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Background 
Employers and Human Resource departments invest time and financial resources in 
conducting personality assessments and make decisions based on their results. 
Personality assessment, the use of tests and other analyses to categorize personality 
types, are used to determine a candidate’s fitness for a role, an employee’s likelihood of 
success in a management role, or which employee to track towards certain positions. 
However, the connection between personality and performance is not always clear or 
logical. This CAT was conducted to determine whether there is a positive relationship 
between personality and performance. 
 

CAT Question 
Main question:  

● What is known in the scientific literature about the impact of personality type on 
individual performance? 

 
Supplementary question: 

● What personality types or characteristics are associated high performance? 
 
P: employees in office settings 
I: personality assessment conducted 
C: business as usual, personality not assessed 
O: performance 
C: decisions about hiring or job placement 
 

Inclusion Criteria 
1. Date: published in the period 1980 to 2019 for meta-analyses and the period 

2000 to 2019 for primary studies 
2. Language: articles in English 
3. Type of studies: quantitative, empirical studies 
4. Study design: only meta-analyses or controlled studies 
5. Measurement: studies in which the relationship between personality and 

performance or impact of personality type on performance was measured 
6. Outcome: workplace performance 
7. Context: studies related to office settings 



 

Structured Search 
The following databases were used to identify studies: ABI/Inform Global, Business 
Source Premier, and PsycINFO.  
 
The following generic search filters were applied to all databases during the search: 
 

1. Scholarly journals, peer-reviewed 
2. Published in the period 1980 to 2019 for meta-analyses and the period 2000 to 

2019 for primary studies 
 

A search was conducted using combinations of different search terms, such as 
‘personality assessment’, ‘personality type’, and ‘performance’. 
 

ABI/INFORM Global, Business Source Elite, PsycINFO 
peer-reviewed, scholarly journals, March 2019 

Search Terms ABI BSE PI 

S1: TI(“personality assess*”) OR AB(“personality 
assess*”) 

162 618 778 

S2: TI(“personality type”) OR AB(“personality type”) 161 192 125 

S3: S1 OR S2 319 804 902 

S4: TI(“perform*”) OR AB(“perform*”) 269,915 395,360 76,720 

S5: S3 AND S4 64 91 66 

S6: S5 AND TI(meta-analy*) OR AB(meta-analy*) OR 
TI("systematic review") OR AB("systematic review") 

7 6 4 

S7: S5 AND TI(experiment* OR controlled OR 
longitudinal OR randomized OR quasi) OR 
AB(experiment* OR "controlled stud*" OR "controlled 
trial" OR “control group” OR “control variable” OR 
“comparison group” OR “comparative stud*” OR quasi 
OR longitudinal OR randomized OR randomly OR 
laboratory OR “before and after stud*” OR “pretest 
post*” OR “time series” OR “case control” OR “case 
cohort” OR “cohort stud*” OR "prospective stud*") 

9 10 8 



 

Study Selection 
The titles and abstracts of 44 studies identified (all of those identified in stages S6 and 
S7) were screened for their relevance to this CAT. Duplicate publications were 
removed. This search yielded 4 meta-analyses.  
 
In assessing the selected studies, it became clear that all of them included other meta-
analyses in their sources cited. Titles of cited sources with the prefix “meta” were read 
for relevance to personality and performance. This search identified 10 studies worth 
additional review. Abstracts for those studies were read, and of the 10 studies initially 
selected for additional review 2 proved promising with regards to relevant research 
questions, and were included in this CAT as well. 
 

Data Extraction 
See Table 1, attached. 
 

Critical Appraisal 
All 6 meta-analyses were graded as C, because they were insufficiently clear in 
describing the quality of studies included. It is possible that studies included in the meta-
analysis are highly rigorous, in which case the level could increase to AA for at least 
some of the studies, though it is unlikely that included studies were experimental as 
they are examining personality type and not any intervention. Therefore, pre-post and 
randomization are unlikely to be part of any study design, and studies are limited in how 
highly they can be graded. 
 

Results 

Definition 
Personality is generally defined as ‘a set of distinctive traits and their characteristics’ 
(www.merriam-webster.com). It can be challenging to operationalize, as there are many 
facets of personality. While personality can be measured objectively, they are typically 
self-reported using assessment tools. In 5 of the 6 studies included in this CAT, 
personality was operationalized via the Big Five, a widely accepted set of 5 personality 
domains: Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness, Agreeableness and Conscientiousness. 



 

These domains are measured via a measurement questionnaire, the NEO-Personality 
Inventory-Revised (Matthews, Deary, and Whiteman, 2003). 
 
Performance refers specifically to individual workplace performance. Some of the 
factors included in performance include overall performance, objective and task 
performance, contextual performance, and avoidance of counterproductive behaviors. 

Causal Mechanism 
Management has an impact on organizational performance, and managers’ individual 
performance varies. Personality may impact a manager’s ability to positively impact an 
organization (Gaddis and Foster, 2015). People are motivated by “getting ahead” and 
“getting along”, both of which drive individuals in team settings. 

Main Findings 
 

1. Personality type is moderately correlated with work performance (level C) 
There is some evidence that there is a link between personality type and work 
performance (Barrick et al., 1991; Ones et al., 2007; Sjöberg et al, 2012; Tett and 
Rothstein, 1991; van Aarde, Meiring, and Wiernik, 2017). Correlations tend to be small 
or moderate, and vary across personality domains.  
 
2. All Big Five domains are positively correlated with work performance, except 

neuroticism (level C) 
Neuroticism is a negative predictor of performance (r = -.15), while extraversion, 
openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness are positive predictors (Tett and 
Rothstein, 1991). 
 
3. Conscientiousness is the most consistent predictor of performance (level C) 
Across all job types, conscientiousness is the most frequent predictor of performance of 
the Big Five (Barrick et al., 1991: r = .13; Ones et al., 2007: r = .11-.17; Sjöberg et al., 
2012: r = .20). In a meta-analysis including only South African studies, though, 
conscientiousness was not a significant predictor of overall work performance (p = .08) 
(van Aarde, Meiring, and Wiernik, 2017). 
 
4. Predictive power varies by job type (level C) 
Professionals’ performance is only predicted by conscientiousness (r = .11, p = .20) 
(Ones et al., 2007). Managers’ performance is predicted by extraversion (r = .10, p = 
.17) and conscientiousness (r = .12, p = .21). 
 
 



 

5. Characteristics noted as “moving away from others” (excitable, skeptical, 
cautious, reserved and leisurely) are negatively associated with performance 
(level C) 

Specifically, those who have “moving away from others” characteristics are less likely to 
be perceived by others as good managers or leaders (Gaddis and Foster, 2015).  
 
6. General Mental Ability (GMA) may be a stronger predictor of performance than 

any personality domain (level C) 
GMA, an alternative for intelligence, was found to be a notably stronger predictor of 
performance than any of the Big Five personality domains (r = .54) (Sjöberg et al., 
2012). 
 

Conclusion 
Based on findings from scientific literature, it is likely that personality has a small to 
moderate impact on work performance. Conscientiousness is likely the strongest 
predictor of performance in professional and managerial settings. However, GMA (or 
intelligence) is more likely a stronger predictor of performance than any individual or 
combined personality domains. 
 

Limitations 
Concessions were made in relation to the breadth and depth of the search process. As 
a consequence, some relevant studies may have been missed. 
 

A second limitation concerns the critical appraisal of the studies included. This CAT did 
not conduct a comprehensive review of the psychometric properties of the tests, scales, 
and questionnaires used. 
 

A third limitation concerns the fact that studies included in meta-analyses were not 
confirmed to be experimental, and as such cannot be graded as very high-quality 
evidence. 
 

Finally, this CAT focused only on meta-analyses. As a consequence, relevant findings 
may have been missed. 
 

Given these limitations, care must be taken not to present the findings presented in a 
CAT as conclusive.  



 

Implications and Recommendations 
Personality domains are likely to be minimal or moderate predictors of workplace 
performance. Employers and hiring managers should proceed with caution when using 
personality type as a component of hiring decisions. Personality is not a guarantee of 
performance, nor is it likely to be the strongest predictor of performance. If personality is 
to be used in hiring or promotion decision-making, employers should note that domains’ 
predictive power varies by job type, with conscientiousness being a strong predictor for 
professional and managerial roles. GMA (or intelligence) merits further investigation as 
a potentially more reliable predictor of workplace performance.  
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Table 1. Data Extraction: Personality and Performance in the Workplace 
 

Author 
and Year 

Sector and 
Population 

Design + 
sample 

size 
Main findings Effect size Limitations Level 

Barrick et 
al. (1991) 

Broadly 
defined 
population, 
various 
employment 
sectors 

Meta-
analysis 
including 
117 
studies, N 
= 23,994 

All Big Five personality types are positively 
associated with performance. Only 
conscientiousness has even a moderate 
correlation, all others are small. For managers, 
extraversion and conscientiousness are 
moderate predictors of performance. For 
professionals, only conscientiousness is a 
moderate predictor of performance. 

Moderate, 
small 

No experimental 
studies due to 
research 
question. 

C 

Gaddis and 
Foster 
(2015) 

Workers in 
managerial 
roles 

Meta-
analysis 
including 
12 cross-
sectional 
studies, N 
= 1,279 

Leadership behaviors deemed important are 
related to intrapersonal factors. Leaders who are 
viewed as “resentful, emotionally volatile, 
indecisive, mistrustful, insensitive, and 
distractible tend to perform poorly in 
managerial and executive roles”. 

Moderate, 
Small 

No details were 
shared with 
regards to the 
structure of the 
included studies; 
Based on 
perception (eg. 
not experimental) 

C 

Ones et al. 
(2007) 

Undefined 
population 

Meta-
analysis of 
60 meta-
analyses 

Personality types (operationalized as the Big 
Five personality measures) are a predictor of 
individual job performance. The Big Five are 
stronger predictors of counterproductive work 
behaviors, organizational citizenship behaviors, 
getting along with others, and teamwork. 

Moderate 

No details were 
shared with 
regards to the 
structure of the 
included studies 

C 



Sjöberg et 
al. (2012) 

Undefined 
population 

Meta-
analysis of 
meta-
analyses 

The Big Five and General Mental Ability have 
a moderate positive relationship with work 
performance. 

Moderate 

Limited details 
reported with 
regards to the 
structure of the 
included studies 

C 

Tett and 
Rothstein 
(1991) 

Broadly 
defined 
population, 
various 
employment 
sectors 

Meta-
analysis of 
86 studies, 
N = 
13,521 

All Big Five personality types are moderately 
associated with performance. Neuroticism is a 
negative predictor of performance, while all 
other types are positive predictors. 

Moderate 

No experimental 
studies due to 
research 
question. 

C 

van Aarde, 
Meiring, 
and 
Wiernik 
(2017) 

Undefined 
population 

Meta-
analysis of 
33 South 
African 
studies, N 
= 6,782 

Emotional stability and openness are 
moderately positively associated with work 
performance. There are very small positive 
associations between both extraversion and 
conscientiousness and work performance. No 
relationship was found between agreeableness 
and work performance. 

Small 

No details were 
shared with 
regards to the 
structure of the 
included studies 

C 

 


