of practical uses. Personality assessments are commonly used in clinical and research environments. For instance, employers may use personality measures to predict whether an individual is well-suited for a specific job, which could help predict their job performance and compatibility within a team. Ensuring to highlight the practical importance of understanding individual differences in personality.


In summary, trait theories of personality are a useful framework for explaining individual differences in behaviour. This theory suggests that personality is made up of relatively stable traits that shape how people respond to different situations. These theories provide a structured explanation for differences in behaviours. From early theorists such as Allport, Cattell, and Eysenck to more recent approaches like the Five Factor Model, trait theory psychology has developed increasingly sophisticated methods for identifying and measuring behaviour and personality traits. Empirical research demonstrates that personality traits predict a wide range of behaviours, including academic success, job performance, social interactions, and emotional responses in stressful situations. However, the criticisms of this theory emphasise the role that situational factors play and the need for more explanation of personality and behavioural development. Trait theories remain one of the most well-supported approaches in personality psychology. Overall, it is an effective method to predict an individual’s behaviour in a specific situation that may occur in the future.
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