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ECPS4016: Personality and Individual Differences 		Essay 10 March 2026

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

This essay will focus mainly on the Five-Factor Model of personality, also known as the Big Five, which is one of the most widely supported trait theories. It will explain the basic concept of trait theories and outline the Big Five traits. It will discuss how these are believed to influence behaviour and explain individual differences. It will also examine how personality traits are measured using psychometric tests, along with the strengths and weaknesses of these methods and how well trait theories of personality account for individual differences in behaviour.

In psychology, behaviour generally refers to the actions or responses of an individual that can be observed or measured, such as social behaviours, emotional reactions, decision-making or patterns of work and study (Maltby et al., 2022). Trait theorists believe these behaviours can be explained by differences in personality traits in individuals. Even when individuals are in similar situations, their reactions, emotions and behaviours can vary a lot. One of the leading ways psychologists try to explain these differences is through trait theories of personality. These theories suggest that personality is made up of consistently enduring characteristics, known as traits, which influence how people typically think, feel and behave (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2015). 

The aim of personality psychology is to understand why people behave differently from one another. Trait theory is based on the idea that personality can be understood by identifying and measuring stable characteristics that differ between people. These traits are thought to influence the way individuals behave across various situations. They show differences in people’s behaviour in ways that are consistent with their personality traits, and individuals with different trait levels will respond differently in similar situations. Trait theory focuses on describing and measuring personality in a systematic way (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2015).

Since the 1930s, researchers such as Gordon Allport, have analysed large numbers of personality descriptions.  Statistical methods such as factor analysis led to Raymond Cattell’s 16 personality trait theory, which was later simplified by Hans Eysenck who introduced aspects such as introversion-extraversion and neuroticism. This research evolved into the development of the Five-Factor Model of personality, associated with researchers such as Paul Costa and Robert McCrae in the 1980s (Maltby et al., 2022). The Big Five model suggests that most aspects of personality can be grouped into five broad traits: openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism. 

Openness to experience refers to how curious, imaginative and open-minded a person is. People who score high on openness are often interested in new ideas, creative activities and trying new experiences. Those with lower openness may prefer routine and familiar activities (Maltby et al., 2022).

Conscientiousness describes how organised, responsible and self-disciplined someone is. Highly conscientious individuals are usually reliable, careful and motivated to achieve their goals. In contrast, people with lower conscientiousness may be more disorganised or impulsive (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2015). Conscientiousness is one of the traits most strongly linked to behaviour related to achievement and responsibility. Highly conscientious individuals tend to plan, work hard and complete tasks carefully. Research has shown that this trait predicts important outcomes such as academic achievement and job performance and those who score highly in this trait are more likely to succeed in structured environments such as education and employment. (Roberts et al., 2007).

Extraversion refers to how sociable, energetic and outgoing someone is. People high in extraversion tend to enjoy social interaction, excitement and being around others. Those lower in extraversion, or introverted, may prefer quieter environments and spending time alone (Maltby et al., 2022). For example, extraversion is strongly linked to social behaviour. People who score highly on extraversion are more likely to seek out social situations, enjoy group activities and feel comfortable talking to new people. People lower in extraversion may keep themselves to themselves, prefer quieter activities and smaller social settings (Maltby et al., 2022).

Agreeableness reflects how co-operative, trusting and kind a person is towards others. Individuals high in agreeableness tend to be friendly, helpful and empathetic, while those lower in agreeableness may be more competitive or less concerned about others’ needs. Agreeableness influences behaviours relating to relationships and people high in agreeableness are more likely to engage in supportive behaviours, making them easier to work with in teams and social groups (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2015).

Neuroticism relates to emotional stability. People who score high in neuroticism are more likely to experience anxiety, mood swings and stress. Those low in neuroticism tend to be calmer and more emotionally stable. Neuroticism also plays an important role in explaining behavioural differences. Individuals high in neuroticism tend to experience stronger negative emotions and may react more intensely to stressful situations. This can lead to behaviours such as worry, avoidance or emotional reactions during challenging circumstances (Maltby et al., 2022).

These five traits have been found in many different cultures, which is one reason why the model is widely accepted in personality research (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2015).

An important part of trait theory is being able to measure personality traits using psychometric tests. These tests usually involve questionnaires where individuals rate how much they agree with statements about themselves (Maltby et al., 2022). One widely used measure of the Big Five is the NEO Personality Inventory, which assesses each of the five personality traits. These tests allow researchers to assign scores that indicate how high or low someone is on each trait (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2015). One of the strengths of psychometric personality tests is that they allow researchers to collect large amounts of data from many participants, which helps identify patterns in personality and behaviour. Another strength is that personality questionnaires have good reliability, meaning that individuals tend to receive similar scores when tested at different times, showing personality traits are relatively stable (Maltby et al., 2022). However, these tests rely heavily on self-report data and participants may not always answer honestly or have good self-awareness or may respond in ways that make them appear more socially pleasing, which can reduce the accuracy of the results (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2015).  As people can sometimes behave differently depending on circumstances or their emotional state, personality traits may predict general tendencies rather than specific actions (Maltby et al., 2022). Despite these limitations, psychometric assessments remain one of the most widely used methods for studying personality and individual differences. 

Empirical research also shows a connection between personality traits and workplace attitudes. A large study conducted in 2002 examined the relationship between the Big Five traits and job satisfaction (Judge et al., 2002). Their results showed that traits such as extraversion, conscientiousness and emotional stability were positively related to job satisfaction, while neuroticism was negatively related. This suggests that personality traits can influence how individuals experience and respond to their work environments. Other research has also tried to explain how traits relate to everyday behavior. Fleeson and Jayawickreme’s Whole Trait Theory (Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015) suggests that personality traits show patterns in how people behave across many situations. According to this theory, traits describe a range of behaviours a person displays rather than a single behaviour and explains why behaviour can vary while still being influenced by stable personality traits. For example, an individual high in extraversion might usually be sociable but may act more introverted in certain circumstances, showing consistently different behavioural patterns across time and situations.

Although trait theories provide useful insights into behavioural differences, other psychological approaches suggest that behaviour is influenced by other factors. For example, behaviourist theories maintain that behaviour is shaped by learning and environmental reinforcement, where individuals behave in certain ways because those behaviours have been rewarded in the past. Social-cognitive theories emphasise the importance of situations and cognitive processes, suggesting behaviour is influenced by a combination of personal characteristics and environment. This is referred to as the person–situation debate, which questions whether behaviour is mainly determined by personality traits or by situational influences (Maltby et al., 2022). Trait theories, such as the Big Five model, provide an important framework for understanding individual differences in behaviour. By analysing personality traits such as extraversion, conscientiousness and neuroticism, psychologists can explain why individuals behave differently in similar situations. The research does show strong support for the relationship between personality traits and behaviour. Studies have shown that traits can predict outcomes such as academic success, job performance and emotional responses (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2015). Research also demonstrates how personality traits influence workplace attitudes (Judge et al., 2002), while Fleeson and Jayawickreme’s Whole Trait Theory (2015) explains how traits relate to behaviour across different situations. Conversely, personality tests rely heavily on self-report methods, and behaviour can be influenced by situational factors as well as personality traits. Other psychological perspectives highlight the importance of learning, environment and cognition in shaping behaviour.

References
Chamorro-Premuzic, T. (2015). Personality and individual differences (3rd ed.). John Wiley & Sons.
Fleeson, W., & Jayawickreme, E. (2015). Whole trait theory. Journal of Research in Personality, 56, 82–92. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2014.10.009
Judge, T. A., Heller, D., & Mount, M. K. (2002). Five-factor model of personality and job satisfaction: A meta-analysis. Journal of Applied Psychology, 87(3), 530–541. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/11284305_Five-Factor_Model_of_Personality_and_Job_Satisfaction_A_Meta-Analysis/link/54ac4b250cf23c69a2b7a6df/download?_tp=eyJjb250ZXh0Ijp7ImZpcnN0UGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIiwicGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIn19
Maltby, J., Day, L., & Macaskill, A. (2022). Personality, individual differences and intelligence (5th ed.). Pearson.
Roberts, B. W., Kuncel, N. R., Shiner, R., Caspi, A., & Goldberg, L. R. (2007). The power of personality: The comparative validity of personality traits, socioeconomic status and cognitive ability for predicting important life outcomes. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 2(4), 313–345. https://projects.ori.org/lrg/PDFs_papers/Roberts_etal_2007_Power_of_personality_PPS.pdf
2

