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Temperament Traits

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Developmental Psychology, Personality Psychology, Differential

Psychology

1. Core Definition

Temperament traits are defined as constitutionally based, individual differences in behavioral style,

encompassing stable dimensions such as emotionality, activity level, attention, and self-regulation.

The term constitutionally based implies that these traits possess a significant biological and

inherited foundation, differentiating them sharply from learned behaviors, specific skills, or complex

value systems acquired through socialization. Unlike personality, which is often viewed as the

organized, enduring pattern of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses developed

throughout the lifespan, temperament represents the foundational, biologically driven mechanism

from which personality structures eventually emerge. These differences manifest consistently

across various situations and are evident early in life, typically observable in infancy. The core

source material highlights that temperament traits, such as nervousness, neuroticism,

sociability, and impulsivity, are remarkably stable, maintaining their relative position within the

population throughout an individual's lifespan, thereby exerting a pervasive influence on

relationships, vocational pathways, and overall life outcomes.

The biological basis of temperament is critical to its definition, involving underlying neural and

physiological mechanisms, including differences in neurotransmitter systems, hormonal balances,

and cortical arousal patterns. For instance, high reactivity or neuroticism may be associated with

a more easily activated limbic system and greater sensitivity to threat cues. This inherent biological

weighting suggests that while environmental factors certainly shape the expression and modulation

of these traits, the fundamental intensity and threshold for emotional and behavioral responses are

largely predetermined. This intrinsic biological grounding distinguishes temperament from attitudes

or learned coping strategies; an individual may learn to manage their high level of impulsivity

through concerted effort, but the underlying tendency toward rapid, uninhibited action remains a

core biological trait. Thus, temperament serves as the fundamental raw material upon which

environmental influences, social context, and personal volition act to construct the mature

personality, establishing the enduring style of an individual's engagement with the world.

Contemporary models of temperament often emphasize two primary, interacting components:

reactivity and regulation. Reactivity refers to the excitability, intensity, and latency of an

individual's responses to stimulation, encompassing emotional, motor, and attentional processes.

Highly reactive individuals experience emotions more intensely and respond more rapidly to

environmental cues, often corresponding to traits such as high nervousness. Conversely,

regulation involves the processes employed to manage or modify that reactivity, including
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attentional focusing, cognitive reappraisal, inhibitory control, and shifting behavior. The dynamic

balance between these two components dictates how effectively an individual manages stress,

adapts to change, and engages in goal-directed behavior. A stable temperament trait, such as high

sociability, reflects a low threshold for positive social engagement (high approach reactivity)

coupled with effective regulatory systems allowing for smooth interaction, whereas high

impulsivity often indicates high reactivity coupled with deficits in inhibitory regulation.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concept of temperament has deep historical roots, dating back to classical antiquity. The

earliest formal classification system is attributed to the Greek physician Hippocrates (c. 460-370

BCE), and later systematized by Galen (c. 129-216 CE), through the influential theory of the four

humors. This ancient model posited that fundamental, enduring behavioral styles--the

temperaments--were determined by the balance of four bodily fluids: sanguine (blood), choleric

(yellow bile), melancholic (black bile), and phlegmatic (phlegm). Although scientifically superseded

by modern biological understanding, this humoral theory established the crucial and long-standing

idea that fundamental, enduring behavioral styles are rooted in internal, physiological processes,

thereby grounding the modern definition of temperament in inherent biology and paving the way for

20th-century empirical research focused on constitutional factors.

Modern scientific inquiry into temperament gained significant traction in the mid-20th century,

notably through the pioneering longitudinal work of psychiatrists Alexander Thomas and Stella

Chess. Their seminal New York Longitudinal Study (NYLS), initiated in the 1950s, provided

compelling empirical evidence that infants exhibited consistent individual differences in nine

measurable dimensions of behavior from birth. These dimensions included activity level,

rhythmicity, approach/withdrawal, adaptability, intensity of reaction, threshold of responsiveness,

quality of mood, distractibility, and attention span/persistence. Thomas and Chess popularized the

clinically applicable concept of classifying children into three broad temperamental styles: the

"Easy Child" (adaptable, positive mood), the "Difficult Child" (intense, irregular, withdrawing), and

the "Slow-to-Warm-Up Child" (low activity, mild reactions, initially withdrawn). The NYLS

fundamentally shifted the psychological focus from simple environmental determinism to dynamic

interactions between the child's innate style and their nurturing environment.

In recent decades, the theoretical framework has been significantly refined by researchers such as

Mary Rothbart, who moved toward a more parsimonious, psychobiologically informed structure.

Rothbart's model, detailed in her extensive work on child development, categorizes temperament

traits along three major factors: Surgency/Extraversion (positive anticipation, activity, impulsivity,

sensation seeking, mapping closely to the source's sociability and impulsivity), Negative

Affectivity (fear, sadness, discomfort, anger, mirroring nervousness and neuroticism), and

Effortful Control (attentional focusing and shifting, inhibitory control, perceptual sensitivity). This
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contemporary framework offers strong conceptual links between temperament traits observed in

early life and the major dimensions of adult personality, specifically the Big Five model, suggesting

that temperament traits are the developmental precursors--the emotional and motivational

infrastructure--that underlie mature personality functioning.

3. Key Characteristics and Dimensions

Temperament traits are distinguished by several defining characteristics that establish their unique

position within psychological science. Firstly, they exhibit high stability across the lifespan, a

critical factor mentioned in the source material. This stability is primarily rank-order, meaning an

individual maintains their relative position compared to their peers; the child highest in

nervousness at age three is likely to be among the highest in neuroticism at age thirty, even if the

absolute expression of the anxiety changes. Longitudinal studies consistently demonstrate

correlations for temperamental traits measured decades apart, underpinning their enduring

influence. Secondly, they are substantially heritable, with behavioral genetic studies consistently

indicating that genetic factors account for approximately 40% to 60% of the variance in many

temperamental dimensions, unequivocally reinforcing their constitutional basis and independence

from acquired value systems.

The specific examples provided in the introductory material map directly onto major dimensions

utilized in modern temperament models, demonstrating the continuity between lay description and

scientific categorization:

Neuroticism and Nervousness (Negative Affectivity): This primary dimension reflects a strong,

stable predisposition toward negative emotional states, including fear, sadness, and distress. High

scorers are characterized by frequent worry, low emotional threshold, and heightened physiological

arousal in response to perceived threats. This trait often represents a constitutional sensitivity to

negative stimulation, defining the individual's typical reactivity style.

Sociability (Surgency/Extraversion): This dimension encompasses approach motivation,

characterized by high activity, positive anticipation, and a drive for affiliation and sensation seeking.

A highly sociable individual exhibits approach behaviors toward novel stimuli and people, reflecting

an inherent low threshold for experiencing pleasure and excitement, which predisposes them

toward outgoing, assertive, and pleasure-seeking engagement.

Impulsivity (Low Effortful Control): While high impulsivity can sometimes be linked to high

Surgency (acting quickly on positive excitement), it is most centrally defined by a deficiency in

regulatory control. Impulsivity represents the inability to inhibit a prepotent or dominant response,

leading to quickness to act without full consideration of the consequences. Low Effortful Control,

the self-regulatory component of temperament, is essential for mitigating impulsive tendencies,

allowing for the shifting and focusing of attention necessary for planning and patience.
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A further characteristic of temperament traits is their pervasiveness and globality. They are not

narrow, specific habits but broad styles that influence the efficiency and flavor of all behavior,

determining how an individual approaches challenges in work, navigates interpersonal

relationships, and manages stress. For instance, a high level of persistence, often linked to

effortful control, fundamentally influences both a child's ability to sustain attention on a difficult task

and an adult's dedication to long-term professional goals. This consistent nature ensures that

these biologically rooted traits act as perpetual internal filters through which the individual

processes, interprets, and reacts to the external world, thereby shaping the individual's entire life

path in a consistent manner.

4. Significance and Impact

The significance of temperament traits in psychology and human development is profound,

primarily due to their role as potent early predictors of developmental trajectories, psychological

adjustment, and adult personality structure. Temperament serves as a dual factor of risk and

resilience for the development of psychopathology. For example, a combination of high negative

affectivity (predisposing to nervousness and withdrawal) and low effortful control is recognized as

a significant risk precursor for various internalizing disorders (e.g., anxiety and depression) and

externalizing disorders (e.g., conduct problems and substance abuse), respectively. Understanding

an individual's innate temperament profile allows developmental experts to implement proactive,

preventative strategies tailored to the individual's inherent behavioral style, thereby enhancing

resilience.

A cornerstone concept derived from temperament research is the **Goodness of Fit** model,

championed by Thomas and Chess. This model emphasizes that optimal psychological adjustment

is not solely dependent on the inherent temperament of the individual but rather on the degree of

congruence between the individual's traits and the demands, expectations, and resources provided

by their environment--referred to as the "environmental press." For instance, a child high in intense

activity and impulsivity might struggle severely in a highly rigid, quiet classroom setting, yet thrive

in an unstructured, physically demanding environment where their energy is appropriately

channeled. The model's practical implication is crucial: instead of attempting to fundamentally alter

the biologically entrenched temperament, effective intervention and positive parenting should focus

on modifying the environment to better accommodate the child's natural style, maximizing the

opportunity for positive social and emotional development and reinforcing the reciprocal nature of

the person-environment transaction.

Furthermore, temperament provides the crucial link in the development of adult personality

structure. Research strongly suggests that the core emotional and motivational components of

temperament are the embryonic forms that mature into the broader, more complex personality

traits described by the Five Factor Model (FFM or Big Five). Childhood Negative Affectivity reliably
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predicts adult FFM Neuroticism. Childhood Surgency/Extraversion predicts adult FFM

Extraversion. Crucially, Effortful Control in childhood is the most significant predictor of adult FFM

Conscientiousness and inversely relates to low FFM Agreeableness. Thus, temperament

provides the developmental mechanism explaining how biologically determined predispositions

translate into stable, enduring patterns of adult behavior, influencing everything from interpersonal

relationship quality to vocational success, validating the essential influence on life described in the

source material.

5. Debates and Criticisms

Despite the utility of temperament as a foundational construct, the field faces several enduring

debates, particularly concerning measurement validity and the nature of stability over time. A

central criticism revolves around **measurement methodology**. Much of the necessary data relies

on parental reports, especially in infancy and early childhood, which are known to be susceptible to

significant systematic biases, including parental mood, reporting styles, subjective interpretations

of behavior, and halo effects. For instance, a parent experiencing high stress might inflate their

child's scores on dimensions like intensity or neuroticism compared to objective observation.

While researchers have made strides using multi-method assessments that combine physiological

indices (e.g., heart rate variability), laboratory observation, and teacher reports, the challenge of

obtaining ecologically valid, unbiased measures of temperament remains a continuous

methodological hurdle.

A second significant theoretical debate centers on the exact nature of **stability versus change**.

While temperament is characterized by consistency, critics highlight that stability is often

demonstrated through rank-order correlation, which confirms that relative differences between

individuals persist. However, rank-order stability does not preclude substantial absolute change; for

instance, the entire population may become less impulsive with age, even if the most impulsive

members remain relatively the most impulsive. Furthermore, environmental influences, maturation,

and life events can lead to meaningful individual change, particularly in self-regulatory traits like

effortful control. Researchers must carefully distinguish between the continuity of the underlying

biological substrate and the transformations in behavioral expression necessary for a temperament

trait to be functional across different developmental stages (e.g., a high activity level is processed

differently in a toddler versus a teenager).

Finally, the definition of temperament as purely constitutional is continually refined by research into

the **gene-environment interaction**. The debate has evolved past determining simple genetic

percentages; rather, modern inquiry focuses on the dynamic interaction between inherited

predispositions and environmental feedback loops. Theories of gene-environment correlation (rGE)

suggest that individuals with specific temperaments actively select or evoke environments that

reinforce those traits (e.g., a highly sociable child actively seeks out group activities, increasing
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their social exposure). Moreover, the burgeoning field of epigenetics suggests that environmental

factors can directly modulate gene expression, affecting the trajectory and expression intensity of

temperament traits. This complexity means that while temperament is undeniably rooted in biology,

its mature expression and ultimate impact are inextricably linked to dynamic developmental

processes and environmental feedback, necessitating sophisticated models that move beyond

simple additive relationships.

Further Reading

Temperament (Wikipedia)

Mary K. Rothbart's Temperament Model

New York Longitudinal Study (Thomas and Chess)
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