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

The purpose of this essay is to discuss trait theory of personality, and how it accounts for individual differences in human behaviour. The specific trait theory that will be discussed in this essay is the big 5 trait theory. Firstly, the theory will be explained, evaluated and an alternative proposed before finally concluding.  

To explain what the big 5 trait theory is first the original basis for it must be established. Sir Francis Galton is credited with creating the lexical hypothesis in which the big 5 trait theory finds its footings. Galton was interested in the relationship between language and personality, and the lexical hypothesis is the product of that. The hypothesis proposes that as differences are recognised between individuals, they’re encoded by single words (Maltby at al., 2013). He also believed that the more words there were to describe the difference the more important or experienced it was or is. This is where the big five model finds its underpinning, in the belief that individual differences or ‘traits’ can be defined with words. 

With that established, the theory can now be explained. As the name suggests the big 5 theory claims that people's personality and subsequently behaviour can be defined or explained by which category they fall under. The big 5 traits are 5 categories with 2 options in each with opposing options in that category. These options are openness versus closedness to new experience, conscientiousness versus lack of direction, extraversion versus introversion, agreeableness versus antagonism and neuroticism versus emotional stability (Upton, 2011). To better remember the long sequence of traits the acronym OCEAN has been employed based of the first traits mentioned in each category (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2011). Scoring high or low in each section is said to explain certain parts of a person's personality and potential behaviour so, a candidate with a high score in openness is said to be enthusiastic about learning new things, and more likely to find more abstract solutions to problems whilst somebody with a low score is said to be the opposite (aida forms, 2026). Somebody high in conscientiousness is likely diligent and methodical, someone who can set goals and stick to them, with its opposite being lack of direction. Being high in extroversion creates somebody confident and outgoing who is able to take the lead in social situations whilst its counterpart, introversion, being the obvious opposite of somebody shy and generally avoidant of social situations. To be high in agreeableness is said to make somebody compassionate and considerate and more likely to openly express empathy and affection, the other side of this trait is antagonism which is active hostility. Finally, is neuroticism which is the only trait where the preference for a ‘positive’ result is to have a low score in it. Neuroticism involves insecurity, and anxiety, so somebody high in it will be high in those traits too. Somebody low in neuroticism however is then high in emotional stability according to the big 5 theory. This is quite self explanitory with its meaning as this person would be stable and able to regulate themselves emotionally. 

The main way these results are decided is through a questionnaire or a ‘self-report. This means participants were answering questions about themselves and then the experimenter would take the paper and using a method, calculate the results. When predicting behaviour using this theory where people sit in the spectrum is the most important thing. As previously said, people high in openness to new experience will be more outgoing and subsequently they may be more likely to take risks in their career like trying a new way of solving a problem.

[bookmark: _Int_b0uEauAZ]As with every theory and hypothesis it is not without criticism. A large piece of criticism for it is the self-report method. This is something criticised across psychology for its reliability and validity. Validity is called in the question as people being asked questions, about themselves especially, are not always going to be honest, however whether that be on a conscious or sub-conscious level remains to be seen. Additionally, the validity comes into question with repeat results, will the same person asked the same questions 6 months apart answer both sets the same, it's unlikely as they’ll likely be in completely different headspaces (Hampson and Colman, 1995). However, this is often compensated for by using indirect questions, which is then put through software like SPSS (statistical package for the social sciences) which will recognise any patterns in question answers. An example of this would be rather than asking if somebody is neurotic instead it could be asked if they’re prone to worrying. Similarly, Chamorro-Premuzic (2015) argues that people can lie on behalf or themselves and can portray fake versions of themselves the others, if you were to ask family and friends questions about the subject. Both of which will result in inaccurate results. He claims that the best way to get honest information would be to secretly observe them in their own home but acknowledges not only would that be unethical it would also be illegal. Instead, he says that, if you wanted, for example, to find out how much classical music somebody listened to, you’d ask questions relating to how much the listened to specific composers (Bach, Beethoven, etc) or how often they purchase classical music CDs. Chamorro-Premuzic claims this helps to mitigate lying on a conscious and unconscious level as people are not being asked outright and are instead asked related questions. However, another issue people have with the big 5 model is that is oversimplifies a much larger and broader idea. Some psychologists believe the human personality and behaviour cannot be simplified into 5 easy to understand categories because of how unique people are as individuals (Prosper, 2026).

[bookmark: _Int_7bx902Zf]As a result of these weaknesses the development of theories to explain human personality continued. An alternative for the big 5 theory is the HEXACO theory. HEXACO is a six-dimensional framework rather than five. Adding honest humility versus grandiosity (H), changing neuroticism for emotionality (E) whilst keeping extraversion (X), agreeableness (A), conscientiousness (C) and openness to experience (O) provides the acronym HEXACO. Developed by Michael. C. Ashton and Kibeom Lee in 2007 also finding its framework in the lexical theory, the HEXACO model is a sometimes considered a further developed version of the big 5 theory. Adding honesty and humility is said to relate to people's integrity, lack of greed, trustworthiness and fairness. Though similar to the big fives agreeableness, honesty-humility is concerned with active cooperation whilst agreeableness is more reactive cooperation (Haslam & Smillie, 2022). Despite both theories including agreeableness, they are different. HEXACO’s agreeableness disregards sentimentality but includes a low dispositional anger, therefore people high in HEXACO agreeableness is said to be especially composed, lenient and compassionate. 

[bookmark: _Int_M8PUdDhi]Another alternative is the DiSC assessment which is a four-trait framework similar to the big five and HEXACO. DiSC, much like the other two is an acronym: dominance, influence, steadiness and compliance. Dominance describes people who are authoritative and potentially blunt, influence is for extroverted and zealous people, steadiness for unselfish and accommodating and conscientiousness for people who are logical and quiet (Wiley, 2020). This is less about people's traits and more relating to human behaviour and motivation and is largely used by organisations especially during the hiring process. What makes DiSC slightly more reliable that the other two is that it is concerned with behaviour patterns that remain consistent with time. It measures less about whether you’re likable as a person or whether you are suitable for a role because of your personality but more so observes your natural capabilities and behaviour (Schutte, 2025).  

To conclude, the big 5 theory stands on the principal that people can be defined by 5 traits and that a test can determine how much of each trait they possess. The big 5 theory attempts to predict behaviour by stating where on the spectrum people sit with each trait and how that would influence they behaviour. Despite its weaknesses the big 5 theory is widely accepted and used in psychology. Though there are alternatives, one shares the weakness of relying on self-reports and the latter is largely only used in the work force. In short, the big 5 theory can explain and is widely accepted as a valid explanation for human behaviour but is never without issues. 
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