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How trait theories of personality can account
for individual differences in behaviour

Traits are consistent over time, although it is widely accepted that a person's behaviour is subject to change due to temporary mood states and a variety of situations, the understanding is still that there is consistency which defines an individual's true nature. (Matthews et al., 2009). As Mathews et al. (2009) states "We might expect a student we have noted as a ‘worrier’ to be particularly disturbed and worried in several different contexts such as examinations." (p. 3) This essay will discuss how trait theories of personality can account for individual differences in behaviour. Behaviour as we know it is defined as how an individual conducts themselves towards others or their environment. Behaviour is something that can be observed and measured making it crucial for studying personality. This is important for this essay as trait theory aims to explain why people behave consistently, linking their behaviour to underlying personality traits. The three core behaviour traits I will discuss are extraversion, neuroticism and agreeableness. The objective will be to focus on the strengths and limitations of trait theory of personality whilst using empirical evidence to support the claims.
Extraversion is typically defined as a trait defined by characteristics such as sociability, assertiveness and a tendency to seek stimulation. Individuals with high extraversion are naturally attracted to energetic social environments, while those with lower levels of extraversion (introverts) are naturally more interested in quieter, low stimulation settings. Because traits are assumed to be internal dispositions, extraversion provides a consistent basis for explaining differences in how individuals behave socially and in different external environments and situations. Extroversion is an example of an observable sociability behaviour; highly extraverted people tend to start conversations and take part actively in group situations. They often show expressive behaviours such as frequent talking and enthusiasm in social environments. Contrastingly, introverted individuals typically speak less and avoid large, overstimulating groups and prefer social interactions that are one to one and generally calmer. These behavioural patterns reflect the trait's influence on how people choose to react to social environments. 
There is strong empirical evidence linking extraversion to sociability, Mehl, Gosling, and Pennebaker (2006). Using naturalistic audio recordings, it was found that individuals high in extraversion spent more time talking and less time alone compared with introverts, showing a clear relationship between traits and behaviour. Furthermore, other empirical evidence supports this connection as well. A study published in Applied Psychology: Health and Well‑Being found that individuals high in extraversion engaged in significantly more frequent and enjoyable social interactions in daily life (Margolis et al., 2019) Participants reported that spending more time around others and experiencing more positive feelings during socialising compared with introverts. The findings showed that extraverts consistently behaved in more socially engaged ways across different situations, supporting trait theory's prediction that internal dispositions guide observable social behaviour. Overall, extraversion accounts for individual differences in sociability by shaping stable patterns of social behaviour. The consistent empirical evidence linking extraversion to conversational activity and social involvement strongly supports the trait theory view that internal dispositions reliably influence observable behaviour. 
Trait theory explains individual differences in anxiety-related behaviour through the personality trait neuroticism. According to the APA Dictionary of Psychology, neuroticism reflects a tendency to experience frequent and intense negative emotions such as worry, fear and emotional instability (American Psychological Association, n.d.). In trait theory, these emotions are viewed as characteristics that influence how an individual would react to situations involving stress or threat. Therefore, people with elevated levels of neuroticism are more prone to anxiety because they consistently view situations as more distressing and overwhelming. These emotional tendencies are observable behavioural patterns. Simply Psychology mentions that highly neurotic individuals are more likely to portray behaviours such as avoidance, rumination, irritability, and exaggerated responses to minor stressors (McLeod, 2023). Verywell Mind also reports that those high in neuroticism typically display more sensitivity to daily stress and are more easily overwhelmed leading them to withdraw from distressing situations to manage their anxiety.  (Cherry, 2021). These behaviours tend to support the trait theory idea that personality disposition consistently shape behavioural responses. 
Empirical evidence from the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) also supports this link. The NIMH explains that individuals who are prone to anxiety show stronger behavioural and physiological reactions to stress, such as avoidance behaviours and difficulty regulating emotional responses (National Institute of Mental Health, 2022). These patterns closely mirror the behavioural actions associated with high neuroticism, showing a consistent link between emotional instability and anxiety‑related behaviour. Overall, neuroticism accounts for individual differences in anxiety‑related behaviours by influencing how people perceive and react to stress. Psychological sources and behavioural evidence support the trait theory that internal dispositions reliably shape coping styles and anxiety responses. 
Trait theory explains differences in behaviour through the personality trait agreeableness. Psychology Today describes agreeableness as a tendency to be cooperative, polite, kind, trusting, and strongly motivated to keep social harmony (Psychology Today, n.d.). These qualities reflect the trait theory assumption that agreeableness is a trait that influences how individuals behave in social settings. These internal tendencies are expressed through observable behaviours. The Berkeley Well‑Being Institute explains that individuals high in agreeableness typically show trust, straightforwardness, altruism, and a desire to maintain positive relationships (Huntington, n.d.). Because they value cooperation and social connection, they often engage in behaviours such as helping others, listening attentively, and resolving conflicts calmly. Furthermore, those low in agreeableness may appear competitive, sceptical, or antagonistic, and are less likely to show empathy or assist others. 
EBSCO’s Research Starters, notes that agreeable individuals are commonly perceived as friendly, patient, cooperative, and highly inclined toward prosocial and helping behaviours (Lasky, 2023). People low in agreeableness, however, may behave more confrontationally, prioritising their own needs over group harmony. These consistent behavioural patterns across situations align with trait theory’s view that personality traits reliably influence behaviour. Overall, agreeableness accounts for individual differences in social and cooperative behaviour by shaping how people respond to other needs and social demands. High agreeableness predicts empathy, cooperation, and helping behaviours, while low agreeableness is associated with conflict, reduced cooperation, and tension. 
Trait theory offers several strengths in explaining individual differences in behaviour. One key strength is its predictive patterns, as traits such as extraversion, neuroticism and agreeableness reliably relate to patterns of sociability, emotional reactivity and social behaviour. This supports trait theory’s assumption that traits are enduring dispositions influencing behaviour. Another strength is the consistency and replicability of trait measures such as the Big Five, which have been supported across cultures and age groups, making trait theory one of the most empirically proven approaches in personality psychology. However, trait theory faces major criticism from the person–situation debate. Walter Mischel argued that behaviour is often inconsistent across different contexts, suggesting that personality traits alone cannot fully predict behaviour (Bennett, 2021). Educational summaries also explain that Mischel found people’s behaviour varied significantly between situations, challenging the idea of trait theory (Elon University, n.d.). This suggests that situational factors may be more influential in determining behaviour than trait theory acknowledges.
Further alternatives are provided by the concept of situationism, which argues that environmental conditions can interfere with personality traits in shaping behaviour. Norton’s textbook description emphasises that behaviour often depends more on situational pressures than on internal dispositions, raising doubts about the importance of traits alone (Norton, n.d.). Overall, trait theory provides a valuable insight for predicting behavioural tendencies, but it is most effective when combined with an interactionist perspective that recognises behaviour as the result of both personality traits and situational influences.
In conclusion, trait theories of personality is a valuable insight in understanding why individuals differ in their behaviour, socially and emotionally. By proposing that traits such as extraversion, neuroticism and agreeableness are dispositions, trait theory helps to explain consistent behavioural patterns. As shown in this essay, extraversion accounts for predictable differences in sociability and social engagement, neuroticism influences how individuals experience and respond to stress, and agreeableness shapes social tendencies such as cooperation and kindness. These examples highlight how personality traits serve as an underlying core that guides daily behaviour, making them useful for predicting behavioural tendencies.
However, the evaluation also showed that trait theory has limitations. Critics such as Walter Mischel argue that behaviour is often more variable across situations than trait theorists assume, suggesting that traits alone cannot fully account for human behaviour. This criticism emphasises the important role of context and supports the idea that behaviour results from the interaction between personality and situational factors. Despite these challenges, trait theory remains one of the most empirically supported approaches in personality psychology, with reliable measurement and strong consistency.
Overall, while trait theory cannot explain every aspect of behaviour, it provides a clear understanding of individual differences. When combined with a consideration of situational influences, trait theory offers a balanced and comprehensive perspective on why people behave differently in similar circumstances. This makes it valuable for continued psychological research and practical applications in everyday life.
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