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Source Trait

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Personality Psychology

1. Core Definition and Foundation

A Source Trait represents a fundamental and stable dimension of human personality, conceived

by the influential psychologist Raymond Cattell as the underlying building blocks or sources from

which more observable behaviors and characteristics emerge. Unlike Surface Traits, which are

readily apparent clusters of behaviors and attitudes that often appear together but do not

necessarily stem from a single cause, Source Traits are considered the deeper, more unified, and

enduring structures that dictate an individual's consistent patterns of thought, emotion, and action.

They are the true, underlying causes of our personality, providing a comprehensive framework for

understanding individual differences. Cattell posited that identifying these core traits was essential

for developing a scientific understanding of personality, moving beyond mere descriptions of

behavior to uncover its causal determinants.

Cattell's theory asserts that these Source Traits are not simply theoretical constructs but are

empirically discoverable through rigorous statistical analysis of behavioral data. His work aimed to

create a robust model of personality that could account for the vast complexity of human

individuality by identifying a finite set of these fundamental dimensions. The concept of Source

Traits implies a hierarchical organization of personality, where the observable aspects of an

individual (Surface Traits) are manifestations of these deeper, less visible (Source) structures. This

foundational distinction is crucial for understanding Cattell's broader theory of personality, as it

provides a mechanistic view of how inherent predispositions translate into everyday conduct and

interaction.

2. Raymond Cattell's Contribution and Methodology

The conceptualization of Source Traits is inextricably linked to the groundbreaking work of

Raymond Cattell, who revolutionized personality research through his innovative application of

factor analysis. Born in England in 1905, Cattell dedicated much of his career to developing a

comprehensive, empirically-driven theory of personality that would allow for scientific measurement

and prediction. His methodology involved collecting extensive data on observable behaviors, self-

reports, and life records from large populations, then employing factor analysis--a statistical

technique designed to identify underlying dimensions or "factors" that explain patterns of

correlations among numerous observed variables. Through this process, Cattell sought to distill the

countless descriptors of human behavior into a manageable and meaningful set of core personality

traits.

Cattell believed that by identifying these underlying Source Traits, psychologists could move
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beyond subjective interpretations and establish an objective, scientific foundation for personality

assessment. His research involved analyzing thousands of personality descriptors, systematically

reducing them to a smaller number of statistically independent factors. This rigorous approach was

a significant departure from earlier, more qualitative or purely theoretical models of personality,

marking a shift towards a psychometric paradigm. The identification of Source Traits through factor

analysis was central to his endeavor to create a "periodic table of personality," a system that could

classify and understand individual differences with the precision seen in other natural sciences.

3. The Sixteen Source Traits

Based on his extensive factor analytic research, Raymond Cattell famously identified 16 primary

Source Traits, which he believed provided a comprehensive map of human personality. These

traits are typically represented as bipolar dimensions, meaning each trait exists on a continuum

with two opposing characteristics at its poles. For instance, an individual might score high on one

pole of a trait, indicating a strong tendency towards that characteristic, or low, indicating a

tendency towards the opposite pole. These 16 traits, often referred to as the 16PF (Personality

Factor) dimensions, are designed to capture the full spectrum of individual differences without

significant overlap.

Examples of these 16 Source Traits include: Warmth (reserved vs. outgoing), reflecting an

individual's level of interpersonal engagement and emotional expressiveness; Reasoning

(concrete vs. abstract), indicating cognitive style and intellectual capacity; Emotional Stability

(reactive vs. emotionally stable), pertaining to how well one manages stress and maintains

composure; Dominance (deferential vs. dominant), reflecting assertiveness and influence over

others; Liveliness (serious vs. happy-go-lucky), related to spontaneity and enthusiasm; and Rule-

Consciousness (expedient vs. conscientious), indicating adherence to social norms and duties.

Other traits include Social Boldness, Sensitivity, Vigilance, Abstractedness, Privateness,

Apprehension, Openness to Change, Self-Reliance, Perfectionism, and Tension. Each of

these dimensions contributes uniquely to an individual's overall personality profile, and their

specific combination creates the unique character of each person.

The particular combination and intensity of these 16 Source Traits form the unique personality

profile of an individual. For example, a person high in Warmth, Liveliness, and Social Boldness

might be perceived as highly sociable and adventurous, while someone low in Warmth and high in

Privateness and Apprehension might be seen as more introverted and reserved. Cattell argued

that these traits are relatively stable over time and across situations, providing a consistent

framework for understanding and predicting behavior. The detailed articulation of these 16 factors

allowed for nuanced personality descriptions that went beyond simpler typologies.
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4. Relationship to Surface Traits

A crucial aspect of Cattell's theory is the hierarchical distinction between Source Traits and

Surface Traits. While Source Traits are the deep, stable, and causative elements of personality,

Surface Traits are observable clusters of behavior that tend to appear together. The source content

explicitly states, "When you put the source traits together, they make up the Surface Traits, which

are the traits we see and think of as personality." This means that what we commonly perceive as

"personality" in everyday interactions--such as a person being generally "charming" or "anxious"--

are manifestations of underlying Source Traits.

For instance, a Surface Trait like "sociability" might be observed through behaviors such as

frequent smiling, initiating conversations, and enjoying group activities. According to Cattell, this

observable sociability is not a fundamental trait itself, but rather a pattern of behavior that results

from the combined influence of several underlying Source Traits, such as high Warmth, high

Liveliness, and high Social Boldness. These Source Traits, acting in concert, give rise to the

consistent behavioral pattern recognized as sociability. Surface Traits are often less stable and

more susceptible to situational influences than Source Traits, as they are merely the outward

expression of deeper psychological structures.

Understanding this relationship is vital for personality assessment and theory. Instead of merely

describing observable patterns (Surface Traits), Cattell's model aims to identify the root causes

(Source Traits) that explain why these patterns exist. This distinction allows for a more profound

and predictive understanding of personality, moving beyond superficial descriptions to an analysis

of the fundamental building blocks that truly shape an individual's psychological landscape. The

combination of multiple Source Traits into observable Surface Traits highlights the complex

interplay of these underlying dimensions in shaping the full spectrum of human behavior.

5. Measurement and Assessment: The 16PF Questionnaire

The practical application and enduring legacy of Cattell's Source Trait theory are most prominently

embodied in the development of the 16PF Questionnaire (Sixteen Personality Factor

Questionnaire). This self-report personality test, first published in 1949, was specifically designed

to measure an individual's standing on each of the 16 primary Source Traits identified through

Cattell's factor analytic research. The 16PF has undergone several revisions over the decades,

evolving into a widely used and respected psychometric tool in various fields.

The questionnaire typically consists of multiple-choice items, where respondents indicate their

preferences, feelings, or typical behaviors. The responses are then scored to provide a profile

across the 16 dimensions, indicating whether an individual leans towards one pole or the other for

each trait. For example, a high score on the "Warmth" factor would indicate an outgoing and warm

personality, while a low score would suggest a more reserved and impersonal demeanor. The
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robust psychometric properties of the 16PF, including its reliability and validity, have contributed

significantly to its enduring appeal as a tool for personality assessment.

The 16PF is used extensively in a variety of settings, including clinical diagnosis, career

counseling, organizational psychology for personnel selection and development, and academic

research. Its ability to provide a comprehensive and nuanced profile of an individual's core

personality traits makes it invaluable for understanding individual differences, predicting job

performance, guiding therapeutic interventions, and enhancing self-awareness. The continued use

and refinement of the 16PF underscore the lasting impact of Cattell's Source Trait theory on the

practical application of personality psychology.

6. Theoretical Context and Impact

Cattell's Source Trait theory occupies a significant position within the broader landscape of

personality psychology, particularly within the trait approach. This approach posits that personality

can be understood through enduring characteristics or traits that predispose individuals to think,

feel, and behave in consistent ways. Cattell's rigorous, empirically driven methodology, leveraging

factor analysis, set a high standard for trait research and significantly influenced subsequent

developments in the field. He moved personality psychology towards a more quantitative and

scientific discipline, away from purely clinical or philosophical perspectives.

While Cattell's 16-factor model faced challenges in terms of replicability across all studies and

populations, his pioneering work laid the groundwork for later, more parsimonious trait models.

Most notably, his work directly contributed to the emergence of the Big Five personality traits

(Openness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, Neuroticism), which are now the

most widely accepted and researched model in personality psychology. Although the Big Five

model proposes fewer primary factors, it emerged from similar factor analytic techniques applied to

trait descriptors, often building upon Cattell's extensive lexical hypothesis research which sought to

identify all personality descriptors in language. Many of the 16PF factors can be seen as

contributing components or sub-factors to the broader Big Five dimensions.

Cattell's emphasis on identifying fundamental, underlying traits that are stable and predictive of

behavior profoundly impacted how psychologists conceptualize and measure personality. His

contributions extended beyond just the traits themselves, encompassing a comprehensive theory

that considered the influence of heredity and environment on trait development, as well as the

dynamic interplay of traits in various contexts. His efforts to establish a robust, empirically verifiable

framework for personality continue to resonate in contemporary research, even as more modern

models have refined the number and nature of core traits.
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7. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its profound impact and the scientific rigor behind its development, Cattell's Source Trait

theory, particularly the 16-factor model, has faced several criticisms and limitations over the years.

One of the primary points of contention revolves around the optimal number of fundamental

personality traits. While Cattell's extensive research consistently pointed to 16 factors, other

researchers attempting to replicate his findings using factor analysis have often arrived at a

different number of factors, most commonly fewer, such as the five factors of the Big Five model.

This lack of consistent replication across different studies and populations has led some to

question the universality and distinctiveness of all 16 traits.

Critics have also raised concerns about the complexity of the factor analysis methodology itself.

The interpretation of factors can sometimes be subjective, and slight variations in data collection,

sample characteristics, or statistical techniques can lead to different factorial solutions.

Furthermore, some of Cattell's factors were found to be highly correlated with one another,

suggesting they might not be entirely independent dimensions as initially proposed. This

interdependence complicated the theoretical elegance and practical application of a truly

orthogonal (uncorrelated) set of fundamental traits.

Another limitation pertains to the generalizability of the 16PF across diverse cultures. While the

instrument has been translated and adapted, the cultural relevance and universal applicability of all

16 Source Traits have been debated. Personality constructs and their manifestations can vary

significantly across different cultural contexts, raising questions about whether a model derived

primarily from Western populations can fully capture the nuances of personality globally. These

criticisms, while significant, do not diminish the monumental achievement of Cattell in advancing

the scientific study of personality, but rather highlight the ongoing refinement and evolution within

the field.
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