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Some people appear to be better equipped to deal with setbacks than others 
and, therefore, to recover more successfully. Many students, for example, 
will cope effortlessly with challenging tasks and competing deadlines while 
others simply never seem to be able to get it together – they are always late 
handing in homework, arrive unprepared for lessons or daydream their way 
through education. The reasons for this relate to both aspects of personality 
and developmental maturity. The way in which people are able to regulate 
their emotions, resist distractions and remain on task, for example, is 
determined by both inborn personality traits and the extent to which such 
skills exist on a developmental trajectory – small children, therefore, are 
less skilled at delaying gratification and are more easily distracted than 
teenagers. This may be unrelated to cognitive abilities but, in all likelihood, 
their relationship is symbiotic.

Cognitive and non-cognitive skills: a false dichotomy?

Buoyancy is one of a number of skills described as non-cognitive, that is, skills 
that aren’t specific to learning itself but can, nevertheless, enhance learning 
indirectly. The roots of non-cognitive skills lie in the writings of sociologists 
Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis and their 1976 exploration of education in 
America (Bowles & Gintis, 1976). Bowles and Gintis use the phrase as a kind 
of catch-all to distinguish factors other than those measured by cognitive tests 
such as literacy and numeracy. The specific set of skills viewed as non-cognitive, 
however, depends largely upon the field of study. In psychology, these attributes 
are viewed through the lens of personality theory, most prominently, the traits 
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52 Personality and the 5Cs

that make up the Big 5 model of personality (described later in this chapter). 
In education, however, emphasis is placed on those skills directly related to 
academic success.

The educationalist view of non-cognitive skills, therefore, is somewhat 
wider than that of the psychologist and includes such things as academic 
behaviour, perseverance, mindset, learning strategies and social skills. 
These skills represent both affective and behavioural aspects of learning, 
such as the physical act of actually attending school, and adhering to the 
rules, self-discipline, sense of belonging, metacognitive strategies, goal 
setting and interpersonal skills. These skills develop differently to those 
viewed as cognitive. While non-cognitive skills develop over the lifespan 
(for example, people become better at paying attention and avoiding 
distractions, while conscientiousness, a personality trait, expands from 
childhood and peaks in our 50s and 60s), cognitive factors, such as IQ, 
peak in late adolescence before gradually declining (Borghans, Duckworth, 
Heckman & Ter Weel, 2008).

This means that non-cognitive skills underpin the cognitive ones but 
can also be measured independently of them. Students with stronger 
non-cognitive skills have been shown to demonstrate higher academic 
achievement throughout schooling (Gabrieli, Ansel & Krachman, 2015), 
most likely due to the increase in attention, focus and planning. For example, 
intelligence as measured by IQ scores is most likely largely innate but won’t 
necessarily lead to academic success in the absence of focus, self-motivation 
and determination. Academic behaviours such as regular attendance, 
completing homework and participation are all linked to higher levels 
of achievement, reinforcing the view that non-cognitive skills are highly 
influential on academic outcomes (Farrington et al., 2012). Therefore, well 
developed non-cognitive skills promote the development of cognitive skills 
and, importantly, many of the non-cognitive skills can be explicitly taught or 
implicitly nurtured.

While this distinction between cognitive and non-cognitive skills is useful, 
it has been argued that it creates a false dichotomy between so-called ‘hard’ 
cognitive abilities and psychosocial or ‘soft’ skills. Few aspects of human 
behaviour are devoid of cognition so it might be preferable to use other 
terms to better describe them. There is also an obvious relationship between 
non-cognitive skills and executive function, although the latter combines 
elements of both non-cognitive (for example, goal setting) and cognitive 
(working memory capacity).
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53Personality and the 5Cs

Executive function: bridging the cognitive and the non-cognitive

The ability to plan and set goals is generally believed to represent a higher-
order cognitive function. Executive function is an umbrella term that includes 
a number of these types of ability and it seems logical to assume that there is a 
relationship between academic buoyancy and these higher-order functions. As 
well as planning and goal setting, executive function is concerned with a number 
of other factors, including a person’s ability to analyse their own progress, inhibit 
actions that might lead them away from their goal and check whether or not 
they are on the right track (Smith & Firth, 2018). Robert Logie of the University 
of Edinburgh summarises executive function as including any cognitive abilities 
that involve the control of other, simpler, abilities (Logie, 2016).

While the intricacies of executive function remain marginally contentious, 
there is a general consensus that it includes a group of three specific skills 
that allow people to manage thoughts, actions and emotions in order to 
achieve what they have set out to do. These skills are related to working 
memory, cognitive flexibility and inhibitory control (see Figure 4.1).

Figure 4.1 Main components of executive function

Working Memory
Cognitive 
Flexibility

Inhibitory 
Control

The ability to 
think about things 
in more than one 
way.

The ability to 
keep information 
in mind and 
manipulate it.

The ability to 
ignore distractions 
and resist 
temptation
(includes emotion 
regulation).

Skills

Paying attention

Organising and planning

Initiating tasks

Staying focussed on tasks

Self-monitoring
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54 Personality and the 5Cs

The first of these skills (working memory) relates to the ability to keep 
information in our minds and use it in some way. Working memory is short-
term memory, so it won’t last very long and the amount of information we 
can store is limited. But working memory is essential for learning because it 
represents the present. For example, when we carry out mental arithmetic, 
we are taking information from our long-term memory and placing it into 
working memory. We then manipulate the information (add, subject, multiply 
and so on) in order to reach an answer. This is also where the instructions we 
are given verbally are dealt with. If, for example, I were to ask you to read 
this sentence again, put your finger on the tip of your nose and then stand 
up, this sequence will have been held in your working memory until the 
actions have been completed.

It’s easy to see how the capacity to store more information in working 
memory would benefit learning, but also how individuals with deficits of 
working memory might be significantly disadvantaged. This is why it’s 
useful to break information down into small chunks or stages, as it reduces 
the amount of information our cognitive system needs to deal with at any 
one time. The pressure placed on these limited mental resources is known as 
load or, more specifically, cognitive load and is encapsulated within a model 
known as Cognitive Load Theory. Many of the attributes that help to reduce 
cognitive load are also implicated in higher levels of academic buoyancy and 
this is one reason why it’s best not to be too stringent about the use of the 
term non-cognitive skills.

Cognitive flexibility (or flexible thinking) is the ability to think about 
something in more than one way. We might, for example, try to analyse a 
passage from a text from alternative viewpoints or even try and think of 
alternative uses for an everyday object (a technique used in research to test 
divergent thinking). Such thinking could then be employed when we reach 
an academic impasse and have to carefully and thoughtfully negotiate our 
way through it.

The third skill (inhibitory control) relates to our ability to ignore distractions 
and resist temptation and includes emotion regulation, the ability to use 
emotional states effectively and appropriately (such as remaining calm in 
potentially stressful situations). Emotion regulation also plays a role in what is 
termed hot executive control or hot cognition, that is, those actions that include 
high emotional states, such as test anxiety. There is also an element of self-
control here, that is, our ability to forego small rewards now in favour of bigger 
rewards later. The aim is to reach our ultimate goal and we do this by pursuing 
smaller goals on the way, yet we may well encounter distractions between these 
sub-goals – the shiny things, the Sirens whose job it is to waylay us.
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55Personality and the 5Cs

In the classroom, students with higher levels of inhibitory control will be 
the ones who raise their hands without calling out, patiently wait their turn 
and remain relatively calm when faced with tests and high stakes exams. 
They will still get nervous, but this nervousness can be seen as more positive 
than negative – the student is able to control the anxiety, rather than letting 
it control them.

These three primary skills then promote a number of secondary skills, 
including attention, staying focussed on tasks and self-monitoring (keeping 
track of what we are doing). This also implies that certain skills are beneficial 
to several outcomes, including academic attainment and the ability to 
adapt to setbacks, remain focussed on the task in hand and set realistic and 
achievable goals.

The role of personality

Personality certainly plays a role in how buoyant individuals are, even 
though the importance of this role is somewhat contested. Commitment, for 
example, includes elements of a personality trait known as conscientiousness 
and is related to 5C commitment. Another one of our 5Cs (composure) relates 
to the ability to keep our emotions under a degree of control and is, therefore, 
entwined within the personality trait neuroticism (or emotional stability).

The ability to bounce back from adversity may well be hard-wired through 
what are known as personality traits. These traits are habitual patterns of 
thought and behaviour that appear to remain consistent over time and 
have been found to be highly heritable (anywhere between 40 and 60 per 
cent). Fortunately, these studies also indicate that personality is as much 
environmentally influenced as it is genetically determined, which means that 
it’s most likely that people have a genetic predisposition towards a certain 
personality trait but that the development of the associated behaviour is 
dependent on other, non-genetic, factors. Therefore, some people may be 
better equipped to deal with adversity naturally, while others can potentially 
become better through experience.

This places us in a rather difficult position. If buoyancy is a personality 
trait then the suggestion is that it is somehow hard-wired into the individual 
at birth (or develops shortly thereafter) and, while character traits can be 
learned, it doesn’t appear that personality traits can. This may not matter 
as much as we think, because it’s likely that we can teach skills that, when 
taken together, at least mimic these traits. In other words, we don’t need to 
alter the nature of the person, simply provide them with the necessary tools. 
Indeed, some theorists have hypothesised some personality traits, namely 
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56 Personality and the 5Cs

conscientiousness, can compensate for low IQ, suggesting a degree of 
flexibility between different heritable components (Damian, Su, Shanahan, 
Trautwein & Roberts, 2015). First however, we need to enter the complex and 
often misunderstood world of personality.

Theories of personality

There is no single overriding theory of personality but there are those that 
are more influential and scientifically rigorous. These different theories 
often include different traits, although some may overlap while others 
are so similar in nature that the only real difference is in their name. More 
generally, however, people do tend to have some understanding about what 
personality is, although these might represent folk theories rather than those 
based on research findings.

Common sense ideas about personality suggest that we are governed by 
certain traits and that we are somehow beholden to the impact they have 
on our behaviour. So, while we might describe someone as an extravert, we 
might also label them as resilient. The first descriptor (extravert) is a widely 
understood trait that is included in all theories of personality. Resilience, 
however, is a little more contentious in that it isn’t explicitly considered to 
be a personality trait by the more widely accepted theories. It’s most likely 
that resilient people possess a number of traits that are consistent with being 
resilient, such as conscientiousness and openness to experience, which are 
recognised personality traits. Academic buoyancy, because it is a specific 
type of resilience, can be viewed in the same way.

Problems in deciding what is and what is not a trait may have arisen due 
to competing ideas of personality. Back in the 1930s, psychologist Gordon 
Allport identified no fewer than 45,000 of them. Personality theory is, in 
general, born out of a lexical hypothesis, that is, the words people use to 
describe themselves, which no doubt accounted from the huge number of 
traits initially. Thankfully, these were whittled down, often through the use 
of a statistical technique known as factor analysis. Raymond Cattell reduced 
this initial list to 171, while Hans Eysenck settled on three ‘dimensions’ of 
personality: extraversion–introversion, emotional stability–neuroticism 
and psychoticism. Some of these lists have overlapping components while 
others use different descriptors for traits that appear identical. This has the 
potential to create a host of problems for researchers engaged in a branch 
of psychology known a psychometrics, which involves the measurement of 
psychological attributes such as personality and intelligence.
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57Personality and the 5Cs

In order for us to try and understand the nature of personality we need reliable 
descriptors and effective ways to measure them across populations. If there is 
no agreed upon criteria then we can’t know if what we’re measuring is either 
reliable or accurate. This is why different theories have their own measures, most 
often a set of statements that are scored using a sliding scale. The methods used 
to measure personality, regardless of the particular theory adopted, have been 
found to be highly robust, in fact, along with cognitive psychology, personality 
theory is one of the most reliable and replicable areas of psychology.

The Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (or EPQ-R) is still used widely today, 
in part due to its simplicity and accuracy, yet the standard model for research 
purposes is often regarded to be the Big 5 (or Five Factor) model. There are 
other scales used for commercial purposes, the most popular being the Myers–
Briggs Type Indicator (or MBTI), but the MBTI is plagued by inconsistency and 
its validity has been called into question. As its name suggests, the Big 5 model 
consists of five traits: openness to experience (sometimes just referred to as 
openness and sometimes openness/intellect), conscientiousness, extraversion, 
agreeableness, and neuroticism (or emotional stability). If a person scores very 
low on extraversion, they are an introvert, so the model doesn’t explicitly 
include an introversion component. You might notice that the five traits spell 
the word OCEAN (see Table 4.1 for a brief description).

Table 4.1 The Big 5 personality traits

Trait Characteristics

Openness (to experience) High score.

Imaginative and creative, but prone to boredom. Need 
a constant supply of new ideas and experiences.
Low score.

Down-to-earth. Prefer to turn an existing idea into 
reality. Prefer small steps to radical change. Follow 
well-established patterns and rules.

Conscientiousness High score.

Methodical, well organised and dutiful. Perform at 
their best in highly structured and predictable 
environments.
Low score.

Laid back. Find it easy to enjoy life but require help 
when it comes to matters of self-discipline.

(continued)
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58 Personality and the 5Cs

Looking at the main descriptors, it’s no doubt possible to locate these 
personalities in the classroom, although it’s worth noting that personality 
exists on a continuum. Introverts and extraverts are perhaps the easiest to 
spot due to their excitability or lack thereof. The extravert might be more 
chatty than the majority in the class and have lots of friends. They may 
complete their work quickly but detail and care can suffer. The introvert, on 
the other hand, may appear more contemplative and inward focussing – you 
might call them shy, but this is a poor descriptor and one that most introverts 
really care little for. Other students may appear more anxious and worry 
about seemingly unimportant matters, while others still, come across as 
more caring or agreeable, never wanting to make a fuss and eager to please, 

Trait Characteristics

Extraversion High score.

Energised by the company of others. More alert in the 
evening (Owl). Motivated more by carrots than by 
sticks.
Low score (Introvert).
Happy working alone and in quiet surroundings. 
More alert in the morning (Lark). Motivated more by 
fear of punishment than the promise of rewards.

Agreeableness High score.

Trusting, friendly and cooperative. Need to avoid 
situations when others might take advantage of their 
giving nature.
Low score.

More aggressive and competitive. Achieve in 
environments requiring tough thinking and straight 
talking.

Neuroticism
(emotional stability)

High score.

Prone to insecurity and emotional distress. They avoid 
situations they find upsetting. Negative feelings take 
time to fade.
Low score.

Relaxed, less emotional and less prone to distress. 
Operate well in situations others find stressful.
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59Personality and the 5Cs

even to the point of being taken advantage of. Some simply work hard, never 
give up and rarely let failure distract them from their task, but they may also 
be fiercely independent or approach problems in unique and creative ways. 
It’s highly unlikely that you’ll ever come across a pure personality type, and 
most will fall somewhere on their respective scale. All these behaviours, 
however, represent facets of the Big 5.

Ideally, if I were to complete, say, the EPQ-R scale (the most up-to-date 
measure of the personality dimensions developed by Hans Eysenck) and 
the Big 5 scale, my scores should roughly correlate. It’s not always that 
simple of course, because some models may well include some traits that 
are absent in others. I’m pretty sure that I’m an introvert due to my results 
on both the EPQ-R and the Big 5; I’ve also completed the MBTI on a number 
of occasions and, although I do obtain slightly different results, it still leans 
towards introversion. It’s a similar case with IQ. There are many different IQ 
scales available, but in the early days of IQ research, Charles Spearman (he 
of the Spearman–Rank Correlation Coefficient for the statisticians out there) 
discovered that results from different tests related to each other.

Heritability and consistency of personality

Once we know what we are testing and the means by which it can be 
measured, we can compare results between groups and over time. This 
is important for a number of reasons, most notably because it means that 
we can assess the heritability of traits. The term heritability is an awkward 
one and the subject of much confusion. Geneticist Adam Rutherford has 
described heritability as both a ‘tricky idea’ and a ‘hideously named thing’ 
(Rutherford, 2016 p. 305) mainly because it sounds a little like inherited 
and this leads to untold confusion. Heritability is a measure of how much 
of the difference we see in a population can be accounted for by genetics 
and how much is determined by the environment. It isn’t just about genes, 
nor is it just about the environment; it is about populations but not about 
individuals. Not only does this allow us to examine the possible heritability 
of personality traits, it also allows us to test an important premise – that 
traits remain stable over time.

This stability is particularly important. Trait theory indicates that our 
personality won’t alter too much over the years, so the behaviour we see in 
an eight-year-old should still be present at 80. That said, there is a period of 
stability, in that traits appear to become more stable across the lifespan. Does 
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60 Personality and the 5Cs

the conscientious 15-year-old, for example, become a conscientious 30-year-
old? We can see a similar pattern with intelligence, in that measures of IQ can 
be pretty unstable in early and mid-childhood but tend to settle during late 
teens and early twenties.

There does certainly appear to be a high degree of stability with personality 
traits; it does increase with age and levels off at around the age of 30, it then 
stabilises further between the ages of 50 and 70. Some traits, however, are 
more or less stable than others. So, yes, the conscientious 15-year-old should 
still be conscientious at 80, at least according to trait theory. However, recent 
research by Matthew Harris and colleagues at the University of Edinburgh 
and Liverpool John Moores University casts doubt on this (Harris, Brett, 
Johnson & Deary, 2016). Harris and his co-researchers found little consistency 
of traits in a groups of 174 participants whose personality was measured 
at the age of 14 and then again at the age of 77. This seems like a pretty 
damning indictment of the main premise of trait theory (that personality 
remains stable over time). But, as some have pointed out, the longitudinal 
nature of the study turns out to be a double-edged sword. While, on the one 
hand, Harris’ study is the longest in the history of personality research, much 
has changed and we now understand a great deal more about personality, 
not least of all, the Big 5 model has become the standard means by which to 
identify traits. There is also the possibility that trait facets are changing or 
people are leaning towards one aspect of the trait and not the other. I’ll look 
at this in more detail when I discuss individual traits later.

There certainly is evidence indicating that we do change as we age. People 
become more conservative in their views and less agreeable, yet these 
changes are rather slight and happen gradually. A meta-analysis published 
in 2017 by Eileen Graham and her colleagues, for example, found that people 
become less agreeable and more introverted with age. However, some traits 
change more than others and the extent to which people’s personality 
changes throughout the lifespan is yet to be fully understood.

Temperament or character?

It was noted briefly in Chapter 2 that personality traits are not the same as 
character traits, and that the former are innate while the latter are learned. 
Here we make the distinction between temperament and character, where 
by temperament we refer to what we generally consider to be personality 
traits. Temperament is embedded within our biology and is heritable, 
that is, across populations there is a strong tendency for closely related 
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61Personality and the 5Cs

individuals to measure similarly. These would include Big 5 traits such as 
openness and extraversion. This isn’t to say that the environment has no 
influence on traits, only that they appear to represent a highly biological 
component that interacts with environmental factors. Character traits are 
different because they are not qualities that we are born with or ones that 
develop shortly after birth. Character traits are learned through interactions 
with the environment, primarily through familial influence, but also through 
other significant people such as close friends and teachers. The distinction 
can appear quite woolly, but we can tentatively claim that traits such as 
extaversion have a biological basis while kindness and compassion are 
learned from the people around us. Teaching (or nurturing) character traits 
then becomes both a worthy and legitimate endeavour, while teaching an 
introvert to be an extravert is highly problematic and most likely to end in 
failure. Character traits are also often learned vicariously, that is, through 
observation of others acting is a particular way and being rewarded for it. 
Young children, for example, might notice that their friends and classmates 
are being praised for their politeness or empathy towards other people; these 
behaviours then form blueprints in long-term memory (scripts or schemas) 
of the most appropriate way to behave in specific situations. Praise then 
reinforces this behaviour.

Our character traits are certainly more malleable than those related to our 
temperament, but a deeper discussion of these distinctions would perhaps 
only serve to muddy the waters. We can encourage and nurture attributes 
such as honesty, compassion and respect for our fellow human beings but 
other less appropriate behaviours such as bigotry, misogamy and intolerance 
(and countless other behaviours besides) are learned or the result of social 
psychological factors including obedience and compliance. If these can be 
learned, then it follows that more positive ones can also. So where does this 
leave the likes of resilience generally and academic buoyancy specifically? 
As discussed in Chapter 2, resilience does display trait-like qualities. The 
original version of academic buoyancy includes a number of important 
attributes (the 5Cs), some of which could be described as temperaments (that 
is, personality traits) while others appear more similar to character traits. 
This chapter is concerned with those attributes that, at first sight, are more 
trait-like. Just as a means of clarification and to avoid confusion, note that 
when I use the term traits, I am referring to those included within the Big 
5 model, although I may refer to other personality models for reasons of 
comparison. I will also use the term character traits when the need arises to 
distinguish them from personality traits.
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62 Personality and the 5Cs

Are some traits more useful than others?

Do some traits, therefore, result in some people being able to bounce back 
better than others? In other words, are some traits more useful than others? 
To answer this question I think we first need to ask a supplementary question: 
useful for what? Extraversion has been linked to career success (De Vries & 
Rentfrow, 2016), but only in respect to higher salaries, so we need to be clear 
about how we categorise success. Many occupations within health and social 
care don’t command particularly high salaries, regardless of the training 
they entail (the majority of nurses in the UK are now university graduates, 
but their salaries are lower than that of, for example, engineering graduates). 
In addition, potential earnings are much higher in some professions, such 
as law. While extraversion might correlate with higher salaries, individuals 
measuring higher for the Big 5 trait agreeableness, appear more suited to 
caring professions than those with higher levels of extraversion, similarly, 
some occupations might be best suited for those who score lower on 
extraversion, in other words, introverts. Using average salaries as a measure 
of success is, therefore, a slightly odd way to assess a person’s worth. Does 
this then mean that a banker, who earns significantly more than a nurse, is 
somehow more successful or more worthy? I’ll leave you to make up your 
own mind about that one.

These factors add to a wider debate about the need to encourage certain 
traits that lead to higher levels of success in terms of potential earnings. 
Not only is it incredibly difficult to turn an introvert into an extravert, any 
attempt is likely to result in compliance rather than true conversion, that is, 
the individual will attempt to act counter to their natural proclivity. While 
this is useful in terms of wider personal projects (discussed later in this 
chapter), it’s unlikely to reap rewards in the long term and could even result 
in damaging personality issues and mental health problems.

In reality, even extraversion might be less useful than has been claimed. 
It’s not necessarily individual traits that are useful, but rather a combination 
of traits. Introverts might appear shy, for example (note: never refer to an 
introvert as shy – we really don’t like it) but there’s an awful lot going on 
under the bonnet. Introverts have been found to deliberate more than their 
excitable counterparts, taking their time and mulling over ideas before 
responding. Extraverts are certainly highly motivated and can get things 
done in double-quick time, but quality can suffer and their impulsiveness 
can cause problems. Similarly, agreeableness is beneficial when dealing with 
sensitive or potentially explosive situations, yet agreeable people can find 
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63Personality and the 5Cs

that they are taken advantage of. An agreeable introvert will often take what 
is thrown at them and get the job done, even if this places their health and 
wider wellbeing at risk. Again, these are extremes, and even an introvert can 
find a voice and snap back when the extravert becomes a little too cocky – all 
that high self-esteem can alienate the extravert in the end.

One trait that doesn’t appear to be particularly useful in any situation 
is neuroticism. The actual term neuroticism has been imbued with many 
negative connotations and there is a good reason why many now refer to 
it as emotional stability (the opposite end of the spectrum).Those people 
displaying low levels of emotional stability (or high levels of neuroticism) 
have a tendency to be over-cautious, anxious and fearful. Indeed, neuroticism, 
unsurprisingly, correlates highly with test anxiety (discussed in Chapter 8).

Conscientiousness: the super trait?

Extraversion is useful in some situations, while openness is more useful 
in others; emotional stability is useful when high but not so much when 
low. But there is one trait that appears to surpass all others. This trait is 
conscientiousness. Conscientiousness is about persistence and the ability to 
stay on track despite setbacks. Michael Mount and Murray Barrick offer an 
excellent definition of the dual aspect of consciousness, as ‘a combination 
of a desire to be dependable and reliable and a desire to be achievement 
oriented and persevering’ (Mount & Barrick, 1995). I’ll return to this later 
when I discuss some of its more problematic elements. Conscientiousness, 
therefore, relates to our 5C component commitment and shares many of its 
characteristics with other constructs, namely grit (a relative newcomer to 
the party but hotly becoming one of the most sought after qualities). Indeed, 
grit correlates so highly with conscientiousness we can suggest that, rather 
than being something new, grit is just conscientiousness re-packaged in a 
more pleasing and media friendly way. Persistence, while not a specific trait 
included in the Big 5, is included as a standalone trait in the Temperament 
and Character Inventory, or TCI (one of several alternative models to the 
Big 5). However, the TCI model also includes a number of sub-scales of 
persistence: eagerness of effort, work hardened, ambition and perfectionism. 
Psychologist Angela Duckworth includes many of these factors as part of her 
ambitious grit model, describing grit as perseverance and passion for long-
term goals (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews & Kelly, 2007). Whether or not 
these traits are actually describing the same quality is perhaps best left to 

Ta
yl

or
 &

 F
ra

nc
is

. N
ot

 fo
r D

is
tri

bu
tio

n



64 Personality and the 5Cs

others, yet we can safely assume that conscientiousness also includes many 
of the key elements related to these other constructs.

What then, do we know about this seemingly super-trait? Conscientious 
people are well organised, disciplined and efficient. They work hard and 
will continue until the job is done. However, they can be perfectionists, so 
the job is rarely done to their satisfaction. This also means that they are more 
likely to be workaholics. They are good planners and excellent at following 
instructions, so when they are given a job to do, they will complete it within 
the given parameters. In other words, they are obedient and very good at 
following instructions (often to the letter). This obedient nature, however, 
can mean that they are less creative than their less conscientious peers, 
however, this relationship is complex.

Conscientiousness and creativity: an uneasy relationship

In general, creativity isn’t strongly linked to conscientiousness. This might, 
on the one hand, make intuitive sense because creative people rely more 
heavily on spontaneity, which isn’t exactly one of conscientiousness’s 
strongest points. Surely, creative people need to think outside the box 
and break the rules, not blindly obey instructions and colour within the 
lines? Indeed, openness seems to be the trait of choice for the creative 
type; the desire to explore and experiment, daydream and engage in deep 
meaningful dialogue. Does this mean that creative people aren’t persistent? 
Surely, you don’t become a successful writer without doggedly sending 
that potentially award-winning manuscript to every publisher in the 
Writers’ and Artists’ Yearbook? Vincent Van Gogh is said to have created nine 
hundred paintings and over a thousand drawings in his entire lifetime, 
yet sold only one painting. It’s difficult to imagine that he wasn’t a highly 
persistent fellow.

This contradiction can be explained by looking more deeply at this 
powerful trait. As explained at the beginning of this chapter, Big 5 traits 
are each divided into sub-domains. In the same way that a cake is made 
up of separate ingredients (flour, eggs, sugar and so on) each of our traits 
is made up of smaller components that together create the whole and 
examples of some of these can be seen in the characteristics column of 
Table 4.1. With conscientiousness, these sub-domains (the ingredients) 
fall roughly into two groups of components: achievement components 
and dependable components. The achievement components include 
factors such as working hard, persistence and goal-orientated behaviour, 
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65Personality and the 5Cs

while the dependable components are obedience, conformity and the 
desire to please (see Figure 4.2). As it turns out, individuals can score 
high on one set of components but low on the other, and this is exactly 
what researchers have found with creativity. While creative people score 
low on general measures of conscientiousness, they score high on the 
achievement components, with the reliability components dragging 
down their score. This seems to be in agreement with our generally held 
views of creative people; they don’t like being controlled and are less 
obedient and compliant; they work hard, persist and plan, but they have 
a tendency to do all this on their own terms.

Personality and academic performance

Studies consistently find that conscientious students have a higher Grade 
Point Average (GPA), although openness is a good trait in relation to 
verbal SAT scores in US samples (see, for example, Noftle & Robins, 2007). 
Neuroticism (low emotional stability) has been found to impair academic 
performance in some studies (Chamorro-Premuzic & Furnham, 2003). The 
relationship between extraversion and academic performance is less clear, 
however, with some studies finding a positive relationship, some a negative 
relationship, while others have failed to find any relationship at all.

Conscientiousness, therefore, is a trait with a fairly consistent relationship 
with academic performance. Students scoring high on conscientiousness 
score lower on levels of procrastination and are more likely to display 
higher levels of resilience by being able to bounce back following failure 
(Schouwenburg & Lay, 1995).

On another negative note, conscientiousness is linked to difficulties 
in changing direction when problems arise. As long as everything is 
going according to plan, the conscientious student will toil on, but when 
circumstances suddenly change, performance suffers. This seems particularly 

Figure 4.2 Sub-domains of trait conscientiousness

Conscientiousness
Achievement Domain Dependable Domain

• Working hard • Obedience 
• Persistence • Conformity
• Goal-orientated 

behaviour
• Desire to please
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66 Personality and the 5Cs

curious, because we are proposing that conscientiousness helps us to recover 
from setbacks. One would assume that the key element of academic buoyancy 
is the ability to change, such as adapting to circumstances and employing 
diverse problem-solving strategies because prior ones have failed. Again, 
it’s likely that the dependable sub-factors of conscientiousness are somehow 
damping the ability to fully exploit the achievement sub-domains. In other 
words, the creativity needed to adapt to change is far weaker than our 
compliance and obedience-oriented behaviour – the tendency to do as we 
are told and to follow the rules.

It’s pretty clear that conscientiousness is important for academic success, 
but there is also evidence that the dependable component of this seemingly 
super-trait can prove detrimental to our ability to think on our feet or to cope 
with sudden changes in the environment. This is not to suggest that following 
the rules isn’t a vital part of education, whether it be in purely academic 
terms or in respect to the so-called hidden curriculum. There is always a 
fine line and we must also consider that personality is more a spectrum of 
traits than absolute ones – human behaviour is highly complex and we need 
to stay mindful of the possibility that there are some behaviours for which 
there appears no explanation at all. It’s likely that the balance is important 
with regards to conscientiousness, in that, what makes this trait so powerful 
is the combination of the components rather than trait as a whole.

As far as academic buoyancy is concerned, therefore, the achievement 
component of conscientiousness is more useful than the dependable sub-
factors. Furthermore, if we take personality traits as a whole into consideration, 
we also see that high levels of neuroticism, that is, low emotional stability, is 
linked to worry and anxiety and, thus, the composure component of the 5C 
model. Personality does, indeed, appear to impact our ability to bounce back. 
There is still a problem here, however. If academic buoyancy is, in part, the 
product of personality traits, and personality traits are not learned responses, 
how do we then encourage these important abilities in ourselves and others?

Deconstructing conscientiousness

5C commitment refers to our ability to stay on track despite setbacks and 
drops in motivation; it’s our persistence, that dogged determination to 
get things done. As we have seen, it also shares many attributes with 
conscientiousness. Persistence is also recognised as trait within the TCI 
model of personality, which in turn correlates positively with the Big 5 trait 
conscientiousness. Conscientiousness, in turn, correlates positively with 

Ta
yl

or
 &

 F
ra

nc
is

. N
ot

 fo
r D

is
tri

bu
tio

n



67Personality and the 5Cs

Duckworth’s ‘grit’ model (the new kid on the block). Does this then mean 
that conscientiousness, persistence and grit are actually the same thing just 
with different names?

The answer is, probably, although there are a number of subtle differences 
in both definition and the ways in which these traits have been studied. If we 
deconstruct each one, we’ll find that their ingredients are very similar; they 
also include all those components that teachers will recognise as being part 
and parcel of the successful student. For example, persistence (as viewed 
through the TCI lens) includes a number of sub-scales: eagerness of effort, 
work hardened, ambitious and perfectionism. Grit is seen as perseverance 
and passion for long-term goals, including the ability to maintain effort over 
time despite setbacks.

Grit represents the most recent addition to the resilience literature and has 
resulted in a great deal of excitement and a wonderful new buzz word to add 
to our already cluttered buzzword collection (academic buoyancy included, 
I might add). Grit, according to Duckworth, is what propels individuals 
beyond their comfort zone and forces them to break through arbitrary 
mental thresholds. Grit is certainly about resilience and the determination to 
succeed despite setbacks, dips in motivation and fatigue and, at least on the 
surface, this looks pretty much like classic resilience. It also fulfils the criteria 
proposed for academic buoyancy. In one study, Duckworth assessed cadets 
at the elite West Point Military Academy and found that grit was a better 
predictor of success than any other measure. She also found similar results 
when investigating participants in a spelling bee competition (Duckworth 
et al., 2007). Duckworth’s insights have certainly helped us to understand the 
components that are involved in success (and failure) but there still exists a 
question mark over the difference between grit and other constructs, namely, 
conscientiousness. Duckworth does tend to study elites (those who have 
passed the rigorous West Point selection process or skilled young spellers), 
so it would be interesting to see results that look at the average student.

While all these seemingly identical terms might seem confusing and, dare 
I add, a little bit superfluous, we can examine these notions and identify those 
components that can be included in our definition of commitment. Martin, 
himself, remains a little vague about any definition, perhaps assuming that 
such things are obvious. But, as we have seen, we neglect precise definitions 
at our peril. For this reason I’m going to suggest that commitment (as it is used 
within academic buoyancy) is perhaps a better term than conscientiousness, 
as it places more emphasis on the achievement elements rather than the 
dependency elements.
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Commitment or conscientiousness?

What, therefore, is the relationship between commitment and conscientiousness 
and are we simply using different terms to describe the same thing? Commitment, 
as it pertains to academic buoyancy, is more than conscientiousness, that is, 
conscientiousness can be best described as a factor or an element of commitment.

To be committed to a task or a goal requires more than just conscientiousness. 
The ability to keep going even when the task becomes more or less challenging 
requires a degree of self-control and other skills related to executive 
function, as well as the ability to regulate potentially damaging emotions 
such as boredom, frustration and anxiety. We can tentatively include grit to 
the mix, despite the issues surrounding its similarity to conscientiousness. 
Commitment is not, then, just about personality or just about skills learned 
from experience – it constitutes a combination of these.

In action

Fixed traits needn’t be as problematic as they at first appear and there are 
a number of ways to overcome their powerful influence, both in ourselves 
and in our students. We can, for example, make them work for us or we 
can temporarily suspend them is order to complete a specific task. In other 
words, we may not be able to change our tendencies, but we can change our 
behaviour, even if it’s only temporary.

Identify a niche

All traits are useful, but it often depends on the circumstances. While students 
should always be encouraged to experience life beyond their comfort zone, 
sometimes it’s more useful for them to play to their strengths. For example, 
is it vital that the anxious introvert stands in front of the class to give a 
presentation? Sometimes we need to think about the utility of the task and 
if a particular student would benefit more from presenting their work in a 
different way, perhaps to a smaller group or even one-to-one with a teacher. 
On the other hand, the more extraverted student may very well enjoy the 
experience and benefit more from it.

Use goals and personal projects

Goals are covered in detail in Chapter 6. Goals encourage people to pursue 
something they see as important or meaningful and often require us to act out 
of character. Goals also encourage commitment and planning. Cambridge 
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University psychologist Brian Little uses the term personal projects to 
describe these goals and encourages the use of ‘free traits’ as a means of 
pursuing them (Little, 2008).

Encourage students to act out of character

Rather than playing to their strengths, teachers can also encourage students to 
behave in ways that run counter to their personality. Goal setting encourages 
people to employ free traits. These are not really traits at all because they 
are used deliberately and strategically when the need arises. Introverts, for 
example, can feign extraversion when the goal requires it, such as giving a 
presentation, chairing a meeting or going to a party with their partner. The 
important thing about free traits is that they are temporary – they don’t, for 
example, attempt to turn an extravert into an introvert.

Nurture curiosity

Curiosity is linked to trait openness and has been found to increase motivation 
and performance, as well as reducing fear of failure (Sansone & Thoman, 
2005). Recent research has discovered that the key to curiosity appears to be 
discovering that what we thought we knew isn’t accurate, suggesting that 
we can nurture it by interrogating current knowledge (Wade & Kidd, 2019).

Step outside the bubble

Exposure to different points of view and diverse cultures can have a positive 
impact on how people see the world. For example, Lauren Howard of the 
University of Chicago found that children who heard multiple languages in 
their neighbourhoods were more receptive to people who spoke languages 
other than their parents’ language (Howard, Carrazza & Woodward, 2014). 
Experiencing the world as others see it can help to increase openness and 
curiosity by lifting us out of our immediate environmental bubble.

Main points

• Academic buoyancy is influenced by personality traits that are innate and 
remain relatively stable over time. This presents certain challenges if we 
intend to nurture academic specific resilience.

• Personality traits are directly applicable to some of the 5Cs, including 
commitment (trait conscientiousness) and composure (trait neuroticism/
emotional stability).
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70 Personality and the 5Cs

• Higher-trait conscientiousness is positively correlated with academic 
achievement but not creativity, while trait neuroticism/emotional stability 
is negatively correlated with academic achievement.

• According to free trait theory, people are able to temporarily suspend 
their dominant fixed traits in order to pursue specific goals. This strategic 
use of traits doesn’t change the long-term personality of the person but 
allows them to act out of character until the task is complete or the goal 
achieved.
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