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The research on the impact of personality on political participation knows a revival in recent 

years. Researchers more or less agree that personality is measured at best using the Big five 

personality traits: openness to new experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness 

and emotional stability. Up to date, however, knowledge on how self-reports and observer 

ratings of personality relate to political participation is lacking. Whereas the self-reports of 

students might spur their behavior, observer ratings might influence the way students are seen 

by others and influence the likelihood of being asked to participate in politics. We test these 

hypotheses using a parent-child study. We find that all personality traits measure to some extent 

for political participation. Most influence is observed from self-ratings and the mothers’ 

observer reports.  

 

Introduction  

Political participation is an important aspect of a democratic society. Since the 1950s a lot of 

political participation scholars have focused on how the levels of political participation among 

different groups in society can be enhanced (Almond & Verba, 1963; Putnam, 2000; Verba, 

Schlozman, & Brady, 1995). At the same time, the effect of personality on political and other 

attitudes was also already being assessed (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 

1950; Greenstein, 1967; Lane, 1959). Nevertheless, the research into the effects of personality 

was only short-lived, due to the ideas that: the effect of personality cancels out compared to 

other attitudes and social characteristics, the influence of the individual on political events is 
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rather limited (and so is personality), people will behave the same way in social situations, 

irrespective their personality (Greenstein, 1967, p. 630). In recent years, there is a revitalization 

of the field of personality in political science (Gerber, Huber, Doherty, & Dowling, 2011; Mondak, 

2010; Verhulst, Eaves, & Hatemi, forthcoming). Up to date, most of these studies rely on self-

reports of personality. Although these measurements have shown to be quite reliable, observer  

ratings can be more neutral, especially among young people, who might have difficulties judging 

themselves.  We find it extremely important to know what personalities are more likely to 

participate in politics than others as political participation is an important aspect of democracy 

and unequal political voice can lead to a unequal representation (Schlozman, Verba, & Brady, 

2012) 

In this article, we focus on these self-ratings and observer ratings of personality on political 

participation. From previous research, we know that certain personality traits (mainly openness 

to new experience and extraversion) reinforce political participation (Vecchione & Caprara, 

2009). We assume that both self-ratings and observer ratings influences political participation, 

but from a different perspective. Whereas rating yourself as curious and creative (and thus open 

to new experience) might influence your likelihood to sign petitions and join political parties, 

others may rate you quite differently, and maybe less open. If people in the street, peers and 

parents share the same opinion, than you won’t be asked by the people in the street to sign the 

petition, or to join the local political party. We will use self-ratings of children and observer 

ratings of both parents to explore the effect of personality on political participation. We will use 

children because they have more or less developed their own personality, but are still 

developing a political participation habit. Parents, on the other hand, are expected to know their 

children quite well, and should be able to judge them quite objectively.  

Therefore, we will explore whether the self-ratings and observer ratings have high correlations 

or contain a high unique variance. This will allow an insight in whether there is substantial 

correlation or meaningful variance in these ratings. Subsequently, we will explore how both 

ratings are related to political participation. However, we start by a (short) literature on the Big 

Five trait dimensions, the possibilities of self-reports and observer ratings and the available 

evidence that relates personality and political participation.  

Personality, self-reports and observer ratings 

The big five personality measure consists of 5 personality traits. Personality researchers have 

named them big five because this is the first model on which most researchers agree that these 5 

traits more or less present the full personality trait dimension, although some use different 

dimensions and different measurement instruments (Matthews, Deary, & Whiteman, 2009, p. 
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24). These five personality traits are: openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, 

agreeableness and emotional stability. Overall, it is assumed that personality traits are quite 

stable and that they influence how people behave, also politically (Mondak, 2010).  

Most of the time, personality is measured based on self-report, although observer reports are 

also an important source of information (70% of the articles in Journal of Research in 

Personality use self-reports) and when reports of others are used, these are mostly peer-ratings 

from college-students (John & Srivastava, 1999; Vazire, 2006). The question is which measure of 

personality matters most for political participation: the individual’s dispositions: do people 

consider themselves extravert, social, open to new experience and does this lead to political 

participation? Or on the other hand, political participation happens seldom individually, and it 

might be therefore more important how adolescents are seen by others. Observer ratings have 

become generally accepted in psychology research. The procedure to measure these ratings is 

similar to the self-report instruments. Instead of asking ‘I am …’, the questions are rephrased as 

‘(s)he is …’ (McCrae & Weiss, 2007) 

There have been large discussions on which measurement is the most accurate measurement of 

personality: observer ratings or self-reports. McCrae and Costa (2003, p. 39) argue that there is 

evidence that many different methods lead to the same conclusions about people. Later, 

however, he argued that ‘Research has shown that people’s behavior is more likely to be guided 

by their self-concept, rather than who we are’ (McCrae & Weiss, 2007). This might indicate that 

self-reports are more important to observer ratings to predict behavior. Connolly et al. (2007) 

on the other hand, argue based on their literature review that observer ratings or ‘reputations’ 

have more predictive power in some context than self ratings. This might be especially 

important as political participation does not take place in a social vacuum, but that people are 

often asked by others to participate (Verba, et al., 1995). In this way, the self-report of  ‘openness 

for new experiences’ might, for instance, be less important than whether someone is perceived 

to be open to new experiences. Research has shown that observer ratings are as reliable as self-

reports for daily behavior (Vazire & Mehl, 2008).  

The question, however, is whether this also counts among young adolescents whose personality 

is not completely stable (however see Roberts, Walton, & Viechtbauer, 2006) and who might 

have difficulties judging their own personality (Hofstee, 1994; McCrae & Weiss, 2007). And as 

parents know their children probably the best and are most acquainted with their children’s 

personality, they seem the ideal person to judge their children’s’ personality (Connolly, et al., 

2007; Hofstee, 1994). But in the end, multi-method assessments or more than one rating is  

always better than one (McCrae & Costa, 2003, p. 43; Vazire, 2006). Research has show that self 
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reports and observer ratings still have its own unique variance. Although mean correlations 

range from .41 to .62 and thus show a high correlation, there is some reason to expect different 

results using different ratings (Connolly, et al., 2007; Mondak, 2010). For instance, the observer 

rating from the parents can subscribe more (socially) desirable personality traits to their 

children (McCrae & Weiss, 2007). 

Personality and political participation  

Here we present the results of previous research on the relationship between personality and 

political participation. In the literature, only a few articles and books have focused on this 

relationship. However, as far as we are aware of, none of them have thus far used observer 

ratings. Therefore, this short literature review will only rely on results of self-reported 

personality and political behavior. 

First, people who are open to experience are people who are creative, receptive to new ideas. 

We expect that this, as earlier research has shown, to be an important indicator of political 

participation. Here, we think that self-ratings are more important than the parental observers 

because children will try new things of which parents probably aren’t aware of. Highly 

conscientiousness people are dutiful, ambitious, hard-working and self-disciplined people. 

Conscientiousness has been shown to be negatively, or unrelated to political participation. If we 

do find an effect, we expect that parents will have most accurate predictions of 

conscientiousness and thus the accompanying effect on political participation. Extravert people 

are people who prefer social interaction and lively activity. Therefore, we expect that these 

people will have larger social networks, more easily asked to participate and therefore more  

likely to participate as well. We expect here observer ratings to be more important as the way 

people are seen might as extraverts be more important than seeing yourself as an extravert. 

Agreeable people are people who are compassionate, good-natured and eager to cooperate and 

avoid conflict. They are prosocial do have a concern for other people. These people will 

especially be more likely to participate in social activities, as most political participation are. We 

expect that agreeableness is fairly easy to judge by observers so expect that both self-reports 

and observer ratings will produce positive effects. Emotionally stable people are people who are 

calm, relaxed and are even-tempered with negative emotions. As emotional stability has not 

been found to be related to political participation, we expect no significant effects here (John & 

Srivastava, 1999, p. 121; McCrae & Costa, 2003, p. 46; Mondak, 2010). 

Data 

The data that were used is the Parent-Youth Socialization Study 2012. Both adolescents and 

their parents completed a self-administered questionnaire about their social and political 
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attitudes, family situation, and parent-child relationship. 61 educational tracks (in 59 different 

schools) were sampled of the 9th grade by a stratified sample based on province and educational 

track (Stevens & Vermeersch, 2010). Students were surveyed on their social and political values, 

but also on their personality during school hours. This lead to a representative survey among 

3,426 (54% boys, 46% girls) 15-year-olds administered in school. The data are representative 

for gender and educational track. Futhermore, all students were handed a survey for their 

mother and father. These surveys contained similar questions as in the student questionnaire, 

plus a observer rating of the personality of the child. 67.2 percent (n=2,305) of the mothers 

returned the survey, while only 61 percent (n=2,095) of the fathers did so (Hooghe, Quintelier, 

Verhaegen, Boonen, & Meeusen, 2012).  

All children were presented 15 bipolar personality traits (e.g. 3 items for each personality trait; 

as suggested by Mondak, 2010; Mondak & Halperin, 2008; Mondak, Hibbing, Canache, Seligson, 

& Anderson, 2010) and they were asked to rate themselves on each item: ‘The following 

questions are about your personality. On a scale from 0 to 10, which word best describes your 

personality?’ items included for instance: uncurious-curious (for openness to experience), 

sloppy-neat (for conscientiousness),  introverted-extraverted (for  extraversion), cold-warm (for 

agreeableness), and tense-calm (for emotional stability). Parents were presented the same 

personality statements, and asked to rate their child on each item. We have asked both parents 

to rate personality, because studies show that increasing the number of raters increases self-

other agreement, and thus, presumably, validity (McCrae & Weiss, 2007). All personality scales 

prove to be unidimensional and internally consistent .  

The children were also asked in which political activities they would participate in the near 

future. They were presented a list of 7 activities and asked whether they had the intention to 

participate in the following activities: discuss online about social and political topics, become a 

member of a political or social organization, wear a t-shirt or sticker to express my opinion, 

collect signatures for a petition, boycotting products for a political reason, donate money to a 

good cause, participate in a protest march. 

Analysis 

First, we check the mean scores on each personality score and correspondence in observer 

ratings and self-reports. First, we computed the mean scores for each personality rating and 

report. We find that children give themselves mean scores of about 6.5 for each personality trait. 

They find themselves most agreeable, and the least conscientiousness. This is not surprising, 

since conscientiousness is something that grows over time, especially when one starts working 

(Barrick & Mount, 1991).  Young people find themselves also quite open to experience.  
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Mothers have even more positive impressions of the personality of their children: they rate their 

children higher open to experience, extraversion, agreeableness, and emotional stability, even 

more than the children themselves do. Fathers find their children more open to experience, 

agreeable and emotionally stable than the children report, but they rate their children lower on 

conscientiousness than the child report and mother rating.  

Table 1. Mean child reports and parents rating on the Big Five personality traits.  
 Child report Mother rating Father rating 

 Mean  SD Mean  SD Diff Mean SD Diff 

Openness 6.866 1.276 7.380 1.252 0.514*** 7.257 1.277 0.391*** 
Conscientiousness 6.087 1.694 6.128 1.828 0.041ns 5.962 1.773 -0.125*** 
Extraversion 6.304 1.825 6.569 1.787 0.265*** 6.412 1.674 0.108ns 
Agreeableness 7.273 1.412 7.764 1.388 0.491*** 7.479 1.351 0.206*** 
Emotional stability 6.243 1.659 6.606 1.601 0.363*** 6.420 1.538 0.177* 
Mean 6.555 1.573 6.889 1.571  6.706 1.523  

Mean and standard deviations of sum scores (range 0 – 10). Diff: Difference and significance of 
the difference between child report and mother/father rating (one-way anova). Sign.: p≤0.05:*; 
p≤0.01**; p≤0.001***. 
 
First, we calculate the correlations between the self-ratings of the child and the parental rating 

and the correlations between the parents’ rating.  This interrater agreement, which gives a sense 

of the amount of confidence to be placed in the ratings. Agreement between raters is also called 

consensus (McCrae & Weiss, 2007). The correlations here are lower, because most studies that 

calculate the interrater agreement use lengthier personality batteries and therefore have less 

measurement error. Furthermore, the children in this study are quite young (e.g. aged 14) and 

might have more difficulties judging their own personality. Vazire (2006), for instance, finds 

informant-informant agreement .36-.40 and self-informant agreements of .47-.53, which are 

lower than our findings. Parents and children agree most on conscientiousness and extraversion, 

the least on agreeableness. Parents also agree most on whether their child is conscientiousness 

and/or extravert, the least on emotional stability. If we compare the correlations of children who 

live with both parents or those who are in any other situation, we find that the correlations 

decline by .1 or even .2. for all correlations.  
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Table 2. Correlation between child report and parents ratings on the Big Five personality traits.  

 Correlations 

 Child report – mother 

rating 

Child report – father  

rating 

Mother rating- father 

rating 

Openness 0.239*** 0.199*** 0.422*** 

Conscientiousness 0.366*** 0.358*** 0.531*** 

Extraversion 0.305*** 0.283*** 0.476*** 

Agreeableness 0.109*** 0.118*** 0.340*** 

Emotional stability 0.203*** 0.135*** 0.311*** 

Mean 0.244 0.219 0.416 

Correlations between mean scores of child report and observer ratings. Sign.: p≤0.05:*; 
p≤0.01**; p≤0.001***. 
 

In a next step, we explore how the different personality measures affect the intention to 

participate of young people. We find that the effects all point to the same direction, although it 

differs per type of respondent which factors reach significance. We find that the child and 

mothers rating of openness to experience leads to a higher intention to participate. For 

conscientiousness, it is the mothers’ rating that lowers the intention to participate. This was also 

the only rating for which mother and child did not significantly differ in level (see Table 1). 

Children who find themselves extravert or social are also more likely to find themselves 

participate in the future. Fathers’ rating of personality of the child’s agreeableness and 

emotional stability affect the child’s political participation the most. If a father find his child 

more pro-social or agreeable, the child will be more likely to participate, whereas if they find his 

child moody, the child will be less likely to participate in politics. So although parents and 

children have a similar idea of the child’s personality, the effects on political participation differ.  
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Table 3. Effect of child reports and parents rating on intention for political participation. 

 Child report  Mother rating Father rating 

Openness .043* .068** .019ns 

Conscientiousness -.019ns -.064** .008ns 

Extraversion .043* .030ns .014ns 

Agreeableness .021ns .032ns .078** 

Emotional stability -.025ns -.031ns -.061* 

Girl .124*** .104*** .103*** 

General education (=ref)    

Technical education -.148*** -.151*** -.152*** 

Artistic education -.019ns .009ns .011ns 

Professional education  -.252*** -.241*** -.226*** 

Explained variance (in%) 9.1 9.2 8.3 

Correlations between mean scores of child report and observer ratings. Sign.: p≤0.05:*; 
p≤0.01**; p≤0.001***. 
 
Although most political participation research uses sum scales, with personality this is no longer 

tenable because we have clear expectations that different personalities are attracted to different 

kinds of political participation. Extraverts will be attracted to more social activities as protesting, 

while agreeable people will avoid political discussion. Wearing a sticker of a badge seems more 

an activity of an unconsciencious person in a European context. Although we found that 

openness leads to more political participation in Table 3, this effect is only significant for 

buycotting: people who are more open to experience (new products, ideas, …) are more likely to 

buy products because of political, social motivations. Although other coefficients are positive, 

none of them reaches significance. The positive effect of extraversion comes back in 4 activities: 

extravert people are more likely to sign petitions, buycott products, donate money and 

participate in the future. Although the other personality traits did not have significant effects on 

the political activities, we find some additional effects here. Conscientious people are less likely 

to participate in the two most non-institutionalized forms of participation: wearing a 

sticker/badge and participating in a protest march. Agreeable people are not only more likely to 

donate money, but surprisingly also more likely to participate in political discussion. Although 

agreeable people tend to avoid disagreement, they think they will discuss more about politics in 

the future. More emotional stability is linked with more frequent money donations, but less with 

signing petitions. For mother and father ratings, the effects are much more modest. Mothers who 

rate their children as more open to experience are more likely to have children with an intention 

to sign petitions in the future and to buycott products. More conscientious-rated children are 

less likely to discuss politics and to participate in protest marches. Two of these effects are 
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similar than those among the self-reports with children (for openness-buycott & 

conscientiousness-protest) and two are different.  

For the father-ratings these effects are possibly even more different. The effects of agreeableness 

on political participation from Table 3 is spurred by signing a petition, donating money and 

protest marches. The negative effect of emotional stability is mainly due to emotional stable 

people who are less likely to become a party member. Two other effects were observed as well: 

children who are perceived by their father as conscientious are more likely to buycot products, 

extravert children are more likely to be a party member. 
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Table 4. Effect of child reports on intention for political participation. 

 
Political 

discussion 
Party member Wearing a sticker Signing a petition Buycot Donate money 

Participate in 
protest marches 

Openness 
.055 (.035) ns .050 (.036) ns .050 (.032) ns .007 (.033) ns .116 (.032) *** -.032 (.032) ns .045 (.032) ns 

Conscientiousness 
.000 (.025) ns .019 (.025) ns -.082 (.023) *** .036 (.024) ns .013 (.023) ns -.004 (.024) ns -.077 (.023) *** 

Extraversion 
-.010 (.023) ns .028 (.023) ns .025 (.022) ns .050 (.022) * -.045 (.021) * .048 (.022) * .086 (.022) *** 

Agreeableness 
.082 (.036) * -.009 (.035) ns .013 (.032) ns .023 (.033) ns .014 (.032) ns .083 (.032) * -.057 (.032) ns 

Emotional stability 
-.026 (.025) ns -.035 (.025) ns .001 (.023) ns -.086 (.024) *** .028 (.023) ns .047 (.024) * -.010 (.023) ns 

Girl 
-.273 (.080) *** .491 (.079) *** .113 (.073) ns .757 (.075) *** .458 (.073) *** .717 (.075) *** -.212 (.073) *** 

General ed. (=ref) 
                     

Technical  
-.255 (.088) * -.550 (.087) *** -.112 (.081) ns -.342 (.082) *** -.531 (.080) *** -.735 (.083) *** -.198 (.081) * 

Artistic  
.251 (.213) ns -.535 (.222) * .196 (.203) ns -.206 (.209) ns -.403 (.204) * -1.073 (.204) *** .375 (.205) ns 

Professional  
-.354 (.110) *** -1.122 (.118) *** -.382 (.101) *** -1.060 (.104) *** -1.072 (.101) *** -1.420 (.101) *** -.465 (.101) *** 

Nagelkerke R² 
.016 .072 .015 .097 .080 .134 .028 

Correlations between mean scores of child report and observer ratings. Sign.: p≤0.05:*; p≤0.01**; p≤0.001***. 
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Table 5. Effect of mother ratings on intention for political participation. 

 
Political 

discussion 
Party member Wearing a sticker Signing a petition Buycot Donate money 

Participate in 
protest marches 

Openness 
.081 (.044) .063 .063 (.044) .145 .044 (.040) .271 .085 (.041) .036 .112 (.040) .005 .024 (.041) .555 .076 (.040) .057 

Conscientiousness 
-.074 (.028) .009 -.031 (.028) .263 -.044 (.026) .088 -.012 (.026) .641 -.012 (.026) .656 -.033 (.027) .220 -.073 (.026) .005 

Extraversion 
.015 (.031) .622 .048 (.030) .117 .006 (.028) .832 .024 (.028) .393 -.044 (.028) .111 .039 (.029) .169 .024 (.028) .384 

Agreeableness 
.013 (.044) .777 .045 (.044) .307 .058 (.040) .149 .014 (.041) .727 .023 (.040) .569 .008 (.041) .835 .035 (.040) .387 

Emotional stability 
.016 (.034) .630 -.028 (.033) .399 -.043 (.030) .163 -.027 (.031) .393 -.023 (.030) .452 .007 (.031) .819 -.030 (.031) .320 

Girl 
-.283 (.095) .003 .552 (.093) *** .011 (.086) .895 .704 (.088) *** .394 (.086) *** .676 (.090) *** -.338 (.087) *** 

General ed. (=ref) 
                     

Technical  
-.252 (.104) .015 -.469 (.101) *** -.167 (.095) .077 -.319 (.096) *** -.548 (.094) *** -.768 (.097) *** -.202 (.095) .033 

Artistic  
.474 (.268) .077 -.464 (.278) .095 .433 (.258) .094 -.015 (.267) .957 -.306 (.260) .238 -.729 (.267) .006 .618 (.265) .020 

Professional  
-.521 (.153) *** -1.268 (.163) *** -.457 (.134) *** -.972 (.137) *** -1.307 (.139) *** -1.494 (.134) *** -.507 (.134) *** 

Nagelkerke R² 
.023 .080 .014 .078 .081 .120 .027 

Correlations between mean scores of child report and observer ratings. Sign.: p≤0.05:*; p≤0.01**; p≤0.001***. 
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Table 6. Effect of father ratings on intention for political participation. 

 
Political 

discussion 
Party member Wearing a sticker Signing a petition Buycot Donate money 

Participate in 
protest marches 

Openness 
.058 (.046) .209 .003 (.046) .943 .001 (.042) .982 .046 (.043) .286 .067 (.042) .111 -.023 (.043) .596 -.068 (.043) .111 

Conscientiousness 
-.026 (.031) .395 .048 (.031) .118 -.029 (.029) .311 .036 (.029) .220 .070 (.028) .013 -.025 (.029) .391 .005 (.029) .868 

Extraversion 
.022 (.035) .531 .076 (.035) .028 -.001 (.032) .970 -.032 (.033) .319 -.026 (.032) .409 .048 (.033) .144 .008 (.032) .810 

Agreeableness 
.014 (.049) .779 .005 (.049) .922 .071 (.045) .114 .091 (.046) .048 .005 (.044) .905 .090 (.046) .047 .141 (.045) .002 

Emotional stability 
-.008 (.036) .835 -.092 (.036) .011 -.041 (.033) .217 -.011 (.034) .746 -.067 (.033) .045 -.063 (.035) .071 -.043 (.034) .204 

Girl 
-.312 (.099) .002 .477 (.096) *** -.028 (.090) .760 .755 (.093) *** .356 (.089) *** .706 (.094) *** -.296 (.090) *** 

General ed. (=ref) 
                     

Technical  
-.334 (.109) .002 -.533 (.107) *** -.168 (.100) .093 -.315 (.101) .002 -.596 (.099) *** -.690 (.102) *** -.202 (.100) .043 

Artistic  
.336 (.307) .273 -.145 (.308) .638 .486 (.294) .099 -.114 (.303) .706 -.048 (.293) .869 -.803 (.301) .008 .664 (.300) .027 

Professional  
-.379 (.156) .015 -1.184 (.166) *** -.353 (.141) .012 -.909 (.145) *** -1.196 (.144) *** -1.597 (.142) *** -.461 (.141) *** 

Nagelkerke R² 
.017 .073 .009 .083 .079 .124 .022 

Correlations between mean scores of child report and observer ratings. Sign.: p≤0.05:*; p≤0.01**; p≤0.001***. 
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Discussion and conclusion  

In this article we explore how personality through self-reports and observer ratings affect 

political participation. In the analyses, we found that parental observer rating and child reports 

of personality are correlated: although they are not as high as in other studies, we find that 

parents and children and parents among each other on the personality of the child. Mothers tend 

to see their child a bit more agreeable, open to experience, extravert and emotionally stable than 

children see themselves. Fathers score their children higher on openness, agreeableness and 

emotional stability, but less on consciousness than the children report themselves.  

In a second step, we explored which personality measures affect the childs’ political 

participation intention. We found that the self-reports of openness and extraversion have a 

significant effect on political participation, an effect that is mostly found in political participation 

research (Mondak, 2010; Vecchione & Caprara, 2009). On the other hand, the parental observer 

ratings show other effects: mothers ratings of conscientiousness are correlated with less 

political participation. The same positive effect of openness is observed as well. Fathers rating of 

the child’s agreeableness is related with a higher political participation intention, while the more 

emotional stability is linked with less political participation. These analyses clearly show that 

observer ratings add to the understanding of the effect of personality on political participation. 

In these analyses, the self-concept has most effect on actual behavior (McCrae & Weiss, 2007). 
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