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Taxonomy is always a contentious issue because the world does not come to us in

neat lictle packages

Personality has been conceptualized from a vari-
ety of theoretical perspectives, and at various lev-
els of abstraction or breadth (John, Hampson,
& Goldberg, 1991; McAdams, 1995). Each of
these levels has made unique contributions to
our understanding of individual differences in
behavior and experience. One frequently studied
level is personality traits (John & Gosling, in
press). However, the number of personality
traits, and scales designed to measure them, has
escalated without an end in sight (Goldberg,
1971). Researchers, as well as practitioners in the
field of personality assessment, have been faced
with a bewildering array of personality scales
from which to choose, with little guidance and
no overall rationale at hand. To make matters
worse, scales with the same name often measure
concepts that are not the same, and scales with
different names often measure concepts that are
quite similar. Although diversity and scientific
pluralism are useful, the systematic accumula-
tion of findings and the communication among
researchers has become difficult amidst the Ba-
bel of concepts and scales.
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—GouLD (1981, p. 158)

Many personality researchers had hoped that
they might devise the structure that would trans-
form the Babel into a community speaking a
common language. However, such an integra-
tion was not to be achieved by any one re-
searcher or by any one theoretical perspective. As
Allport once put it, “each assessor has his own
pet units and uses a pet battery of diagnostic de-
vices” (1958, p. 258).

What personality psychology needed was a
descriptive model, or taxonomy, of traits. 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 personality
psychology, a taxonomy would permit research-
ers to study specified domains of personality
characteristics, rather than examining separately
the thousands of particular attributes that make
each human being individual and unique. More-
over, a generally accepted taxonomy would
greatly facilitate the accumulation and commu-
nication of empirical findings by offering 2
standard vocabulary, or nomenclature.
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After decades of research, the field is finally
approaching consensus-on a- general taxonomy
of personality traits, the, “Big Five”. personality
dimensions. These dimensions do not represent
a particular theoretical perspective but were de-
rived from analyses of the natural language terms
people use to describe thémselves and others.
Rather. than replacing all previous systems, the
Big Five taxonomy serves an integrative function
because it can represent diverse: systems of per-
sonality description in a common framework. It
thus provides a starting place for ‘vigorous re-
search and theorizing that can eventually lead to
an explication and revision of the descriptive tax-
onomy in causal and dynamic tetsus. -, -

In this chapter, we first review: the history of
the Big Five, including the discovery of the five
dimensions, research replicating and extending
the:model, its convergence with research in the
questionnaire tradition, and the development of
several instruments to measure the Big Five.
Then, we compare three of the most frequently
used instruments and report data regarding their
reliability and convergent validity. Finally, we ad-
dress a number of critical issues, including how
the Big Five taxonomy is structured hierarchi-
cally, whether the five dimensions predict impot-
tant life outcomes, how they develop, how they
combine into personality types, 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 description.
Beginning with - Klages (1926), Baumgarten
(1933), and Allport and Odbert (1936), various
psychologists have turned to the natural lan-
guage as a source of attributes for a scientific tax-
onomy. This work, beginning with the extrac-
tion of all personality-relevant terms from the
dictionary, has generally been guided by the lexi-
cal hypothesis (see John, Angleitner, & Osten-
dorf, 1988; Saucier & Goldberg, 1996b). The
lexical hypothesis posits that most of the socially
relevant and salient personality characteristics
have become enéode({) in the natural language
(e.g., Allport; 1937).. Thus, the personality vo-
cabulary contained in the dictionaries of a natu-
ral language provides an extensive, yet finite, set
of attributes that the people speaking that lan-
guage have found important and useful in their

daily inyégactionk (Goldberg, 198 .

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
seminal lexical study of the personality-relevant
terms in an unabridged English dictionary. They
included all the terms that could be used to “dis-
tinguish the behavior.of one human being from
that -of another” (p. 24) Their complete - list
amounted to almost 18,000 terms. At the time,
the staggering size of this list seemed “like a se-
mantic nightmare” (Allport, 1937, pp. 353—
354)..Allport and Odbert thought that organiz-
ing these thousands of personality attributes into
a.satisfactory  taxonosy would keep psycholo-
gists “at work for a life time” (1936, p. vi). In-
deed; this task has occupied personality psy-
chologists for more than 60 years. (For detailed
reviews of the history of the lexical approach, see
John et al., 1988; John, 1990). . ‘
Allport and Odbert (1936) tried to bring
some order to the semantic nightmare they had
created. What kinds of person descriptors are in-
cluded in the dictionary? Allport and Odbert
identified four major: categories. The first cate-
gory included personality traits (e.g., sociable,
aggressive, and fearful), which they defined.as
“generalized and -personalized -determining ten-
dencies—consistent and stable modes of an indi-
vidual's adjustment to his environment? (p. 26).
"The second category included temporary states,
moods, and activities, such as afraid, rejoicing,
and elated. The third category consisted. of
highly evaluative judgments of personal.conduct
and reputation, such as excellent, worthy,. aver-
age, and irritating. Although these terms presup-
pose some traits within the individual, they do
not indicate the specific attributes that gave:rise
to the individual’s evaluation by others or, by so-
ciety in general: The last category included
physical characteristics, capacities and talents,
terms of doubtful relevance to personality, and
terms that could not be assigned to any of the
other three categories. C
Norman (1967) subsequently elaborated All-
port and Odberts initial classification and di-
vided the domain into seven content categories:
stable “biophysical” traits, temporary states, ac-
tivities,. social .roles, social effects,. evaluative
terms, anatomical and physical terms, as well as
ambiguous -and obscure terms not considered
useful  for personality descriptive -purposes:
These categories illustrate that the: personality
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lexicon in the natural laniguage includes a wealth
of concepts. Individuals can be described by
their enduring #aits (e.g., 1rrasuble), by the -
ternal states they typically experience (furious),
by the pbyszcal states they endure (trembling), by
the activities they engage in (sereaming); by the
effects they have on others- (frightening), by
the roles they play (murderer), -and by social
evaluations of their conduct (unacceptable, bad).
Moreover, individuals differ in their anatomical
and morphological characteristics (short) and in
the personal and societal evaluations attached to
these appearance characteristics (cute): -

“Both Allport and Odbert (1936) and Norman
(1967) classified the terms culled from the dic-
tionary into mutually exclusive categories. An
inspection of the classifications -quickly shows
that  the- categories  overlap and  have- fuzzy
boundaries, leading some researchers to con-
clude that distinctions between classes of person-
ality descriptors -are arbitrary and' should- be
abolished (Allen & Potkay, 1981). In contrast,
Chaplm, John, and Goldberg (1988) argued for
a prototype conception in which each‘category is
defined in terms of its clear cases rather than its
boundaries; category membership need not -be
discrete but can 'be defined as “continuous.
Chaplin and colleagues (1988) applied this pro-
totype conceptlon to traits, states, and activities.
Although the classification of a few desctiptors
was difficult, the core of each category was-dis-
tinct from the others and: could be differentiated
by a set of conceptually derived attributes. Pro-
totypical szates were seen as temporary, brief, and
externally caused. Prototypical #rasts were seen as
stable; long lasting; and 'internally caused, and
needed to be observed” more frequently and
across a wider range of situations than'states be-
fore they were attributed to an individual. These
findings closely replicated the earlier classifica-
tions and confirmed that the conceptual defini-
tions of traits and states are wxdely shared

Idennfymg the Ma;or Dlmensmns '
of Personality Description: ‘
Cattell’s Early Efforts

Allport and Odberts (1936) cla551ﬁcanons pro-
vidéd some initial' structure for ‘the personality
lexicon: However, to be of practxcai value, a tax-
onomy must provide a systematic framework for
distinguishing, ordering; and naming individual
differences in people’s behavior and. €xperience
' (Johti, 1989). Aiming for suchia taxoriomy; -Cat-
tell (1943) used the Allport and’ Odbert list as a

starting' point for his multidimensional model of
personality structure. Because the size of that list
was- too overwhelming: for research: purposes,
Cattell (1943, 1945a, 1945b) began with the
subset of 4,500 trait terms.:Most taxonemic re-
search has focused on the personality trait cate-
gory, although the other categories are no less im-
portant. For example, the emotional-state and
social-evaluation categories have recently received
considerable “ attention (Almagor, - Tellegen &
Waller; 1995; Benet-Martinez & Waller, 1997).
- Using both semantic and empirical clustering
procedures as well -as his:own: reviews of the per-
sonological literature available at the time (for
reviews, see John et al.; 1988; John, 1990), Cat-
tell reduced the 4,500 trait-terms to a mere 35
variables. That is, Cattell eliminated more than

* 99% of the ‘terms Allport (1937) had so tena-

ciously defended. This drastic reduction was dic-

- tated primarily by the data-analytic limitations

of his time, which’‘made factor analyses of large

wvariable sets prohibitively costly and complex.

Using:this small- set: of ‘variables, Cattell con-
ducted several oblique factor analyses and con-
cluded that he had identified 12 personality fac-
tors, which eventually beéame part of his 16
Personality Factors- (16PF) questlonnalre (Cat—
tell, Eber, & Tatsuoka, 1970). '

Cattell also claimed that hxs factors showed
excellent correspondence ‘across methods, such
as self-reports, ratings by others, and objective
tests; however, these claims have not gone.un-
questioned (€.g.. Becker, '1960; Nowakowska,

-1973). Moreover, reanalyses of Cattell’s own cor-

relation matrices by others have not confirmed
the number and nauite of the factors he pro-
posed (e.g- Tupes & Christal, 1961"). Digman
and Takemoto-Chock (1981) concluded  that
Cattell’s “otiginal model, based on the unfortu-
nate clerlcal errots noted here, cannot have been
cotrect” (p. 168), although the second-order fac-
tors of the 16PF show some correspondence be-
tween Cattell’s system and the subsequcntly de—
rived Big Flve dxmensmns ! .

THE "BIG FIVEFACTORSIN =~
PERSONALITY TRAIT RATINGS

Dlscovery of the B1g Flve in Cattell’
Variable List

Cattell's pioneering work, and the avallablhty of
a relatively short list of varlables, stimulated
other researchers to examine the dxmenswnal

structure of trait ratings. Several investigators







