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Personality Trait Theory

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Psychometrics

Proponents: Raymond B. Cattell, Gordon Allport

1. Core Principles

Personality Trait Theory is an approach to personality description originally established by

Raymond B. Cattell, building upon the foundational work of earlier researchers like Gordon

Allport. The fundamental unit of analysis is the trait, defined as a reasonably consistent

psychological characteristic that serves to distinguish one individual from another. This consistency

suggests a stable internal disposition influencing behavior across various situations, allowing for

predictable patterns of response.

A central principle is the utilization of trait names as a form of shorthand for characterizing people.

When an individual is assigned a trait label--such as forthrightness, humility, or boisterousness--it

implies a predictive pattern of behavior. For instance, characterizing a person as shy allows for the

prediction that they will exhibit reluctance to engage in group discussions, hesitation in discussing

personal life, and potential disinterest in social interactions typical for their age group. Thus, traits

are comprehensive, condensed ways of summarizing complex behavioral tendencies across

individuals.

The theoretical framework posits that personality is structured hierarchically, comprised of a vast

array of descriptive characteristics. Early research indicated that an unabridged dictionary contains

thousands of trait names--approximately four thousand--in addition to eighteen thousand adjectives

used to describe human thought, perception, and action, as cataloged by Allport and Odbert

(1936). The primary challenge for trait theorists became the selection and organization of this vast

descriptive vocabulary into a manageable and scientifically rigorous system that accurately

reflected the underlying structure of personality.

2. Historical Development: The Factorial Approach

Faced with the immense scope of descriptive adjectives, investigators developing trait scales

needed a systematic method to determine which traits were essential for a complete description of

personality. Raymond B. Cattell attempted to solve this crucial selection problem beginning in

1946 through rigorous empirical methods, primarily relying on statistical reduction techniques

known as factor analysis.

Cattell's initial step involved significantly streamlining the exhaustive list of traits. He systematically

eliminated items that were synonymous or nearly synonymous and consolidated those that

appeared to be closely related into unified categories. This procedure successfully reduced the
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massive pool of descriptive terms to a more manageable set of 171 items, which he termed the

personality sphere. Cattell maintained that this collection of 171 traits was necessary to provide a

complete and comprehensive description of an individual's personality.

Following the initial reduction, Cattell sought deeper structure within the 171 traits. He utilized

correlational analysis to identify traits that frequently occurred together within the same individual,

forming cohesive clusters. This process further reduced the number of dimensions to thirty-five

distinct groups, which he labeled surface traits. These traits are defined solely by their observed

correlational co-occurrence; for example, the cluster described as "warmth versus aloofness"

included correlated items such as responsiveness versus unresponsiveness, affectionate versus

cold, and even-tempered versus sensitive. This stage of analysis merely indicated that these traits

were discovered together, analogous to how a group of symptoms forms a syndrome in medical

diagnosis.

3. Key Concepts and Components

Cattell's theory distinguishes between two fundamental types of traits based on their underlying

structure and derivation:

Surface Traits: These are the thirty-five clusters identified through initial correlational analysis.

They represent obvious, observable behavioral tendencies that tend to appear together. However,

they are not necessarily caused by a single, unitary influence. The surface traits are purely

descriptive groupings, reflecting behavioral patterns at the level of observation.

Source Traits: To move beyond mere co-occurrence, Cattell employed factor analysis. After

subjects were rated on the thirty-five surface traits, the statistical analysis uncovered twelve basic

factors, or source traits. These source traits are conceived as the underlying, causal features that

combine in various ways to determine the presence and intensity of the many observable surface

traits.

The source traits function as summary labels for groups of correlated characteristics. For example,

the source trait "cyclothymia" implies an individual who is emotionally expressive and changeable,

while "schizothymia" suggests an individual who is anxious, reserved, and close-mouthed. Another

factor, "bohemian unconcernedness," summarizes characteristics like eccentricity,

unconventionality, and susceptibility to hysterical upsets. The theory posits that these source traits

stem from basic, unitary influences, which Cattell broadly described as "physiological factors,

temperament factors, degrees of dynamic integration, and exposure to social institutions," though

these specific underlying mechanisms were not explicitly detailed or defined.
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4. Measurement and Inventory Development

Based directly on the investigations into source traits, Cattell and his associates developed several

standardized personality inventories designed to quantify an individual's position on these

underlying factors. The most notable and comprehensive instrument is the Sixteen Personality

Factor Questionnaire (16PF), designed for individuals aged sixteen and over.

The 16PF yields sixteen scores across dimensions derived from the factor analysis, covering

bipolar traits such as aloof versus warm, submissive versus dominant, glum versus enthusiastic,

and emotional versus calm. However, the reliability of the 16PF has been questioned, primarily

because of the relative shortness of its subtests, which can compromise the stability and

consistency of the individual factor scores.

In addition to the 16PF, similar inventories were constructed for younger age groups (ages eight to

twelve and twelve to eighteen). Specialized instruments were also developed to focus on specific

personality characteristics, including anxiety, introversion-extraversion, and neuroticism. These

specialized tests included the IPAT Anxiety Scale, the Contact Personality Factor Test, and the

IPAT Neurotic Personality Factor Test. Despite their potential, these supplementary instruments

were largely considered experimental due to insufficient standardization and validation necessary

for rigorous psychometric application.

5. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its empirical rigor in applying factor analysis, Trait Theory, particularly Cattell's specific

formulation, has faced several significant criticisms regarding its methodology and theoretical

scope. One major critique is that the theory is essentially an atomistic approach to personality. By

breaking down the individual into discrete, measurable factors, the approach struggles to

synthesize these components back into a cohesive, integrated picture of the personality as a whole

or to reveal basic, overarching principles governing personality dynamics.

Furthermore, the derivation and interpretation of the source traits themselves have been

challenged. Although the traits were obtained using varied measures--including objective tests,

self-ratings, and life record scores--the final labeling and description of the factors were inherently

somewhat subjective. This subjectivity led to trait descriptions that sometimes appeared forced or

arbitrary, resulting in a list that could only be considered tentative rather than definitive, as noted by

Anastasi (1961).

A crucial limitation centers on the issue of generalizability. While the method yields specific,

quantifiable ratings on the emphasized traits, these ratings tend to be highly confined to the

specific persons assessed within specific circumstances. Critics argue that these specific ratings

often cannot be reliably generalized to other persons or applied consistently across widely
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varying contexts. Consequently, while trait analysis excels at summarizing specific, measured

responses, it frequently falls short of providing a complete, dynamic understanding of the overall

personality structure or predicting behavior reliably outside of the original observation or testing

situation.
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