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INTRODUCTION

The person-situation debate is probably one of the most significant debates in the history of
psychology since the late 1960s. Most of the empirical issues that ignited the debate have been
resolved (e.g., Fleeson, 2004; Mischel and Shoda, 1998; Lucas and Donnellan, 2009). Many
researchers recognize that both the characteristics of persons and situations have important effects
on behavior: (a) personality traits are useful for predicting cognitions, emotions, and behaviors
across many situations and (b) characteristics of a specific situation are useful in making successful
predictions of a given individual (Sherman et al., 2015).

The evidence for the importance of personality is overwhelming. A number of meta-analyses
have found robust statistically significant relations between personality characteristics and a wide
variety of variables. For example, conscientiousness shows consistent relations with job proficiency
and training proficiency (Barrick and Mount, 1991); neuroticism and extraversion influence job
satisfaction (Judge et al., 2002); males are found to be more assertive and have slightly higher
self-esteem than females, while females are higher than males in tendermindedness, extraversion,
anxiety, and trust (Feingold, 1994); repressive-defensiveness, trust, emotional stability, locus of
control-chance, desire for control, hardiness, positive affectivity, private collective self-esteem, and
tension are closely associated with subjective well-being (DeNeve and Cooper, 1998); creative
people are more open to new experiences, less conventional and less conscientious, more
self-accepting, self-confident, hostile, impulsive, driven, ambitious, and dominant (Feist, 1998);
academic performance is found to correlate with agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness
(Poropat, 2009); extraversion is consistently related to three dimensions of transformational
leadership: idealized influence-inspirational motivation (charisma), intellectual stimulation, and
individualized consideration (Bono and Judge, 2004); individuals increase in measures of social
dominance, conscientiousness, and emotional stability, especially in young adulthood (Roberts
et al., 2006); neuroticism predicts problematic strategies like wishful thinking, withdrawal, and
emotion-focused coping but, like extraversion, also predicts support seeking (Connor-Smith and
Flachsbart, 2007); individuals with anxiety, depressive, and/or substance abuse disorders tend to be
high on neuroticism and low on conscientiousness (Kotov et al., 2010); the dark triad (narcissism,
Machiavellianism, and psychopathy) is more prevalent among men than women and is generally
associated with various types of negative psychosocial outcomes such as aggression/delinquency,
interpersonal difficulties, sex-related issues, and antisocial tactics (Muris et al., 2017); extraversion,
neuroticism, and conscientiousness are correlated with physical activity (Rhodes and Smith, 2006);
individuals scoring high on openness to experience tend to value novelty (self-direction and
stimulation values) and particularly novel ideas and broadmindedness, whereas individuals who
score low on openness to experience tend to value tradition, conformity, and security values
(Parks-Leduc et al., 2015); neuroticism and consciousness are the strongest correlates of trait
emotional intelligence and ability emotional intelligence (van der Linden et al., 2017); the average
effect of genetic contributions to individual differences in personality is 40%, while 60% is due to
environmental influences (Vukasović and Bratko, 2015).
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Researchers interested in exploring this field further, may
want to read Theodore Millon’s evolutionary theory of
personality and psychopathology (Millon, 2011) and the new
edition of the Handbook of personality: Theory and Research
(Robins and John, 2019).

PERSONALITY IS MISSING

The American Psychological Association has recently published
new reporting standards for quantitative and qualitative
research recommending researchers to report participant
characteristics that might influence the data collected, such
as major demographic characteristics (e.g., age, sex, ethnicity,
socioeconomic status) and important topic-specific information
(Appelbaum et al., 2018; Levitt et al., 2018), but failed to mention
personality explicitly. One might assume that this omission is
perhaps a sign that personality type may not be a pertinent
criterium to consider, but this assumption is not supported by
the accumulated evidence in the field.

The most likely reason for this omission is that the
authors focused exclusively on generating ideas to increase
methodological transparency and basically didn’t consider new
ideas in other areas. There is a growing sense of crisis
in psychological science (e.g., Maxwell et al., 2015; Tackett
et al., 2017). Investigators have concerns over questionable
research practices that result in grossly inflated false positive
error rates (e.g., John et al., 2012), reproducibility of reported
analyses (e.g., Shrout and Rodgers, 2018), and replication of
empirical findings (e.g., Rahal and Open Science Collaboration,
2015). Recommendations designed to speed up knowledge
construction in psychology have focused on methodological and
procedural steps, such as preregistering hypotheses, addressing
measurement error, setting aside data for confirmation, justifying
restriction on the samples, or collaborating to replicate, among
many others [for a large number of these recommendations, see
Shrout and Rodgers (2018)]. The APA papers have addressed
many of these suggestions.

I’d argue that knowledge construction is not just a matter of
transparency and methodological excellence. It’s also a matter of
integrating disparate findings into a coherent set of propositions
with higher explanatory power. Personality is one of the
missing links that may allow such integration. By neglecting
the importance of personality, we are not learning as much as
we might.

Empirical researchers are encouraged to assess and report
personality data in their papers. Documenting this type of
information may allow for more nuanced interpretations of
results. Meta-analyses will be able to find relevant personality
effects not encountered in the original papers, and our
understanding of human behavior will be remarkably enhanced
by integrating disparate results from different fields using
personality as a common denominator. Unlike behavior genetics,
personality measurement is inexpensive, and some instruments
only require a few minutes of administration time.

Studies with enough statistical power may contemplate
incorporating personality either as a moderator variable
or as a covariate, depending on the research question.
Personality is normally considered a latent variable

although whether we consider a variable latent or not
depends on the definition used (Bollen, 2002). Regardless
of statistical power, investigators shouldn’t avoid including
a proper description (average and SD) of the personality
of participants.

DISCUSSION

Researchers tend to describe situational variables reasonably
well in their studies. Most psychology focus on static situations
(i.e., situational variables that do not or cannot change). In
these cases, situations are normally well-described by simply
referring to the experimentally manipulated stimuli. For more
complex situations such as dynamic situations (e.g., a person in a
party), researchers have recently developed the Situational Eight
DIAMONDS Model (e.g., Rauthmann and Sherman, 2016).

The same cannot be said of personality. Why aren’t
psychologists regularly includingmeasures of personality in most
of their studies? The majority are simply following the current
conventions of their field. Some investigators may be unaware of
the predictive power of personality, while others may not see the
relevance of measuring the construct when it’s unrelated with the
problem under study.

Researchers interested in assessing and reporting personality
may be unsure about how to measure it properly due to
the number of tools available. The two most widely used
and empirically validated instruments are the NEO Inventories
and the Big Five Inventory (Costa et al., 2019). Based on
John et al. (2008), the following indications are recommended,
depending on participant time constraints: When time is not at a
problem, participants are well educated and test-savvy, and the
research question targets personality specifically, then the full
240-item NEO-PI-3, a revision of the revised NEO Personality
Inventory (Costa and McCrae, 1992, 2010) would be most useful.
Otherwise, the 60-item Big Five Inventory 2 (BFI-2; Soto and
John, 2017a) is a good alternative, taking only about 6 minutes
of administration time. The suggested inventories have good
psychometric properties and may facilitate the integration of
results across multiple studies. There are also two abbreviated
versions of the BFI-2 (Soto and John, 2017b): the 30-item BFI-
2-S and the 15-item BFI-2-XS. Other commonly used measures
include the 300-item International Personality Item Pool-NEO
(Goldberg et al., 2006), and the 100-item Revised HEXACO
Personality Inventory (HEXACO-PI-R; Ashton and Lee, 2016).
The HEXACO-PI-R has six rather than five factors; it adds
an Honesty/Humility factor that the five-factor model includes
within its broader Agreeableness factor.

Most psychologists recognize that human beings are complex
psychological entities, composed of multiple dimensions.
To advance more efficiently toward effective knowledge
accumulation, a psychology of the twenty-first century needs to
bring the person back. Assessing and reporting personality is
a big step in that direction.
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