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

Personality psychology seeks to understand and explain the patterns in people’s thoughts, behaviour, and feelings that differ from one another. “Psychological definitions of personality differ from lay definitions in that they define personality in terms of characteristics, or the qualities typical of that individual. Gordon Allport, a prominent early figure in personality psychology, popularised the term ‘personality’ and defined in 1961. He defined personality as ‘a dynamic organisation, inside the person, of psychological systems that create the person’s characteristic patterns of behaviour, thought and feelings.” (Allport, 1961, p. 11). Trait theory is the most influential approach, and it is believed that by understanding an individual’s characteristics, known as traits, they can determine what personality type that individual fits into and, therefore, how to predict how a person will behave in a given situation. The Big 5 Personality theory has dominated personality research for decades. Whilst the HEXACO model has more recently offered an alternative framework which captures moral and social aspects of personality. This essay will outline the theoretical foundations of The Big 5 Personality and the HEXACO, and how trait theories account for individual differences in behaviour.

The Big 5 Model, also known as the FFM, Factor Five Model, uses 5 characteristics to determine a person’s personality, which consist of the following dimensions: neuroticism, agreeableness, openness to experience, extraversion and conscientiousness. “These five broad traits are considered relatively stable and biologically influenced dimensions of personality.” (McCrae & Costa, 2008). The Big Factor Five Model assumes that these main characteristics become encoded in language over time. This theory became a strong empirical foundation due to factor analytic studies across different samples consistently identifying these five traits. Each trait from this theory is associated with distinctive behavioural tendencies. 

Openness to experience reflects imagination, curiosity and excitement over not having routine, being spontaneous. Individuals who score highly in this trait are more likely to just go with the flow, push themselves out of their comfort zone and say yes to trying new things often. These individuals are more likely to engage in creative activities, explore new ideas and adapt to change easily. These types of individuals are more likely to take jobs that are not a typical 9-5, but more like a job expressing art, an entrepreneur, as they can do what they like when they like, and more unconventional careers. However, individuals who score low in this trait would be more likely to stick to routine, rarely trying anything new, and not pushing themselves out of their comfort zone, doing what makes them feel comfortable.

Conscientiousness is a personality trait that refers to individuals who are organised, responsible and self-disciplined. An example of somebody who scores highly in this would be somebody having a calendar with everything planned and written in it and following through, sticking to meal plans and a workout regimen, etc. Highly scoring individuals would tend to be organised, therefore tidier, making sure they meet deadlines. They are hardworking and motivated. Therefore, individuals scoring very low in this trait would be disorganised, most likely messy, struggling to meet deadlines and less focused on long-term goals. Daily life would be less structured, and these individuals are likely to be more impulsive.

Extraversion, which implies how social an individual is, if they score highly in this trait, they are referred to as a social butterfly, getting involved in anything going on event-wise. This trait reflects how outgoing a person is, if scored highly, an individual is sociable, talkative, energetic, enthusiastic, and confident in social situations. This trait provides insight into how people seek interaction, stimulation from the outside world and excitement. On the other hand, scoring low in this trait means the individual is a reserved and quiet person, most likely prefers their own company and smaller groups. They are also more likely to reflect on themselves and less likely to seek social attention, which is characteristic of introversion.

Agreeableness refers to somebody who finds it difficult to say no, even if they want to. If they scored highly on this, the individual is more easily influenced; this indicates they are kind, cooperative, and considerate toward others. This trait shows the extent to which someone values getting along with people and how they want to please and help others. Individuals scoring highly in this trait would be more trusting of others, polite and more willing to compromise in conflicts. However, a person scoring low in this trait would be more argumentative, more direct and more likely to prioritise their own needs above others. They are also not as concerned about upsetting others or hurting others’ feelings. 

Neuroticism is a word to describe an individual who is likely to suffer from mood instability, such as worry, anxiety and sadness. It shows how reactive an individual is toward stress and complex situations. Individuals who score highly in this tend to feel more emotionally unstable, get upset easily, and are more sensitive to criticism and stress. Feeling self-conscious and insecure is another sign of scoring highly on neuroticism. Scoring low on this trait means the individual would be less affected by negative emotions, as some people would say, have thicker skin when it comes to criticism from others. They would be able to stay calmer in stressful situations and are not likely to overthink scenarios; they would recover more quickly from setbacks.

This framework helps make sense of people’s personalities and why for example, there could be two people working in a job together yet have totally different personality types, one could be more conscientious, making them more organised and tidy, while the other could be the opposite and be more spontaneous and seem more chaotic. Together, these five traits provide a framework for understanding individual differences in behaviour. Trait theory would suggest that behavioural differences are influenced by underlying characteristics.

Looking at the HEXACO model, although the Big Five model has been highly influential, some researchers have argued that it does not fully capture all important aspects of personality. As a result, Ashton and Lee (2007) developed the HEXACO model, which expands the trait structure to include six personality dimensions. This model was developed using cross-cultural lexical studies, meaning that researchers analysed personality terms across multiple languages to identify consistent patterns. 

The acronym HEXACO represents the six personality traits: honesty-humility, emotionality, extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness and openness to experience. Whilst The Big 5 also shares some of these characteristics, the honesty-humility factor adds a bit more accuracy in determining personality types. “Because this trait captures moral aspects of personality that are not clearly represented within the Big Five model, it has been argued that HEXACO provides a more comprehensive understanding of personality, particularly in relation to unethical or antisocial behaviour.” (Ashton, Lee, & De Vries, 2014).

Individuals who score highly in this characteristic are less interested in material things and greed; they would avoid manipulating others for personal gain and are fair in interactions. “Research suggests that honesty–humility is strongly related to ethical decision-making, cooperation, and prosocial behaviour. Individuals scoring high on this trait are less likely to engage in dishonest behaviours such as cheating or corruption and are more likely to act in socially responsible ways”. (Lee & Ashton, 2004). On the other hand, individuals who score low on this would be deceitful, more likely to manipulate others to get their way and be entitled.

The emotionality dimension in the HEXACO is slightly similar to the neuroticism characteristic in the Big 5 Model. Emotionality refers to a tendency to experience emotional sensitivity, anxiety, and fear, and to rely on others for emotional support. “Emotionality in the HEXACO model also includes elements of empathy and emotional attachment. As a result, individuals high in emotionality may demonstrate stronger emotional bonds with family members and close friends. This differs from the Big Five concept of neuroticism, which primarily focuses on emotional instability and negative affect.” (Ashton & Lee, 2007).

To conclude this essay, whilst both frameworks are based on lexical research and factor analysis, they both to share three characteristics in their models. “Some researchers argue that the HEXACO model may provide a more comprehensive representation of personality because it incorporates moral characteristics that are important for understanding social behaviour.” (Ashton et al., 2014). Whilst in the Big Five Model, greed and deceitfulness would be placed in the agreeableness trait, the HEXACO has made honesty-humility its own trait. The HEXACO adds more depth to the characteristics, such as emotionality, which offers insight to emotional attachments and warmth, rather than neuroticism, which captures more emotional stability. “Some researchers argue that the HEXACO model may provide a more comprehensive representation of personality because it incorporates moral characteristics that are important for understanding social behaviour.”  (Ashton et al., 2014). “Studies have also shown that honesty–humility is particularly useful for predicting behaviours such as unethical decision-making, workplace misconduct, and interpersonal exploitation .”(Lee & Ashton, 2008).

The Big Five and HEXACO are both great frameworks to use, as they are both reliable and universal across cultures, the HEXACO Model provides additional insight into personality. Although the HEXACO and Big Five models have several traits in common, they differ in how some of these traits are defined and understood, particularly emotionality and agreeableness. These differences show how research into personality is still developing and improving over time. Both models are useful for helping psychologists understand individual differences in behaviour, as they show how stable personality traits can influence the way people think, feel, and behave in different situations.
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