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Abstract

Recent political science research on the effects of core personality
traits—the Big Five—contributes to our understanding of how peo-
ple interact with their political environments. This research examines
how individual-level variations in broad, stable psychological charac-
teristics affect individual-level political outcomes. In this article, we
review recent work that uses the Big Five to predict political attitudes
and behavior. We also replicate some of these analyses using new data
to examine the possibility that prior findings stem from sampling error
or unique political contexts. Finally, we discuss several of the challenges
faced by scholars who are currently pursuing or are interested in pur-
suing this line of inquiry. These challenges include refining theoretical
explanations of how the Big Five shape political outcomes, addressing
important measurement concerns, and resolving inconsistencies across
studies.
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INTRODUCTION

Understanding how people interact with and
evaluate their political environment is a cen-
tral focus of research on political behavior.
Research has examined how a broad range
of factors affect an individual’s behaviors and
attitudes. These include: sociological factors
(such as socioeconomic class, group affiliation,
and social networks), political context (includ-
ing campaign effects and geographic variation
in political culture), and psychological factors
(such as partisan identity, altruism, authoritari-
anism, and patriotism). Recent research on the
effects of core personality traits—the Big Five—
contributes to this tradition by examining how
individual-level variations in broad, stable psy-
chological characteristics affect individual-level
political outcomes.

Personality psychologists are broadly con-
cerned with “provid[ing] an integrative frame-
work for understanding the whole person”
(McAdams & Pals 2006, p. 204). Over the
past 20 years, the Big Five traits have emerged
in psychology as the dominant framework for
measuring personality traits. Psychologists re-
fer to these traits as dispositional or core traits.
This label differentiates the Big Five from other
aspects of individuals’ personalities such as their
characteristic adaptations (values, attitudes, in-
terests), self-concepts (self-esteem, identity),
and objective biography (careers, background)
(McAdams & Pals 2006, McCrae & Costa
1996). In contrast to these other components of
personality that develop and change through-
out the life cycle, dispositional traits are be-
lieved to be stable aspects of individuals that
shape how they respond to the vast array of
stimuli they encounter in the world. As such,
they affect behaviors and attitudes across a wide
array of situations.1

1Our focus on the Big Five traits in this review does not in any
way imply that research on other aspects of personality (in-
cluding other trait-based approaches) is either inferior or ob-
solete. In our discussion of directions for future research, we
note the importance of integrating Big Five–based accounts
of political attitudes and behavior with findings regarding the

THE ORIGINS AND PROPERTIES
OF THE BIG FIVE

According to McCrae & Costa (2008), trait-
based research on personality is premised
on four assumptions about human nature:
(a) personality traits exist and are measurable,
(b) these traits vary across individuals, (c) the
causes of human behavior are rooted within
the individual (e.g., personality traits affect
individual behavior), and (d ) people “can un-
derstand themselves and others” (p. 161). The
Big Five trait domains were identified through
extensive lexical analysis. This approach rests
primarily on the fourth assumption—that
people understand themselves and others
and that an important historical function of
language has been to provide a way for people
to describe enduring differences between
individuals (Allport & Odbert 1936; John et al.
2008a). Thus, over time, languages have come
to include words that facilitate identifying
the most salient and enduring individual-level
differences in what people are like.

Lexical analysis involves gathering extensive
lists of adjectives or phrases that can be used to
describe enduring individual-level characteris-
tics. Subjects are then asked to rate how well
each word or phrase describes themselves or
another individual. Researchers then use fac-
tor analysis to identify the broad superfactors
or trait domains that underlie these responses.
Although some scholars find evidence of more
(Ashton & Lee 2005, Paunonen & Jackson
2000) or fewer (Blackburn et al. 2004, Musek
2007) factors, most analyses identify five:
Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientious-
ness, Emotional Stability (sometimes referred
to by its inverse—Neuroticism), and Openness
to Experience. This five-factor structure has
been replicated in a variety of languages and
contexts (see John et al. 2008a for a review), as
well as in unusual subpopulations (Yang et al.

relationships between other components of personality and
these outcomes.
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Table 1 Description of the Big Five traits (adapted from John et al. 2008a)

Trait Definition
Extraversion . . .energetic approach toward the social and material world.
Agreeableness Contrasts a prosocial and communal orientation toward others with antagonism. . .

Conscientiousness . . .socially prescribed impulse control that faciliates task- and goal-directed behavior. . .
Emotional stability Contrasts. . .even-temperedness with negative emotionality. . .

Openness to experience . . .the breadth, depth, originality, and complexity of an individuals’ mental and experiential life.

1999).2 Table 1 presents a brief description of
each of these traits.

Evidence suggests that the Big Five traits
are highly stable through the life cycle (Caspi
et al. 2005, but see Srivastava et al. 2003) and are
heritable (Bouchard 1997, Plomin et al. 1990,
Van Gestel & Van Broeckhoven 2003). There
is also a growing body of evidence that variation
in dispositional traits is associated with specific,
measurable biological factors. Some research
has identified relationships between specific ge-
netic markers and Big Five traits (Lesch et al.
1996; see Canli 2008 for a review). DeYoung
et al. (2010) find associations between four of
the Big Five traits and the size (volume) of theo-
retically associated regions of the brain (see also
DeYoung et al. 2009). For example, they find
that Conscientiousness is associated with the
volume of the lateral prefrontal cortex, which
plays an important role in planning and impulse
control.

Measuring the Big Five

Numerous batteries have been developed to
measure the Big Five trait domains. Each
consists of a list of adjectives [e.g., “temper-
amental” (Goldberg 1992)] or phrases [e.g.,
“Sometimes I do things on impulse that I later
regret” (Costa & McCrae 1992)] and asks the
respondent to rate how well each adjective or

2Alternative approaches to the measurement of personality
traits include trait typologies based on a priori, theoretical
expectations regarding essential personality traits (e.g., the
Myers-Briggs Type Indicator) and idiographic approaches
that attempt to identify a unique set of traits that are par-
ticularly relevant for a specific individual. See Barenbaum &
Winter (2008) for a discussion of these approaches.

phrase describes the individual whose person-
ality is being rated—typically the respondent.
Researchers use these ratings to calculate
scores for each of the Big Five traits. There
are a variety of instruments that can be used
to measure the Big Five, ranging from brief
batteries of ten items [Ten Item Personality
Measure (TIPI) (Gosling et al. 2003; see also
Langford 2003)] to batteries that use dozens of
items [Big Five Questionnaire (BFQ) (Caprara
et al. 1993), Big Five Inventory (BFI) ( John
et al. 1991), Mini-Markers (Saucier 1994),
NEO-Five-Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI)
(Costa & McCrae 1992)] or even hun-
dreds [NEO–Personality Inventory–Revised
(NEO-PI-R) (Costa & McCrae 1992), Interna-
tional Personality Item Pool (IPIP) (Goldberg
et al. 2006)].3

The most important trade-off researchers
face when deciding which personality battery
to use is between internal reliability and brevity.
For example, the NEO-PI-R measures each Big
Five trait with dozens of items. It has the ben-
efit of producing trait measures with high in-
ternal reliability [alpha coefficients greater than
0.85 (Costa & McCrae 1992)]. However, the
NEO-PI-R takes more than 30 minutes to com-
plete, making its inclusion extremely difficult
on surveys where other content (e.g., political
content) needs to be measured. In contrast, the
TIPI measures each of the Big Five dimensions
with scores from only two items. For example,
the Extraversion scale is calculated on the ba-
sis of a respondent’s level of agreement with

3Additionally, some researchers have constructed customized
batteries of questions using items based on these batteries
(e.g., Mondak & Halperin 2008, Mondak et al. 2010).
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two statements: “I see myself as extraverted,
enthusiastic” and “I see myself as reserved,
quiet” (reverse coded). Thus, this battery has
the benefit of being short enough to be included
in large political surveys. However, with only
two items per trait domain, TIPI scales can-
not achieve the same level of internal reliability
as longer batteries. We discuss the theoretical
and empirical implications of battery selection
below, under Challenges: Refining Theory and
Measurement.

THE BIG FIVE AS PREDICTORS
OF BEHAVIORS AND OTHER
OUTCOMES

The stability and replicability of the Big Five
framework have spurred a great deal of schol-
arly interest in these traits. Although a large
share of this research has been conducted by
social psychologists, scholars in fields includ-
ing public health, economics, education, so-
ciology, and clinical psychology have recog-
nized that dispositional traits have the potential
to improve our understanding of fundamental,
individual-level differences in how people eval-
uate and respond to the world around them.
This rapidly expanding body of research finds
that the Big Five personality traits predict a vast
array of behaviors and other outcomes.

Public health researchers have identified
a variety of associations between Big Five
traits and alcohol and tobacco consumption
(McAdams & Donnellan 2009, Mezquita et al.
2010, Paunonen & Ashton 2001), frequency
of physical exercise (Rhodes & Smith 2006),
cholesterol and triglyceride levels (Sutin et al.
2010), longevity (Friedman et al. 2010, Roberts
et al. 2007), and overall mental and physical
health (Goodwin & Friedman 2006, Ozer
& Benet-Martı́nez 2006). Economists find
evidence that dispositional personality traits
predict behavior in economic games (Ben-Ner
et al. 2008, Koole et al. 2001) as well as
wages (Nyhus & Pons 2005) and occupational
status (De Fruyt & Mervielde 1999). Other
social research finds evidence that Big Five
traits predict parenting style (Huver et al.

2010), satisfaction with intimate relationships
(Malouff et al. 2010), and occupational choice
and satisfaction (Borghans et al. 2008, Hogan
& Holland 2003, Ozer & Benet-Martı́nez
2006, Roberts et al. 2007, Salgado 1997).

This is not to suggest that all research
finds relationships between Big Five traits and
outcomes of interest. For example, whereas
Paunonen & Ashton (2001) find relationships
between Big Five traits and a variety of out-
comes, they do not find evidence that these
traits predict buying lottery tickets, obesity, or
peer ratings of an individual’s intelligence and
popularity. More broadly, we note that in most
cases only some of the Big Five traits signif-
icantly predict outcomes of interest. In sum-
mary, these traits have predictive power in an
impressive variety of domains but are not uni-
versal predictors of all outcomes.

THE BIG FIVE IN THE
POLITICAL ARENA

The Big Five taxonomy has opened a promising
new frontier in research on political attitudes
and behavior. Previous research on the relation-
ship between personality and political attitudes
and behaviors focused on characteristic adapta-
tions and self concepts that are likely to be par-
ticularly relevant to politics, such as racial re-
sentment [a measure based on agreement with
statements such as “It’s really a matter of some
people not trying hard enough; if blacks would
only try harder they could be just as well off as
whites” (e.g., Feldman & Huddy 2005, Kinder
& Sears 1981, Sniderman & Carmines 1997)],
right-wing authoritarianism [RWA, a measure
based on agreement with statements such as
“What our country really needs is a strong, de-
termined leader who will crush evil, and take
us back to our true path” (e.g., Adorno et al.
1950, Altemeyer 1996)], and partisanship (e.g.,
Campbell et al. 1960). This research has yielded
a vast array of findings that offer important in-
sight into the relationship between political at-
titudes and other characteristic adaptations.

One of the key differences between this pre-
vious research and research on the Big Five and

268 Gerber et al.
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political outcomes is that, on their face, the Big
Five traits are not obviously associated with po-
litical attitudes and behaviors. Instead, they are
broad dispositions that are theorized to shape
responses to the full range of stimuli people en-
counter in the world. Thus, just as socioeco-
nomic status is associated with a broad range of
forms of political and social engagement, po-
litical research on Big Five traits may provide
a way to situate political judgments and behav-
iors within the context of a broader theoretical
account of how individuals engage with their
environments.

In this section, we summarize current find-
ings regarding the relationships between Big
Five traits and political outcomes. The magni-
tudes of the effects we discuss are summarized in
Table 2. Specifically, the table presents the es-
timated effect of a two–standard deviation (SD)
increase in each personality trait on the out-
come of interest. We also report the effects of
similar changes in education and income. As the
table illustrates, in many cases the magnitudes
of the effects of Big Five traits are comparable
to those associated with these canonical predic-
tors of political attitudes and behaviors (e.g.,
Rosenstone & Hansen 1993). The relation-
ships between characteristic adaptations such as
RWA and political outcomes such as ideology
are often much stronger than the relationships
between Big Five traits and political outcomes
(see Gerber et al. 2010c, p. 123). This is to be
expected. As noted above, RWA and racial at-
titudes have clear political corollaries, whereas
the Big Five personality traits do not.

Ideology and Political Attitudes

Much of the early political science research on
the Big Five has focused on the relationships
between these traits and political ideology.4

The most consistent findings from this line of
research are an association between Openness

4See Gerber et al. (2010c), table 1, for a summary of find-
ings regarding the relationships between Big Five traits and
ideology.

to Experience and liberalism and between
Conscientiousness and conservatism (Alford &
Hibbing 2007; Carney et al. 2008; Gerber et al.
2010c; Gosling et al. 2003; Jost et al. 2003,
2007; McCrae 1996; Mondak 2010; Mondak &
Halperin 2008; Riemann et al. 1993; Van Hiel
et al. 2000; Van Hiel & Mervielde 2004). Open-
ness to Experience is associated with positive
responses to novel stimuli. Thus, researchers
posit that individuals high on this trait are more
likely to respond favorably to liberal social
policies, which often involve acceptance of un-
conventional behaviors, and liberal economic
policies, which may involve a willingness to
support proposals that entail new government
involvement in the economy. By contrast,
individuals high on Conscientiousness tend to
be attracted to social norms and achievement
striving. These response tendencies likely ex-
plain why those high on this trait are more likely
to reject the challenges to social norms that
often accompany liberal social policies, as well
as liberal economic policies, which may be seen
as undermining incentives for individual effort.

According to Carney et al. (2008), the
relationships between both Openness to
Experience and Conscientiousness and po-
litical ideology comport well with earlier
theoretical accounts of the relationships be-
tween personality and ideology. For example,
previous researchers posited that individuals
who are “creative, imaginative, [and] curious”
(characteristics associated with Openness to
Experience) are more likely to be attracted to
a liberal or left-wing ideology, whereas those
who are “orderly [and] organized” (character-
istics associated with Conscientiousness) are
more likely to be attracted to a conservative or
right-wing ideology.5

Recently scholars have also begun to exam-
ine the relationships between core personality
traits and more specific political attitudes. This
new line of research offers sharper insight into

5Carney et al. (2008, p. 816, table 1) summarize recent find-
ings regarding the relationships between Big Five traits and
ideology and compare these findings with previous work on
the relationship between personality and ideology.

www.annualreviews.org • Big Five Personality Traits 269



PL14CH13-Gerber ARI 11 April 2011 13:52

T
ab

le
2

M
ar

gi
na

le
ff

ec
ts

of
ch

an
ge

s
in

pe
rs

on
al

it
y

tr
ai

ts
,i

nc
om

e,
an

d
ed

uc
at

io
n

on
po

lit
ic

al
ou

tc
om

es

1
2

3
4

5
6

7

E
ff

ec
t

of
a

tw
o–

st
a
n

d
a
rd

d
ev

ia
ti

on
in

cr
ea

se
in

ea
ch

m
ea

su
re

on
th

e
ou

tc
om

e
li

st
ed

in
th

e
ro

w

E
xt

ra
ve

rs
io

n
A

gr
ee

ab
le

ne
ss

C
on

sc
ie

nt
io

us
ne

ss
E

m
ot

io
na

l
st

ab
ili

ty
O

pe
nn

es
s

In
co

m
e

E
du

ca
ti

on
Se

lf-
re

po
rt

ed
lib

er
al

is
m

(−
2

=
ve

ry
co

ns
er

va
tiv

e
to

2
=

ve
ry

lib
er

al
)a

−0
.0

8∗
∗

0.
02

−0
.3

4∗
∗∗

−0
.2

6∗
∗∗

0.
66

∗∗
∗

−0
.1

7∗
∗∗

0.
28

∗∗
∗

So
ci

al
lib

er
al

is
m

(M
=

0,
SD

=
1,

−c
on

se
rv

at
iv

e
to

+l
ib

er
al

)a
−0

.0
5∗

∗
−0

.1
2∗

∗
−0

.2
6∗

∗∗
−0

.1
3∗

∗∗
0.

53
∗∗

∗
−0

.0
1

0.
41

∗∗
∗

E
co

no
m

ic
lib

er
al

is
m

(M
=

0,
SD

=
1,

−c
on

se
rv

at
iv

e
to

+l
ib

er
al

)a
−0

.1
4∗

∗∗
0.

20
∗∗

∗
−0

.2
2∗

∗∗
−0

.4
3∗

∗∗
0.

48
∗∗

∗
−0

.5
0∗

∗∗
−0

.0
7

P
ro

ba
bi

lit
y

st
ro

ng
R

ep
ub

lic
an

;b
as

el
in

e
pr

ed
ic

te
d

pr
ob

ab
ili

ty
=

23
.4

%
b

1.
3%

−1
.1

%
5.

5%
∗∗

∗
7.

1%
∗∗

∗
−9

.4
%

∗∗
∗

2.
2%

−2
.1

%
∗

P
ro

ba
bi

lit
y

st
ro

ng
pa

rt
is

an
id

en
tifi

er
;

ba
se

lin
e

pr
ed

ic
te

d
pr

ob
ab

ili
ty

=
23

.4
%

c
4.

4%
∗∗

∗
3.

4%
∗∗

∗
1.

7%
−1

.2
%

−4
.1

%
∗∗

∗
5.

7%
∗∗

∗
0.

2%

P
ro

ba
bi

lit
y

af
fil

ia
te

w
ith

m
aj

or
pa

rt
y;

ba
se

lin
e

pr
ed

ic
te

d
pr

ob
ab

ili
ty

=
49

.0
%

c
6.

4%
∗∗

∗
5.

7%
∗∗

∗
2.

3%
−3

.6
%

−8
.3

%
∗∗

∗
12

.0
%

∗∗
∗

−0
.8

%

P
ro

ba
bi

lit
y

vo
te

d
(v

al
id

at
ed

)i
n

3
or

4
ge

ne
ra

le
le

ct
io

ns
(2

00
0–

20
06

);
ba

se
lin

e
pr

ed
ic

te
d

pr
ob

ab
ili

ty
=

60
.2

%
d

4.
5%

∗
−4

.2
%

−5
.6

%
∗

8.
5%

∗∗
∗

2.
3%

10
.8

%
∗∗

∗
5.

2%

P
ro

ba
bi

lit
y

“v
er

y
m

uc
h”

in
te

re
st

ed
in

po
lit

ic
s

in
O

ct
ob

er
;b

as
el

in
e

pr
ob

ab
ili

ty
=

62
.3

%
e

8.
3%

∗∗
∗

−2
.3

%
2.

2%
5.

2%
∗∗

∗
11

.8
%

∗∗
∗

14
.6

%
∗∗

∗
14

.4
%

∗∗
∗

P
ol

iti
ca

lk
no

w
le

dg
e

(M
=

0,
SD

=
1,

−l
es

s
kn

ow
le

dg
e

to
+m

or
e

kn
ow

le
dg

e)
e

−0
.0

3
−0

.0
6∗

−0
.0

3
0.

15
∗∗

∗
0.

11
∗∗

∗
0.

26
∗∗

∗
0.

43
∗∗

∗

N
ot

e:
C

el
le

nt
ri

es
in

di
ca

te
th

e
ch

an
ge

in
th

e
ou

tc
om

e
(r

ow
s)

ba
se

d
on

a
2

SD
in

cr
ea

se
in

th
e

in
de

pe
nd

en
tv

ar
ia

bl
e

(c
ol

um
ns

).
Fo

r
th

e
th

re
e

id
eo

lo
gy

ou
tc

om
es

an
d

po
lit

ic
al

kn
ow

le
dg

e,
re

po
rt

ed
ef

fe
ct

s
ar

e
un

it
ch

an
ge

s
in

th
e

ou
tc

om
e

fo
r

a
2

SD
ch

an
ge

in
th

e
in

de
pe

nd
en

tv
ar

ia
bl

e.
Fo

r
th

e
th

re
e

pa
rt

is
an

sh
ip

ou
tc

om
es

,t
ur

no
ut

,a
nd

in
te

re
st

in
po

lit
ic

s,
re

po
rt

ed
ef

fe
ct

s
ar

e
ab

so
lu

te
pe

rc
en

ta
ge

po
in

ti
nc

re
as

es
/d

ec
re

as
es

in
th

e
ou

tc
om

e
(n

ot
pr

op
or

tio
na

li
nc

re
as

es
/d

ec
re

as
es

re
la

tiv
e

to
ba

se
lin

e
pr

ob
ab

ili
tie

s)
fo

r
a

2
SD

ch
an

ge
in

th
e

in
de

pe
nd

en
tv

ar
ia

bl
e.

E
ac

h
ou

tc
om

e
w

as
re

gr
es

se
d

on
th

e
B

ig
Fi

ve
an

d
co

nt
ro

ls
fo

r
ag

e,
ag

e
sq

ua
re

d,
ge

nd
er

,r
ac

e,
in

co
m

e,
ed

uc
at

io
n,

an
d

st
at

e
fix

ed
ef

fe
ct

s(
w

ith
ro

bu
st

st
an

da
rd

er
ro

rs
cl

us
te

re
d

by
st

at
e)

.I
n

ad
di

tio
n,

th
e

pr
ob

ab
ili

ty
st

ro
ng

pa
rt

is
an

id
en

tifi
er

an
d

pr
ob

ab
ili

ty
af

fil
ia

te
w

ith
m

aj
or

pa
rt

y
m

od
el

s
al

so
co

nt
ro

lle
d

fo
r

id
eo

lo
gy

an
d

po
lic

y
po

si
tio

ns
(a

bo
rt

io
n,

ci
vi

lu
ni

on
s,

he
al

th
ca

re
,a

nd
ta

xe
s)

.T
he

in
te

re
st

in
po

lit
ic

s
an

d
po

lit
ic

al
kn

ow
le

dg
e

m
od

el
s

al
so

co
nt

ro
lle

d
fo

r
em

pl
oy

m
en

ts
ta

tu
s.

A
ll

m
od

el
su

se
C

C
A

P
da

ta
.∗

si
gn

ifi
ca

nt
at

10
%

;∗∗
si

gn
ifi

ca
nt

at
5%

;∗∗
∗

si
gn

ifi
ca

nt
at

1%
(t

w
o-

ta
ile

d
te

st
s)

.A
bb

re
vi

at
io

ns
:S

D
,s

ta
nd

ar
d

de
vi

at
io

n;
M

,m
ea

n.
So

ur
ce

s:
a G

er
be

r
et

al
.(

20
10

c)
,t

ab
le

3;
co

lu
m

ns
2

(s
el

f-
re

po
rt

ed
lib

er
al

is
m

),
4

(e
co

no
m

ic
lib

er
al

is
m

),
6

(s
oc

ia
ll

ib
er

al
is

m
);

an
d

fig
ur

e
1.

A
ll

ar
e

T
ob

it
sp

ec
ifi

ca
tio

ns
.b

G
er

be
r

et
al

.(
20

10
a)

,t
ab

le
4,

co
lu

m
n

1
(p

ro
ba

bi
lit

y
st

ro
ng

R
ep

ub
lic

an
),

an
d

au
th

or
ca

lc
ul

at
io

ns
.O

rd
er

ed
lo

gi
ts

pe
ci

fic
at

io
n.

c G
er

be
r

et
al

.(
20

10
a)

,t
ab

le
5;

co
lu

m
ns

4
[p

ro
ba

bi
lit

y
st

ro
ng

pa
rt

is
an

id
en

tifi
er

(o
rd

er
ed

lo
gi

t
sp

ec
ifi

ca
tio

n)
],

an
d

5
[p

ro
ba

bi
lit

y
af

fil
ia

te
w

ith
m

aj
or

pa
rt

y
(lo

gi
ts

pe
ci

fic
at

io
n)

];
ta

bl
e

6;
an

d
au

th
or

ca
lc

ul
at

io
ns

.d
G

er
be

r
et

al
.(

20
11

b)
,t

ab
le

2,
co

lu
m

n
1

[p
ro

ba
bi

lit
y

vo
te

d
in

3
or

4
(o

ut
of

4)
el

ec
tio

ns
].

O
rd

er
ed

lo
gi

ts
pe

ci
fic

at
io

n.
e G

er
be

r
et

al
.(

20
11

a)
,t

ab
le

s
3

an
d

4
an

d
co

lu
m

ns
2

[p
ro

ba
bi

lit
y

ve
ry

m
uc

h
in

te
re

st
ed

in
po

lit
ic

s
in

O
ct

ob
er

(o
rd

er
ed

lo
gi

ts
pe

ci
fic

at
io

n)
]a

nd
4

[p
ol

iti
ca

l
kn

ow
le

dg
e

(O
L

S
sp

ec
ifi

ca
tio

n)
].

270 Gerber et al.



PL14CH13-Gerber ARI 11 April 2011 13:52

the mechanisms that drive the associations be-
tween Big Five traits and political ideology. An
individual’s ideological self placement can be
thought of as a summary of his or her evalua-
tions of a broad range of public policies and pro-
posals. These policy stimuli vary in ways that are
likely to have implications for how personality
traits affect individuals’ responses. For exam-
ple, the relationships between Big Five traits
and evaluations of economic policies may be
shaped by how these traits affect individuals’ re-
sponses to economic inequality or the security
provided by economic safety nets. By contrast,
the relationships between Big Five traits and so-
cial policy attitudes may be rooted in how peo-
ple respond to the challenges to societal norms
posed by liberal social policies.

Carney et al. (2008) report the first analy-
sis of these relationships. Specifically, they ex-
amine the relationships between Big Five traits
and self placement on separate social and eco-
nomic attitude scales using an undergraduate
sample (n = 536). They do not identify any sta-
tistically significant relationships between these
traits and economic conservatism but do find
relationships between Openness to Experience
and social liberalism and between Conscien-
tiousness and social conservatism. Additionally,
they find an association between Extraversion
and social conservatism.

In a larger national sample (n = 12,472),
Gerber and colleagues (2010c) reexamine the
relationships between Big Five traits and social
and economic political attitudes using indices
of specific issue attitudes in each domain (social
attitudes: abortion and civil unions; economic
attitudes: increasing taxes on those earning
>$200,000/year and support for government
involvement in health care). The authors
find that Openness to Experience is strongly
associated with overall liberalism, as well as
social and economic liberalism. Similarly, they
find that Conscientiousness is associated with
overall, social, and economic conservatism.
They also find relationships between each of
the other Big Five traits and political attitudes.

First, they find that Emotional Stability is
associated with conservatism for each of the

three political attitude measures. This finding
corroborates Mondak’s (2010) evidence of a
relationship between Emotional Stability and
overall conservatism. Gerber et al. (2010c) find
strong support for their expectation that be-
cause people who score high on Emotional Sta-
bility are less likely to feel anxious about their
economic futures, they respond less favorably
to redistributive policies intended to strengthen
broad economic security. The relationship be-
tween Emotional Stability and economic con-
servatism is comparable in magnitude to the
relationships between Conscientiousness and
Openness to Experience and these economic
policy attitudes (a 2-SD increase results in a
0.43 unit change, p < 0.01, see Table 2). In
contrast, although they identify a statistically
significant association between Emotional Sta-
bility and social conservatism, the magnitude
of this relationship is quite small (a 2-SD in-
crease results in a 0.13 unit change, p < 0.01, see
Table 2).

Second, Gerber et al. (2010c) find that
Agreeableness is associated with economic
liberalism but is also associated with social con-
servatism.6 The authors anticipated the rela-
tionship between Agreeableness and economic
liberalism, hypothesizing that those high on
this trait would be more likely to respond sym-
pathetically to individuals in economic need.
However, the relationship between Agreeable-
ness and social conservatism was unexpected.
One explanation for this relationship may be
that people high on Agreeableness are more
likely to resist policies that challenge domi-
nant social norms because they may threaten
harmonious relationships. Finally, Gerber
et al. find some evidence that Extraversion is
associated with each measure of conservatism,
but these associations are relatively weak.

This line of research is still in its infancy
and different studies have yielded different
results—particularly regarding the effects of

6Mondak (2010) finds a relationship between Agreeableness
and overall liberalism in each of his three samples. However,
the relationship only reaches conventional levels of statistical
significance in one sample.
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Table 3 Direct effects of Big Five traits on ideology and economic and social policy attitudesa

Self-reported ideology Economic domain Social domain

2008 CCAP 2009 CCES 2008 CCAP 2009 CCES 2008 CCAP 2009 CCES
Extraversion − − − − − −

( p = 0.163) ( p = 0.087)
Agreeableness + + + + − −

( p = 0.707)
Conscientiousness − − − − − −
Emotional stability − − − − − −
Openness + + + + + +
n 12472 10559 12472 10559 12472 10559

aCell entries indicate the sign on each coefficient; p-values greater than 0.05 reported in parentheses (two-tailed tests). All other relationships are significant
at p < 0.05. Outcome measures are scaled to range from conservative (low values) to liberal (high values). Model specifications based on table 3, columns 2,
4, and 6 from Gerber et al. (2010c). Abbreviations: Cooperative Campaign Analysis Project (CCAP); Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES).

Agreeableness, Emotional Stability, and Ex-
traversion. As such, it is important to replicate
findings on the relationships between Big Five
traits and political attitudes. Here we replicate
Gerber et al.’s (2010c) analysis from the 2007–
2008 Cooperative Campaign Analysis Project
(CCAP) using data from the 2009 Cooperative
Congressional Election Study (CCES). In con-
trast to the CCAP data, which were gathered
in the heat of a presidential campaign, these
data were collected in an off year. Additionally,
the available measures of social and economic
attitudes are somewhat different. To measure
social attitudes, we also use an item that solicits
abortion attitudes, but we replace Gerber
et al.’s (2010c) question measuring support for
same-sex civil unions with expressed support
for same-sex marriage. For economic attitudes,
we use responses to a single item that measured
respondents’ preference for taxes versus spend-
ing.7 All other aspects of our model specifica-
tions are identical to those reported by Gerber
et al. (2010c; see that article for further details).

7Question wording: “The federal budget is currently run-
ning a substantial deficit. If Congress were to balance the
budget it would have to consider cutting expenditures, in-
cluding on defense and domestic programs such as Medicare,
and raising taxes. What would you prefer more: raising taxes
or cutting spending?” Respondents used a horizontal slider
that captured responses on a scale ranging from 0 (all from
tax increases) to 100 (all from spending cuts) [reverse coded].

We summarize our findings in Table 3.
Overall, these findings are remarkably similar
to those reported by Gerber et al. (2010c). The
signs on all the coefficients are the same as those
reported in that previous work, and the statisti-
cal significance of each of the coefficients is also
similar.8 The highly similar findings in different
political contexts are encouraging and provide
further support for the notion that dispositional
traits other than Openness to Experience and
Conscientiousness shape political attitudes.

Partisanship

Some of the earliest published political research
on the Big Five focused on the relationships
between Big Five traits and partisan vote
choice. Specifically, Caprara et al. (1999) assess
the relationships between these traits and
voting for either center-right or center-left
parties in a sample of Italian voters. Since
then, other research has offered insight into
the relationships between Big Five traits and
partisan preferences. This includes additional

8The coefficients on Extraversion in the self-reported ideol-
ogy and economic attitudes models fall just short of conven-
tional levels of statistical significance in the CCES analysis
( p = 0.163 and 0.087, respectively). Additionally, whereas
the coefficient on Agreeableness is statistically significant in
the CCES analysis of self-reported ideology, it is close to
zero in the same CCAP analysis.
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work on the relationships between personality
and vote choice (Caprara et al. 2006, Schoen
& Schumann 2007), as well as studies of the
relationships between personality traits and
vote intention (Barbaranelli et al. 2007), using
European samples. Other work in this vein
examines the relationships between measures
of (average) statewide personality and statewide
party vote shares (Rentfrow et al. 2009) and
the relationships between Big Five traits and
self-reported partisanship in the United States
(Mondak 2010, Mondak & Halperin 2008).

Perhaps not surprisingly, the findings from
this research track closely with the findings
regarding the relationships between Big Five
traits and political ideology. Each of these stud-
ies finds that Conscientiousness is associated
with supporting conservative candidates and
parties, whereas Openness to Experience is as-
sociated with voting for liberal candidates and
parties. Some also find that Emotional Sta-
bility is associated with support for conserva-
tive candidates and parties (Barbaranelli et al.
2007, Mondak 2010, Mondak & Halperin 2008,
Schoen & Schumann 2007) and that Agree-
ableness is associated with support for liberal
candidates and parties (Barbaranelli et al. 2007,
Caprara et al. 1999, Mondak 2010, Mondak
& Halperin 2008, Schoen & Schumann 2007).
Findings regarding Extraversion are mixed.

The strong similarities in the relationships
identified in research on personality and parti-
san preferences and other research on person-
ality and political attitudes and ideology raise
the question of whether these two literatures
have effectively addressed the same theoretical
question. Gerber et al. (2010a) examine this
possibility in their analysis of the relationships
between Big Five traits and party identifica-
tion. Specifically, in this working paper they
compare two model specifications. In each they
predict reported partisanship using Big Five
measures, as well as a series of demographic
control variables. In one model, they also
include controls for ideological self placement
and issue attitudes. Although this approach is
imperfect, it provides a way to assess whether
Big Five traits predict partisanship apart from

the relationships between these traits and other
political attitudes. They find that the relation-
ships between Big Five traits and partisanship
track closely with those between these traits and
political ideology, and that they are greatly at-
tenuated in the model controlling for ideology.

In this same paper, Gerber et al. (2010a) ex-
amine whether personality traits are associated
with the decision to affiliate with a party. In
other words, do Big Five traits make affiliating
with a political party, rather than identifying as
an independent, particularly attractive to some
individuals? Their analysis shows that individu-
als high on Extraversion and Agreeableness are
significantly more likely to identify with a ma-
jor political party. These findings are consistent
with the authors’ expectations that people high
on these traits are more likely to be attracted
to the idea of affiliating with a social group.
They also find that Openness to Experience
is strongly associated with declining to iden-
tify with a major party. Instead, these individ-
uals may be receptive to entertaining alterna-
tive perspectives (or at least may see themselves
as receptive). This relationship may also stem
from reluctance among more Open individu-
als to adopt a standing political decision. These
relationships are robust to model specifications
that account for measures of ideology and atti-
tude preferences, suggesting that they are not
an artifact of a relationship between personality
traits and strong or polarized attitudes. Consci-
entiousness and Extraversion, by contrast, are
not associated with the decision to adopt a par-
tisan affiliation.

Political Participation

Thus far we have discussed research on how the
Big Five traits shape political attitudes and af-
filiations. Scholars have also begun to examine
the role of personality traits in decisions about
whether and how to participate in politics.
Mondak & Halperin (2008) were the first to
assess the relationships between Big Five traits
and political participation. Numerous other
studies since then have also examined whether
personality traits predict various forms of
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political participation in the United States
(Anderson 2009, Gerber et al. 2011b, Mondak
2010, Mondak et al. 2010) and elsewhere (Mon-
dak et al. 2011, Vecchione & Caprara 2009).

In contrast to the findings regarding ideol-
ogy and partisanship discussed above, research
on Big Five traits and political participation has
yielded inconsistent findings.9 The most con-
sistent pattern is for Extraversion. Extraversion
is not always a significant predictor of participa-
tion, but when it is, it is consistently associated
with higher rates of participation. Similarly, to
the extent that Openness to Experience pre-
dicts participation, it is associated with higher
rates of participation. It is difficult to know the
precise mechanisms that drive these relation-
ships, but it seems likely that Extraversion leads
people to respond favorably to engaging in so-
cial activity. Furthermore, individuals high on
this trait tend to be assertive and, thus, may en-
joy advocating for their preferences. The rela-
tionship between Openness to Experience and
participation may be explained by the fact that
those high on this trait respond favorably to
opportunities to hear new ideas and experience
new things—opportunities that abound in the
political arena.

Findings regarding other traits are decidedly
more mixed. For example, some research finds
that Agreeableness is associated with lower
levels of participation (Gerber et al. 2011b,
Mondak & Halperin 2008) whereas other re-
search finds that this trait is associated with
higher levels of participation (Mondak et al.
2010). Similar inconsistencies are found across
studies for Conscientiousness and Emotional
Stability: Some studies find that these traits lead
to higher levels of participation, whereas others
find that they are associated with lower levels of
participation.

There are numerous potential explanations
for the apparent inconsistencies in findings

9See table A1 in the online Appendix to Gerber et al. (2011b)
for a recent summary of findings in this area (http://huber.
research.yale.edu/).

across studies of Big Five traits and partici-
pation. One explanation is that, although the
meaning of liberalism and conservatism is fairly
clear, the meaning of political participation as
a stimulus is more ambiguous. Because dispo-
sitional traits are expected to affect how people
respond to stimuli, relationships between these
traits and rates of participation should vary
depending on the meaning of the stimulus. For
example, Gerber et al. (2011b) find that indi-
viduals high on Agreeableness are particularly
reluctant to participate in ways that are likely
to involve conflict. They also argue that other
characteristics of the participatory act—e.g.,
how socially engaging it is and whether it is
likely to yield instrumental benefits—are likely
to shape the relationship between Big Five
traits and participation. Similarly, Mondak
et al. (2010) note that Extraverts are particularly
likely to be attracted to forms of participation
that involve social interaction. This expectation
is corroborated by evidence that Extraversion
is associated with active political participation
(e.g., attending a rally) but not passive or
individualistic forms of participation [e.g.,
donating to a candidate (Mondak 2010)].

Although this explanation is promising, it
cannot account for inconsistencies in findings
regarding a specific participatory act. For
example, Mondak et al. (2010) find that
individuals high on Agreeableness are more
likely to report contacting an elected official,
whereas Gerber et al. (2011b) find the opposite.
Similarly, some find that Emotional Stability is
associated with lower turnout (Anderson 2009,
Mondak 2010, Mondak et al. 2010), whereas
others find that this trait is associated with
higher turnout (Gerber et al. 2011b). One
possible explanation for these inconsistencies is
that the meaning of participation varies across
historical and geographic contexts, making
findings particularly sensitive to factors such as
sampling frames. Another possibility is that the
inconsistencies stem from differences in the
batteries researchers use to measure personality
traits, a possibility we discuss in more depth
when identifying challenges for future research.
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Context as a Moderator of
Relationships between the Big Five
and Political Outcomes

The results discussed so far build on the as-
sumption that dispositional traits affect how
people respond to different types of stimuli.
However, to the extent that a given stimulus
(e.g., the opportunity to vote) varies in mean-
ing across individuals or contexts, so too should
the relationship between Big Five traits and
responses to that stimulus (e.g., turning out).
Some recent studies examined how variation in
how individuals understand a stimulus shapes
the relationship between personality and polit-
ical attitudes and behavior.

Mondak and colleagues examine whether
the relationship between Big Five traits and
participation in election activities depends on
individuals’ perceptions about the election and
their own ability to affect the election’s out-
come. For example, Mondak et al. (2010) find
a negative association between Conscientious-
ness and participation among those who do not
perceive the election to be important but not
among those who think the election is impor-
tant. Similarly, Mondak (2010) finds that Con-
scientiousness is associated with higher partici-
pation among individuals who believe that their
participation is likely to be effective (i.e., those
with high levels of external efficacy) but lower
participation among those low on external effi-
cacy. These findings are consistent with the no-
tion that behaviors of individuals high on this
trait are “strongly shaped by a sense of the task’s
importance” (Mondak et al. 2010, p. 97) and the
perceived instrumental benefits associated with
the task (Gerber et al. 2011b). Mondak (2010)
also finds that the relationships between partic-
ipation and both Extraversion and Openness to
Experience depend on the perceived tone of the
campaign.

Gerber et al. (2010c) examine whether the
relationships between Big Five traits and po-
litical attitudes (ideology, social attitudes, and
economic attitudes) vary across racial groups.
They leverage the existing literature that finds
that black Americans tend to view many

public policies—particularly economic
policies—through a different lens than
white Americans to develop hypotheses about
how stimuli are likely to have different mean-
ings across racial groups. If this is the case, one
would expect the relationships between Big
Five traits and attitudes about these policies to
also vary. For example, blacks are more likely
than whites to view welfare policies as a means
of remedying systematic social injustice. Thus,
although Conscientiousness may be associated
with conservative economic attitudes among
white respondents because they are more likely
to see liberal economic policies as discouraging
achievement striving, this relationship may
not exist among black respondents if they are
more inclined to see these policies as remedies
for systematic injustice. The authors find clear
support for this expectation.

We also replicated this analysis with
the 2009 Cooperative Congressional Election
Study (CCES) data described above. We re-
port the sign and statistical significance of the
interactions between each Big Five trait and
the indicator for race (black) in Table 4. This
analysis also yields substantively similar find-
ings to those reported by Gerber et al. (2010c).
In the two cases where coefficients on these
interaction terms show different signs (Agree-
ableness in the ideology model and Extraver-
sion in the social attitudes model), both fall far
short of conventional levels of statistical signifi-
cance. The signs on all the other coefficients are
the same across these analyses (although there
are several cases where a coefficient is statisti-
cally significant in the analysis from one data set
but not in the other). The 2009 CCES analysis
also validates some of the more tentative find-
ings from the Cooperative Campaign Analysis
Project (CCAP) analysis. For example, in the
economic attitudes model using the CCES data,
the coefficients on the interactions between
the indicator for black respondents and Open-
ness to Experience and Agreeableness provide
independent support for the statistically im-
precise evidence of these relationships as re-
ported by Gerber et al. (2010c). We also find
some evidence that the relationships between
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Table 4 Interactions between Big Five traits and race (black) indicatora

Self-reported ideology Economic domain Social domain

2008 CCAP 2009 CCES 2008 CCAP 2009 CCES 2008 CCAP 2009 CCES
Conscientiousness × black + + + + + +

( p = 0.082) ( p = 0.141) ( p = 0.272) ( p = 0.095)
Openness × black − − − − − −

( p = 0.110)
Agreeableness × black − + − − + +

( p = 0.709) ( p = 0.765) ( p = 0.251) ( p = 0.073) ( p = 0.389) ( p = 0.409)
Emotional stability × black + + + + + +

( p = 0.189) ( p = 0.858) ( p = 0.243)
Extraversion × black + + + + + −

( p = 0.702) ( p = 0.522) ( p = 0.958) ( p = 0.874)
n 12472 10559 12472 10559 12472 10559

aCell entries indicate the sign on each coefficient; p-values greater than 0.05 reported in parentheses (two-tailed tests). All other relationships are significant
at p < 0.05. Outcome measures are scaled to range from conservative (low values) to liberal (high values). Model specifications based on table 5, columns 2,
5, and 8 from Gerber et al. (2010c). Abbreviations: Cooperative Campaign Analysis Project (CCAP); Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES).

Emotional Stability and Extraversion and ide-
ology are moderated by race. More generally,
replicating the different relationships between
Big Five traits and political attitudes across
racial groups shows that these differences were
not confined to the context of the 2008 presi-
dential campaign season.

Research on the Big Five and Other
Political Outcomes

Much of the existing research on the rela-
tionships between Big Five traits and political
outcomes has focused on political attitudes—
especially ideology—and political participa-
tion. However, scholars have also examined the
associations between Big Five traits and several
other outcomes. We review that work in this
section.

Political information and discussion. Other
research on the Big Five trait domains ex-
amines how they shape individuals’ engage-
ment with political information. For exam-
ple, researchers find that individuals high on
Openness to Experience are more interested
in and knowledgeable about politics (Gerber
et al. 2011a, Mondak 2010, Mondak & Halperin

2008) and are more likely to try to persuade
others to vote for a particular candidate (Mon-
dak et al. 2010). Although some research finds
that people high on Extraversion and Con-
scientiousness report greater levels of interest
in politics and opinionation, these traits tend
to be associated with lower levels of substan-
tive knowledge about political matters (Gerber
et al. 2011a, Mondak 2010, Mondak & Halperin
2008). There is also evidence that Big Five
traits predict what sources of political informa-
tion people select (Gerber et al. 2011a, Mondak
2010).

Some research also finds relationships be-
tween Big Five traits and the size of peo-
ple’s social networks (Mondak 2010, Mondak
et al. 2010). This work finds that those high
on Openness to Experience and Extraversion
have larger social networks whereas Conscien-
tiousness and Emotional Stability are associ-
ated with smaller networks. Additionally, this
research finds that the relationships between
size of social network and likelihood of being
exposed to cross-cutting political discourse vary
across individuals with different levels of Ex-
traversion and Agreeableness. Other work finds
that Big Five traits predict the frequency with
which people discuss topics including politics
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and religion with friends and family (Gerber
et al. 2010b, Hibbing et al. 2010).

Persuasion. The Big Five traits also appear to
play an important role in the persuasion pro-
cess. In a study of group deliberation, Gastil
et al. (2008) find that discussion is less likely
to result in group attitude changes in groups
with members who are (on average) more
Extraverted and Conscientious. In a working
paper, Gerber et al. (2010d) use experiments to
examine whether Big Five traits moderate the
effects of get-out-the-vote appeals, focusing on
how these traits affect responses to appeals that
attempt to leverage social pressure. They re-
port findings from both lab and field experi-
ments that indicate individuals high on Emo-
tional Stability are more likely to be persuaded
by this type of appeal. Additionally, people high
on Openness to Experience are more respon-
sive to this appeal. Findings from the lab study,
which tests the effects of four different appeals,
suggest that individuals high on Openness to
Experience are broadly more persuadable than
those low on this trait.

Elites. Numerous studies also examine elites’
traits. Some of this research focuses on how in-
dividuals evaluate the personalities of elected
officials and candidates, where two key find-
ings emerge. First, when people rate politi-
cians’ personalities, rather than yielding five
factors, their assessments tend to reduce to
two factors—Extraversion, which they refer to
as Energy, and Agreeableness (Caprara et al.
1997, 2002). Second, respondents tend to be
more supportive of politicians who they per-
ceive to have the same personality traits as they
do (Caprara et al. 2002, Caprara & Zimbardo
2004). Additional research has measured elites’
Big Five traits directly. For example, Caprara
& Zimbardo (2004) surveyed a sample of Ital-
ian politicians, asking them to complete a Big
Five self-assessment.10 The politicians in their

10An alternative approach is to have experts rate politicians
(e.g., Rubenzer et al. 2000).

sample scored higher on Extraversion and
Agreeableness than the general population.
They also found that center-right politicians
scored higher on Extraversion and Conscien-
tiousness than center-left politicians.

CHALLENGES: REFINING
THEORY AND MEASUREMENT

Despite the progress that has been made to
date, numerous challenges to our understand-
ing of the role of Big Five traits in the political
arena remain. The growing interest in research
on the Big Five stems, in large part, from the
scholarly consensus that the Five-Factor Model
provides a remarkably comprehensive way to
measure dispositional traits. However, some of
the most fundamental challenges researchers
must address pertain to measurement of the Big
Five. As we discuss in this section, addressing
these measurement issues may help scholars to
refine theoretical models of the relationships
between core personality traits and political
outcomes, resolve inconsistent findings across
studies, and clarify the nature of the causal re-
lationship between Big Five traits and political
outcomes.

One of the most promising approaches to
these issues involves using more refined mea-
sures of dispositional traits. Specifically, the
Big Five trait domains are broad and encom-
pass a number of more specific facets (e.g.,
Costa & McCrae 1992). These related but dis-
tinct dimensions of the Big Five domains of-
fer a more refined picture of an individual’s
personality profile. For example, the facets of
Neuroticism (the inverse of Emotional Sta-
bility) measured by the NEO-PI R include
Anxiety, Angry Hostility, Depression, Self-
consciousness, Impulsiveness, and Vulnerabil-
ity. (Because more extensive personality bat-
teries typically refer to Emotional Stability
by its inverse—Neuroticism—we adopt this
terminology in this section.) Research shows
that the relationships between facets within a
domain and nonpolitical outcomes vary (e.g.,
Ashton et al. 1999, Mershon & Gorsuch 1988,
Paunonen et al. 2003). This may also be the
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case in the realm of politics—e.g., Angry Hos-
tility and Impulsiveness may be associated with
higher levels of participation, whereas Self-
consciousness and Anxiety may lead to lower
levels of participation.11

Refining Theory

Examining the facets of the Big Five trait
domains may provide important leverage as
scholars refine existing theoretical accounts of
how personality affects political outcomes. We
are able to provide additional preliminary ev-
idence regarding the importance of examining
the facets in political research using data from
the 2008 CCAP, which included the 44-item
Big Five Inventory (BFI) on a portion of the
postelection survey. Soto & John (2009) devel-
oped a way to assess two facets of each domain
using 35 of the 44 items from the BFI [we
standardize each of the personality measures
(mean = 0, SD = 1)]. This allows us to exam-
ine whether the relationships between political
outcomes and the two measured facets within
each domain vary. In particular, we examine
the three political attitudes (political ideology,
social attitudes, and economic attitudes) used
by Gerber et al. (2010c), self-reported interest
in politics, self-reported turnout in the 2008
general election, and validated turnout in gen-
eral elections from 2000–2006 (a count of the
number of elections voted in, ranging from 0 to
4). In each model we include the demographic
controls used by Gerber et al. (2010c): race,
gender, age, age-squared, education (category
indicators), income, and state of residence.

The analysis presented in Table 5 demon-
strates that the relationships between the facets
of the Big Five (that we are able to measure) and
political outcomes vary within domain. It also

11Little research has examined the relationships between the
facets of the Big Five and political outcomes—primarily be-
cause measuring these facets involves administering an exten-
sive and time-consuming personality inventory—but there
are a handful of exceptions (Carney et al. 2008, Jost et al. 2007,
Van Hiel & Mervielde 2004, Van Hiel et al. 2000). However,
these studies are limited by their fairly narrow scopes and re-
liance on small convenience samples.

allows us to begin to show how facet-level mea-
sures can improve our theoretical understand-
ing of the relationships between Big Five do-
mains and political outcomes. Although there
are many interesting differences in the effects
of each of the two facets of the Big Five traits
that we analyze, we highlight only a few of the
most compelling differences here.

For the attitudinal outcomes in columns
1 to 3 we find a relationship between the
Activity facet of Extraversion (associated with
a need to keep busy) and conservative social
attitudes as well as overall conservatism, but
we find that the Assertiveness facet (associated
with dominance) is associated with social
and overall liberalism ( p = 0.114 and 0.076,
respectively). Previous research has not found
strong relationships between Extraversion and
political attitudes. These countervailing rela-
tionships suggest that the specific components
of Extraversion may play an important role in
shaping these attitudes.

We also find a clear positive relationship
between the Self-Discipline facet of Consci-
entiousness and all three measures of conser-
vatism, but we find no independent relationship
between the Order facet (associated with neat-
ness and organization) and these attitudes. This
suggests that the relationship between Con-
scientiousness and economic conservatism is
rooted in dispositions that lead people to re-
spond unfavorably to policy stimuli that are
seen as rewarding individuals who fail to do
their part. By contrast, simply desiring neatness
and organization does not appear to incline one
to either liberalism or conservatism.

The most notable finding from column 4 of
Table 5 is that the Ideas facet of Openness to
Experience (associated with intellectual curios-
ity) is associated with interest in politics, but
the Aesthetics facet (associated with apprecia-
tion of art and beauty) is not. This supports the
claim that individuals high on Openness to Ex-
perience are likely to be attracted to political
information, which often involves exchanges of
ideas (Gerber et al. 2011a). The fact that the
Aesthetics facet is not associated with politi-
cal interest is also encouraging because there is
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little theoretical reason to expect this particu-
lar aspect of Openness to Experience to affect
interest in politics. In this case, facet-level mea-
sures suggest empirical support for the theoret-
ical account proposed in previous work.

Turning to the two measures of voter
turnout, in column 5 we find that the Altruism
facet of Agreeableness (associated with generos-
ity) predicts higher levels of reported turnout
whereas those higher on the Compliance facet
(associated with deference to others) are less
likely to report turning out ( p = 0.123). There
is also some evidence that the Aesthetics facet
of Openness to Experience predicts lower re-
ported turnout ( p = 0.053). The model of val-
idated voter turnout reported in column 6 re-
veals numerous within-domain differences in
the relationships between facets of the Big Five
and validated turnout: (a) In the Extraversion
domain, Assertiveness is associated with lower
levels of validated turnout, whereas Activity is
associated with higher levels of actual turnout
( p = 0.127); (b) the Order facet of Conscien-
tiousness is associated with lower levels of vali-
dated turnout, whereas the Self-Discipline facet
is not; and (c) the Depression facet of Neuroti-
cism is associated with lower levels of validated
turnout, but the Anxiety facet is not.

This preliminary analysis demonstrates how
facet-level measures can be used to improve
our understanding of the micro-foundations of
the relationships between personality traits and
political outcomes. For example, Gerber et al.
(2011b) argue that the relationship between
Neuroticism and lower rates of participation
stem from anxieties about the prospect of ex-
pressing and having to defend one’s opinions.
The relationships identified in Table 5 sug-
gest that this is not the case. Instead, the rela-
tionship between the Depression facet and de-
creased levels of validated turnout suggests that
the domain-level relationship may stem from a
tendency for individuals high on Neuroticism
to withdraw from politics as part of a broader
pattern of negative emotionality. However, be-
cause the BFI was not designed to measure the
facets of the Big Five, the facet measures we use
in Table 5 are necessarily makeshift. Further-

more, these measures only capture two of the
six facets of each domain. Because this prelimi-
nary analysis only examines two of the six facets
for each trait, it runs the risk of ascribing differ-
ences in outcomes to differences in those facets
when the true source of differences may origi-
nate in the other (unmeasured) facets—a prob-
lem made more acute by the correlations among
the facets within each domain. Future research
that examines the relationships between all 30
facets of the Big Five using a battery intended to
measure these specific dispositions should yield
greater insights.

Resolving Inconsistencies
across Studies

Measurement issues may also explain some of
the inconsistencies in findings across previous
studies. For example, the short-form batteries
used in previous studies may vary in the weight
they implicitly assign to the facets of each trait.
If this is the case, analyses that use different
batteries may systematically yield different
estimates of the relationships between Big Five
traits and outcomes. Data from the CCAP
demonstrate that even within the same sample
different batteries can yield different findings.
The sample we used in the analysis reported
in Table 5 also completed the Ten Item
Personality Measure (TIPI) in the baseline
wave of the CCAP. In Table 6 we compare
models using the TIPI and BFI measures of the
Big Five domains. Specifically, we regress each
of the six political outcome measures examined
in Table 5 on the five domain measures
(standardized M = 0, SD = 1), as well as
the demographic controls described above.
This exploratory analysis suggests researchers
should be sensitive to the consequences of using
different personality batteries for predicting
political outcomes. For a variety of reasons,
however (e.g., differences in the measurement
properties of the TIPI and BFI batteries), this
analysis is necessarily preliminary.

We find little evidence that the choice
of personality battery is particularly conse-
quential in the models predicting political

280 Gerber et al.
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attitudes (columns 1–6 of Table 6). The sign,
statistical significance, and magnitude of the
coefficients on Conscientiousness, Openness
to Experience, and Extraversion are similar
across each pair of models. The coefficients
on Neuroticism are also signed identically
across the models (although the BFI measure
of this trait falls short of conventional levels of
statistical significance in the ideology model).
The TIPI measure of Agreeableness is a
statistically significant predictor of economic
liberalism, but the BFI measure is not.

The findings from the political interest
models are less consistent across measurement
batteries. For example, the coefficient on the
BFI measure of Openness to Experience is al-
most twice the size of that on the TIPI measure.
We also find that the TIPI measure of Neuroti-
cism is negatively and significantly associated
with political interest. The sign on the BFI mea-
sure of this trait domain is also negative, but it
is one fourth the size and well short of statis-
tical significance ( p = 0.577). Similarly, there
is a statistically significant association between
the TIPI measure of Extraversion and political
interest, but the coefficient on the BFI measure
is half as large and not statistically significant
( p = 0.194).

The analyses of the final two participa-
tion variables—self-reported and validated
turnout—show clear evidence that choice of
personality measures is consequential. The
coefficients on the Extraversion measures are
the only ones that are similar across the models.
For the self-reported turnout models (columns
9 and 10), although they are not statistically
significant, the coefficients on the Consci-
entiousness measures show different signs.
Also, the coefficient on the TIPI measure of
Neuroticism comes close to conventional levels
of statistical significance ( p = 0.149), whereas
the coefficient on the BFI measure is near zero
( p = 0.785). By contrast, both Openness to
Experience and Agreeableness come close to
conventional levels of statistical significance
in the BFI model ( p = 0.114 and 0.062,
respectively) but are near zero in the TIPI
model ( p = 0.782 and 0.939, respectively).

The coefficients on Conscientiousness and
Openness to Experience are similar across the
two validated turnout models (columns 11 and
12). However, the TIPI model finds a nega-
tive and statistically significant relationship be-
tween Agreeableness and turnout, whereas the
sign on this trait in the BFI model is positive
( p = 0.329). Also, the TIPI measure of Neu-
roticism is negatively and significantly associ-
ated with turnout, whereas the BFI measure is
one third of the size and not statistically signif-
icant ( p = 0.474). Finally, although both fall
short of statistical significance, the signs on the
Extraversion measures are at odds across the
two models.

Research on the relationships between Big
Five traits and political attitudes has reached
fairly consistent conclusions. The evidence
presented in Table 6 suggests that the rela-
tionships between Big Five traits and these atti-
tudinal outcomes are not sensitive to choice of
personality measures. In contrast, findings from
research on the relationships between these
traits and political participation have varied
substantially. For example, some studies find a
positive association between Neuroticism and
turnout (Anderson 2009, Mondak et al. 2010),
whereas others find evidence that this trait is
associated with lower turnout (Gerber et al.
2011b). Both Anderson and Mondak et al. use
personality batteries they designed specifically
for their own work, whereas Gerber and his
colleagues use the TIPI. Thus, these conflict-
ing findings may be driven by differences in the
personality batteries used across these studies.

Facet-level personality measures may help
to address this measurement issue by clarify-
ing the implications of the imbalances in the
weights that different batteries implicitly as-
signed to the facets within each domain. For
example, Soto & John (2009, p. 85) find that
the BFI is particularly suited to measuring the
10 Big Five facets analyzed in Table 5. For
Neuroticism, the facets best measured by this
battery are Anxiety and Depression. The trait
pairs used on the TIPI to measure Neuroticism
seem to tap a different set of facets. One pair
likely taps Anxiety (with the word “anxious”)
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and Angry Hostility (“easily upset”), whereas
the other pair may only tap Vulnerability (in-
verse of “calm” and “emotionally stable”). A
strong relationship between Vulnerability or
Angry Hostility and liberalism would suggest
that the weaker relationship between Neuroti-
cism as measured by the BFI and liberalism can
be explained, in part, by the relatively lower
weight the BFI assigns to these facets.

Other Measurement Issues

Another important measurement issue has to do
with the fact that, apart from a handful of stud-
ies that use expert ratings to measure politicians’
personalities, political research has relied exclu-
sively on self-reports of personality. Previous
research finds that these self-reports are corre-
lated with third-party evaluations of an individ-
ual’s personality (e.g., Kolar et al. 1996, Vazire
& Carlson 2010). However, reliance on self-
reports—particularly if personality is measured
in the context of an explicitly political survey—
may yield biased estimates of the relationships
between personality traits and outcomes of in-
terest. When asked to characterize their per-
sonality within the context of a political survey,
respondents may assess their personality within
the specific domain of politics. For example,
measures of Agreeableness may reflect how the
respondent behaves when political topics come
up, rather than Agreeableness more generally.

There are at least two ways researchers
could attempt to mitigate the potential prob-
lems associated with self-reports of personality
traits. First, they could employ peer ratings.
Rather than predicting self-reported political
attitudes with self-reported personality traits,
personality traits could be measured using
assessments provided by a spouse or close
friend. Second, a panel design could be used, in
which personality and other nonpolitical char-
acteristics are measured in the first wave and
political outcomes are measured in the second.

Causality Issues

Thus far, researchers have relied exclusively on
observational, cross-sectional analysis of the

relationships between Big Five traits and
political outcomes. This analysis rests on the
assumption that these traits are causally prior
to these outcomes and are not confounded by
other individual-level characteristics that also
affect political behavior. From a theoretical
perspective, this approach seems sensible.
Dispositional traits are posited to be essential
individual-level attributes that shape responses
to external stimuli, rather than characteristics
that are affected by these stimuli. As discussed
above, evidence regarding the biological bases
of personality traits and the stability of these
traits from an early age support this account.
However, other characteristics including
right-wing-authoritarianism (RWA) and social
dominance orientation (Anderson & Summers
2007) as well as political attitudes and behaviors
(Alford et al. 2005, Fowler et al. 2008) are also
associated with genetic and other biological fac-
tors. One explanation for these additional rela-
tionships may be that genetic or other biological
factors shape dispositional traits which, in turn,
affect other individual-level characteristics and
behaviors. However, this account has only
been tested in one preliminary study (Verhulst
et al. 2009), and the findings from that study
suggested that personality traits cannot fully
account for the heritability of political attitudes.

Another component of the theoretical ac-
count of the relationship between personality
traits and political outcomes that demands fur-
ther empirical study is the claim that these re-
lationships stem from the way personality traits
shape responses to political stimuli. Scholars
posit that, to the extent that the meaning of po-
litical stimuli varies across individuals or con-
texts, so too should the relationships between
Big Five traits and political outcomes. Above we
discussed numerous studies that examine how
contextual and individual-level factors affect the
relationships between Big Five traits and po-
litical outcomes. However, these studies either
rely on assumptions about how the meaning of
political stimuli varies across contexts (Gerber
et al. 2010c) or on self-reported interpretations
of stimuli (Mondak et al. 2010), which may be
affected by personality traits.
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THE FUTURE OF BIG
FIVE RESEARCH

Although political research on the Big Five
traits is only in its initial stages, this line of
inquiry is both empirically and theoretically
promising. From an empirical perspective, the
findings discussed here show that the Big Five
traits predict a variety of political behaviors
and attitudes. However, these findings may
only be the beginning. Because the Big Five
are posited to shape stimuli response more

generally, researchers may find that these
traits can improve the explanatory power of
models predicting other outcomes that are of
interest to political researchers. For example,
these traits may affect how people respond

to different information frames, candidates’
appearance, and other political stimuli.

From a theoretical standpoint, research on
the Big Five traits builds on longstanding tradi-
tions in research on political behavior. The Big
Five traits appear to be essential aspects of in-
dividuality that shape individuals’ responses to
stimuli. Thus, they may be an important com-
ponent of the system whereby the interactions
between individuals’ characteristics and their
environments yield political behaviors and atti-
tudes. As researchers refine theoretical accounts
of the mechanisms that drive the relationships
between Big Five traits and political outcomes,
we will better understand how fundamental dif-
ferences in what people are like affect how they
engage with the political world.
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