
 
  

The Big Five Personality Traits 

Idea In Short

Psychologists spent most of the twentieth century trying to reduce the messy, infinite
variety of human personality into something measurable. The Big Five model, also called the
five-factor model or OCEAN, is the closest the field has come to a shared answer. It groups
personality into five broad dimensions: openness, conscientiousness, extraversion,
agreeableness and neuroticism. Each trait sits on a continuous scale rather than a fixed
category, so most people land somewhere in the middle rather than at either extreme. The
model grew out of decades of language-based research, starting with the idea that the most
important personality traits are encoded in the words people use to describe one another.
Researchers from Raymond Cattell to Paul Costa and Robert McCrae refined overlapping
word lists into five stable factors that keep reappearing across different studies, cultures
and even species. The result is a framework used everywhere from hiring decisions to
clinical diagnosis to leadership research, precise enough to predict outcomes like job
performance and academic success, yet flexible enough to describe anyone from a chief
executive to a first-year student.

Personality psychology spent most of the twentieth century searching for a small, stable set
of traits that could describe anyone. The Big Five personality trait model, also called the five-
factor model, is the version of that search that stuck. It groups personality variation into five
broad, independently measured factors: openness, conscientiousness, extraversion,
agreeableness and neuroticism, together forming the mnemonic OCEAN or CANOE1. Each
factor is scored on a continuous scale rather than sorted into a fixed type, so most people
land somewhere in the middle of each spectrum rather than at either extreme.

Openness measures creativity, curiosity and willingness to entertain new ideas.
Conscientiousness measures self-control, diligence and attention to detail.
Extraversion measures boldness, energy and social interactivity. Agreeableness
measures kindness, helpfulness and willingness to cooperate. Neuroticism
measures depression, irritability and proneness to anxiety.
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From word lists to five factors

The model's roots trace back to the lexical hypothesis, the idea that the most important
personality traits become encoded directly into everyday language. British scientist Francis
Galton first floated the notion in 1884, and psychologists spent the following century testing
it by mining dictionaries for personality-descriptive words. Gordon Allport and Henry Odbert
catalogued 4,504 English adjectives in 1936 that they believed described stable, observable
traits2. Raymond Cattell then reduced that list through repeated rounds of factor analysis,
eventually building his 16-factor personality questionnaire.

Air Force researchers Ernest Tupes and Raymond Christal reanalyzed peer ratings of
military officers in the late 1950s and consistently found five recurring dimensions, which
they labeled surgency, agreeableness, dependability, emotional stability and culture.
Psychologist Warren Norman replicated the finding in 1963 and renamed two of the factors
extraversion and conscientiousness, terms that stuck. Lewis Goldberg coined the phrase
"Big Five" in 1981, and Paul Costa and Robert McCrae's NEO Personality Inventory,
expanded in 1992 to include agreeableness and conscientiousness, cemented the model's
now-familiar five-factor structure and became its most widely used commercial instrument.

Openness and conscientiousness

Openness to experience describes a general appreciation for art, emotion, adventure,
unconventional ideas and variety. People who score high are typically intellectually curious,
sensitive to beauty and willing to try new things, and they tend to be more creative and more
aware of their own feelings than people who score low. Low scorers tend to be pragmatic,
data-driven and more comfortable with routine. Openness is somewhat unusual among the
five traits because it lacks the same degree of biological backing that researchers have
found for the other four using brain-imaging studies.

Conscientiousness describes self-discipline, dutifulness and a drive toward achievement
measured against outside expectations. People with high conscientiousness tend to plan
ahead, follow through and manage their impulses carefully, though this can also come
across as stubbornness. People with low conscientiousness tend to be more flexible and
spontaneous, sometimes at the cost of reliability. Of the five traits, conscientiousness has
emerged as the strongest personality predictor of general job performance and reduced
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mortality risk, largely because conscientious people make fewer poor health and safety
choices3.

Extraversion, agreeableness and neuroticism

Extraversion tracks how much someone draws energy from external activity and social
engagement. Extraverts tend to be enthusiastic, talkative and comfortable commanding
attention in groups, while introverts favor deeper, lower-stimulation engagement and
independence rather than shyness. Most people sit somewhere between the two ends of
this spectrum, and researchers have connected extraversion to leadership emergence,
higher job satisfaction and, in some studies, higher rates of workplace accidents tied to
impulsivity.

Agreeableness reflects a person's concern for social harmony, cooperation and trust in
others. Highly agreeable people tend to be considerate and easy to work with, while less
agreeable people prioritize self-interest and can be more skeptical of others' motives.
Neuroticism, sometimes labeled emotional instability or reversed and called emotional
stability, measures how often someone experiences negative emotions like anxiety,
irritability or depression, and how long those emotions tend to linger once triggered. Across
large-scale studies, high neuroticism is the trait most consistently linked to the onset of
common mental disorders, including depression, anxiety and substance-use disorders.

Measuring the five factors

Most Big Five assessments use self-report questionnaires built from either descriptive
sentences or single adjectives, with the NEO Personality Inventory and the public-domain
International Personality Item Pool among the most widely used instruments. Because these
tools rely on self-reporting, they remain vulnerable to social-desirability bias, particularly in
settings like job applications where respondents have an incentive to present themselves
favorably. Researchers have experimented with relative-scored formats that force
respondents to choose between equally desirable descriptors, which has shown more
resistance to faked answers than standard Likert-scale questionnaires.

Some researchers argue the five broad factors mask finer structure underneath.
Psychologist Colin DeYoung proposed that each of the five traits splits into two correlated
sub-aspects, such as enthusiasm and assertiveness within extraversion, or industriousness
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and orderliness within conscientiousness. Others note that the five factors are not fully
independent of each other in many datasets, and that some populations, including several
Asian and European samples, have failed to replicate a clean five-factor structure,
particularly around openness and agreeableness.

Traits in the workplace

Big Five traits correlate with a range of measurable work outcomes, including job
performance, training success and turnover4. Conscientiousness shows the most consistent
link to supervisor-rated performance across occupations. Leaders, as a group, tend to score
lower on neuroticism and higher on openness, with balanced conscientiousness and
extraversion, while extraversion specifically predicts leadership emergence and
effectiveness. Agreeableness carries mixed workplace effects, associated with higher well-
being and lower conflict but also, in some studies, lower income and reduced individual task
proactivity.

Remote work has added a newer layer of research. Studies conducted during and after the
pandemic found that conscientiousness and openness generally predicted higher remote-
work productivity, while extraversion correlated with lower engagement as remote days
increased, likely reflecting extraverts' reduced access to in-person social stimulation.
Neuroticism consistently predicted worse health outcomes and higher remote-work
exhaustion, while conscientious and agreeable employees showed more resilience against
burnout in extended remote arrangements.

Traits beyond personality type

The Big Five model extends well past workplace psychology. It has become a standard
framework in clinical research, with the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders drawing on five-factor structure as an alternative, dimensional way to classify
personality disorders. Researchers have also tracked how the traits shift under specific
conditions: conscientiousness tends to decline in early Alzheimer's disease, for instance,
while neuroticism tends to rise, a pattern consistent enough that some clinicians use it to
support earlier diagnosis.

The model's reach even extends outside humans. Researchers have used adapted rating
scales to study chimpanzee personality and found consistent markers for extraversion,
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agreeableness and, in chimpanzees specifically, conscientiousness, while a 2020 study
found dolphins share personality structures resembling several human traits despite tens of
millions of years of separate evolution. That kind of cross-species replication, alongside the
model's consistency across dozens of languages and cultures, is part of why the Big Five
remains the dominant framework in personality psychology, even as researchers continue to
debate its edges.

1Big Five personality traits
2Openness to experience
3Conscientiousness
4Personality assessment

Summary

The durability of the Big Five model comes from how often it replicates. Different
researchers using different methods, languages and populations keep landing on roughly
the same five factors, a consistency that is rare in personality psychology. That does not
make the model complete. Openness shows weaker biological grounding than the other four
traits, the five factors are not fully independent of one another, and critics argue factor
analysis itself involves interpretive choices that shape which traits emerge. Even so, the
framework's predictive record, from workplace performance to remote-work burnout to
Alzheimer's-related personality change, has kept it at the center of personality research for
more than three decades. For anyone trying to understand why some colleagues thrive
under pressure while others burn out, or why certain traits track so closely with leadership
emergence, the Big Five offers the most tested vocabulary available. It will not settle every
debate about what personality is, but it gives researchers and everyday readers alike a
common language for describing it.

 

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

Think Insights  ·  thinkinsights.net -5-

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big_Five_personality_traits
https://www.britannica.com/topic/openness-to-experience
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/conscientiousness
https://www.shrm.org/topics-tools/news/talent-acquisition/personality-tests-hiring
http://www.tcpdf.org

