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being friendly and compassionate to being com-
petitive and outspoken. Conscientiousness as 
a personality trait is associated with being dili-
gent, disciplined, well-organized, punctual, and 
dependable. This dimension ranges from being 
efficient and organized to being easygoing and 
careless. These five dimensions are shown in 
Table 14.6.

Solid research on the FFM has also demon-
strated that there is a consistency of results across 
a variety of cultures (McCrae, 2009). However, 
there are changes across the life span. In one study, 
McCrae and colleagues (1999) gave personality 
measures to individuals in five countries. They 
found that there were some changes in the levels of 
the five factors over the life span. These differences 
were found in all of the cultures studied. Overall, 
life span data suggest that from age 18 to 30, indi-
viduals show declines in neuroticism, extraver-
sion, and openness to experiences and increases in 
agreeableness and conscientiousness. McCrae and 
Costa (1996, 1999) suggested that the five factors 
of personality be considered as biologically based 

tendencies, as opposed to culturally conditioned characteristic adaptations. Genetic research has 
supported this perspective.

Evolution and Different Personality Characteristics
Nettle (2006) examined the FFM in relation to an evolutionary perspective. He suggested that 
each of the dimensions has a particular advantage given certain environmental conditions. 
Extraversion, for example, is associated with success in mating, having social allies, and explora-
tion of the environment. Neuroticism, on the other hand, is associated with greater vigilance and 
labeling situations as dangerous. In times of little stress, extraversion would be a successful strat-
egy. However, in dangerous times, it may not afford the necessary caution that would be found 
with neuroticism. Nettle’s summary of the costs and benefits of each of the five-factor dimensions 
is presented in Table 14.7.

conscientiousness: as a 
personality trait, it is associated 
with being diligent, disciplined, 
well-organized, punctual, and 
dependable; as a dimension in 
the five-factor model (FFM), this 
dimension ranges from being 
efficient and organized to being 
easygoing and careless

TABLE 14.6 Five-Factor Model

FACTOR LOW SCORERS HIGH SCORERS

Extraversion
(positive emotionality)

Passive
Quiet
Inwardly directed

Active
Talkative
Outwardly directed

Neuroticism
(negative emotionality)

Calm
Even-tempered
Comfortable

Worried
Temperamental
Self-conscious

Openness Not curious
Less flexibility
Down-to-earth

Curious
Flexible
Imaginative

Agreeableness Suspicious
Aggressive
Antagonistic

Trusting
Sympathetic
Cooperative

Conscientiousness Less dependable
Undisciplined
Disorganized

Dependable
Disciplined
Well-organized

Source: Widiger & Mullins-Sweatt (2009). Reprinted with permission from 
Annual Reviews.

TABLE 14.7 Summary of Hypothesized Fitness Benefits and Costs of  
Increasing Levels of Each of the Five-Factor Personality Dimensions

DOMAIN BENEFITS COSTS

Extraversion Mating success; social allies; exploration of environment Physical risks; family stability

Neuroticism Vigilance to dangers; striving and competitiveness Stress and depression, with interpersonal and 
health consequences

Openness Creativity, with effect on attractiveness Unusual beliefs; psychosis

Conscientiousness Attention to long-term fitness benefits; life expectancy 
and desirable social qualities

Missing of immediate fitness gains; 
obsessionality; rigidity

Agreeableness Attention to mental states of others; harmonious 
interpersonal relationships; valued coalitional partner

Subject to social cheating; failure to maximize 
selfish advantage

Source: Nettle (2006, p. 628).




