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Since the first version of this chapter (John,
1990) was completed in the late 1980s, the
field of personality trait research has changed
dramatically. At that time, the Big Five per-
sonality dimensions, now seemingly ubig-
uitous, were hardly known. Researchers, as
well as practitioners in the field of personal-
ity assessment, were faced with a bewilder-
ing array of personality scales from which
to choose, with little guidance and no orga-
nizing theory or framework at hand. What
made matters worse was that scales with
the same name might measure concepts that
were quite different, and scales with differ-
ent names might measure concepts that were
quite similar. Although diversity and scien-
tific pluralism can be useful, systematic ac-
cumulation of findings and communication
among researchers had become almost im-
possible amidst the cacophony of competing
concepts and scales.

At the University of California, Berke-
ley, for example, researchers studied person-
ality with as few as two, and as many as 20
concepts, including the two dimensions of
ego-resilience and ego-control that Block and
Block (1980) measured with their California
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Q-sort; the four scales on the Myers—Briggs
Type Indicator (MBTI; Myers & McCaul-
ley, 1985) that measure extraversion, feeling,
judging, and intuition; and the 20 scales on
the California Psychological Inventory (CPI
Gough, 1987) measuring folk concepts such
as capacity for status, self-control, well-
being, tolerance, and achievement via inde-
pendence (see Table 4.1). At the time, many
personality researchers were hoping to be the
one who would discover the right structure
that all others would then adopt, thus trans-
forming the fragmented field into a commu-
nity speaking a common language. However,
we now know that such an integration was
not to be achieved by any one researcher or
by any one theoretical perspective. As All-
port once put it, “each assessor has his own
pet units and uses a pet battery of diagnostic
devices” (1958, p. 258).

What personality psychology lacked
was a descriptive model, or taxonomy, of
its subject matter. One of the central goals
of scientific taxonomies is the definition of
overarching domains within which large
numbers of specific instances can be under-
stood in a simplified way. Thus, in person-
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ality psychology, a taxonomy would permit
researchers to study specified domains of re-
lated personality characteristics, rather than
examining separately the thousands of par-
ticular attributes that make human beings
individual and unique. Moreover, a generally
accepted taxonomy would facilitate the ac-
cumulation and communication of empirical
findings by offering a standard vocabulary,
or nomenclature.

After decades of research, the field has
now achieved an initial consensus on a gen-
eral taxonomy of personality traits, the “Big
Five” personality dimensions. These dimen-
sions do not represent a particular theoretical
perspective but were derived from analyses
of the natural-language terms people use to
describe themselves and others. Rather than
replacing all previous systems, the Big Five
taxonomy serves an integrative function be-
cause it can represent the various and diverse
systems of personality description in a com-
mon framework, as shown by the columns
organizing Table 4.1.

1750 7
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1000 -
750 7

500 A

Number of publications

250 A

{I. THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

OUTLINE AND GOALS OF THIS CHAPTER

The first version of this chapter (John, 1990)
offered a comprehensive and detailed review
of most of the available research. This is no
longer possible as we are writing this chap-
ter in 2007. What has happened? Figure 4.1
uses publication trends over the past 25 years
to illustrate how fundamentally the field has
changed. Specifically, we show the number of
publications related to the Big Five personal-
ity traits for each 5-year interval, beginning
in the early 1980s, obtained from keyword
searches of the PsycINFO database. To pro-
vide a comparison, we also show the publica-
tion trend for the influential models developed
earlier by Cattell and by Eysenck. Although
both were then close to retirement age, their
influence had continued during the 1980s. In
fact, both Cattell (1990) and Eysenck (1990)
had written chapters on personality traits for
the first edition of this handbook.

What did we expect to find? Our intu-
itions suggested that publications-on the Big

W CatiellEysenck
8 Big Five/FFM
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FIGURE 4.1. Number of publications related to either the Big Five personality traits or to the influential
models developed earlier by Cattell and by Eysenck (in S-year intervals), identified in keyword searches
of the PsycINFO database. Note: The numbers identified in the figure as Cattell/Eysenck refer to the sum
of all articles that used one of the measures developed by either Eysenck or Cattell as a keyword, such as
“EPL” “EPQ,” and “16PF”; those identified as Big Five/FFM are the sum of all articles that used as one
of their keywords “Big Five,” “Five Factor Model,” “5 Factor Model,” and “+ personality” {to rule out
misidentifications of articles using these keywords in other literatures, such as the “big five game animals
in Africa”). To estimate the projected publication trends for 2005-2009 (which were not yet available
when this chapter was completed), we computed the sum of articles for 2005 and 2006 and multiplied
that 2-year period by 2.5.




4. Big Five Trait Taxonomy

Five had increased substantially since the
mid-1980s, with Cattell’s and Eysenck’s in-
fluence decreasing. But we were surprised by
the data. First, the ascent of the Big Five hap-
pened much more gradually than we had ex-
pected, and Cattell’s and Eysenck’s influence
held steady much longer. As Figure 4.1 shows,
it took until the late 1990s for the number
of Big Five publications to finally overtake
the two older models. Second, whereas ref-
erences to Cattell and Eysenck models have
finally begun to decline in absolute numbers,
their decline has been small compared to the
amazing increase in research publications on
the Big Five. By 2006, the last year for which
we had figures available, the number of Big
Five publications exceeded 300 per year,
compared with less than SO for the two older
models.

In the 9 years since the previous version
of this chapter (John & Srivastava, 1999)
was completed, almost 2,000 new publica-
tions on the Big Five have appeared. As a
result, we can now cover only a small frac-
tion of all the relevant work in this chapter.
Our main goal remains to provide a general
overview and introduction to the field that
focuses on the main issues and can serve as
a useful reference resource. We therefore
refer the reader to more specialized sources
or reviews as needed. We begin our chapter
with the history of the Big Five, including the
discovery of the five dimensions, research
replicating and extending the model, its con-
vergence with research in the questionnaire
tradition, and the development of several in-
struments to measure the Big Five. Then we
compare three of the most frequently used
instruments and discuss some new data re-
garding their reliability and validity. Finally,
we address a number of conceptual issues, in-
cluding how the Big Five taxonomy is struc-
tured hierarchically, how the five dimensions
develop, whether they predict important life
outcomes, and whether they are descriptive
or explanatory concepts.

THE LEXICAL APPROACH AND DISCOVERY
OF THE BIG FIVE

One starting place for a shared taxonomy
is the natural language of personality de-
scription.  Beginning with Klages (1932),
Baumgarten (1933), and Allport and Odbert
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(1936), various psychologists have turned to
the natural language as a source of attributes
for a scientific taxonomy. This work, begin-
ning with the extraction of all personality-
relevant terms from the dictionary, has been
guided by the lexical approach (see John et
al., 1988; Saucier & Goldberg, 1996b). The
lexical bypothesis posits that most of the so-
cially relevant and salient personality char-
acteristics have become encoded in the natu-
ral language (e.g., Allport, 1937). Thus, the
personality vocabulary contained in the dic-
tionaries of a natural language provides an
extensive, yet finite, set of attributes that the
people speaking that language have found
important and useful in their daily interac-
tions (Goldberg, 1981).

Allport and Odbert's Psycholexical Study:
Traits, States, Activities, and Evaluations

Following Baumgarten’s (1933) work in Ger-
man, Allport and Odbert (1936) conducted a
semninal lexical study of the personality terms
in an unabridged English dictionary. They in-
cluded all terms that could be used to “distin-
guish the behavior of one human being from
that of another” (Allport & Odbert, 1936,
p. 24) and identified almost 18,000 terms—
“a semantic nightmare” (Allport, 1937,
pp- 353-354) that would keep psychologists
“at work for a life time” (Allport & Odbert,
1936, p. vi). Indeed, this task has preoccu-
pied personality psychologists for more than
60 years (for details, see John et al., 1988;
John, 1990).

What kinds of person descriptors are in-
cluded in the dictionary? Allport and Odbert
identified four major categories: (1) personal-
ity traits (e.g., sociable, aggressive, and fear-
ful), defined as “generalized and personal-
ized determining tendencies—consistent and
stable modes of an individual’s adjustment
to his environment” (p. 26); (2) temporary
states, moods, and activities, such as afraid,
rejoicing, and elated; (3) highly evaluative
judgments of personal conduct and reputa-
tion, such as excellent, worthy, average, and
irritating—although these terms presuppose
some traits within the individual, they do not
indicate the specific attributes that gave rise
to the individual’s evaluation by others or by
soclety in general; and (4) physical character-
istics, capacities and talents, and other terms
of doubtful relevance to personality. Norman






