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Notes and Comments

The Participatory Personality: Evidence from Latin America

JEFFERY J. MONDAK, DAMARYS CANACHE, MITCHELL A. SELIGSON

AND MATTHEW V. HIBBING*

To a substantial extent, political participation arises as a result of individuals’ interactions with

aspects of the social and political environment. The resources people amass, the social connections

they develop and the messages they receive combine to influence their propensity towards political

action. However, building on recent research on personality and political behaviour,1 we posit that

attention to these factors alone yields an incomplete account of the origins of participation. Our

claim is that by their nature, some people are open to new experiences and others are not, some

are responsible, some are outgoing and so on. These factors constitute fundamental elements of

personality. We contend that enduring psychological differences – differences in personality –

influence patterns of political participation.

To incorporate personality in accounts of participation, a framework for the study of personality

is needed, as are datasets that include indicators of both personality and political behaviour. For

many years, viable personality taxonomies were lacking. Likewise, datasets on political participation

that include measures of personality remain rare. Together, these circumstances assured that most

research on political participation would omit attention to personality. But these circumstances are

changing. Contemporary models of trait structure capture the breadth of psychological differences

in parsimonious form, and, as a result, surveys on political behaviour have begun to include brief

measures of central personality traits.

We capitalize on these changing circumstances in this research note. Recent studies have shown

that personality influences participation in the British, American and Italian contexts,2 but extant

work has not tested the possible impact of personality outside of advanced democracies – contexts

that often have highly fluid political arenas. Using data from national surveys conducted in Uruguay

and Venezuela in 2007, we explore whether the ‘Big Five’ personality trait dimensions matter for

patterns in political participation in those nations. The focus on these nations extends the breadth

of research on personality and participation in three manners. First, the move beyond advanced
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democracies is an essential step in ascertaining whether the impact of personality reaches across

contexts and cultures. Secondly, unconventional political participation, and especially political protest,

is relatively common in Latin America, providing us with the opportunity to assess whether personality

matters outside the realm of conventional participation. Thirdly, because the surveys of Uruguay and

Venezuela are nearly identical in content and procedure, we have a built-in opportunity for replication

within the confines of a single study.

Our analysis begins with a discussion of why we see contemporary models of trait structure as relevant

to the study of civic engagement. We then address a few key elements of the Uruguayan and Venezuelan

research contexts, and describe the central features of our two surveys. In our subsequent empirical

analyses, we examine the possible impact of personality on an array of participatory acts.

FOUNDATIONS OF POLITICAL PARTICIPATION

Research on political participation has produced much insight on the antecedents of civic engagement.

Socio-economic variables are central in the most prominent works,3 but studies also have considered

the effects of factors such as social connectedness4 and partisan mobilization.5 Nothing in our thesis

challenges the contributions of these types of factors to variance in levels of political participation.

However, we believe that fundamental aspects of people’s personalities also may matter for which

individuals participate in politics and for which they do not.

‘Personality’ defies simple definition, and political scientists have long lamented the fact that psycho-

logists have struggled to reach a consensus regarding what personality entails.6 Drawing on contemporary

research in psychology, ‘personality’, as we conceptualize it, is a multifaceted and enduring internal or

psychological structure. We further contend that this structure influences behaviour. Our strategy involves

the selection of a viable broad-scale model of personality trait structure, followed by the utilization of that

framework in an effort to determine if the core trait dimensions matter for political participation.

Although most work on political participation has not included attention to personality, those

instances in which researchers have incorporated measures of personality in their models have yielded

positive results. In the 1950s, Mussen andWyszynski found that individuals who were least participatory

exhibited general tendencies towards passivity, rigidity of thought and submissiveness to authority.7 Two

decades later, Sniderman’s research on self-esteem included an assessment of the impact of this trait on

participation, generating evidence that participation is inhibited by low self-esteem.8 Denny and Doyle

have invoked a trait perspective in their recent study of interest in politics and voter turnout in Britain,

and have found that several traits measured in youth correspond with heightened proclivities towards

both political interest and electoral participation years later among adults.9

3 S. Verba and N. H. Nie, Participation in America: Political Democracy and Social Equality (New

York: Harper & Row, 1972); S. Verba, K. L. Schlozman and H. Brady, Voice and Equality: Civic

Voluntarism in American Politics (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995); R. E. Wolfinger

and S. Rosenstone, Who Votes? (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1980).
4 H. E. Brady, S. Verba and K. L. Schlozman, ‘Beyond SES: A Resource Model of Political Participation’,

American Political Science Review, 89 (1995), 271–94.
5 R. Huckfeldt, E. G. Carmines, J. J. Mondak and E. Zeemering, ‘Information, Activation and

Electoral Competition in the 2002 Congressional Elections’, Journal of Politics, 69 (2007), 798–812;

R. Huckfeldt and J. Sprague, ‘Political Parties and Electoral Mobilization: Political Structure, Social

Structure, and the Party Canvass’, American Political Science Review, 86 (1992), 70–86; R. A. Jackson,

‘Gubernatorial and Senatorial Campaign Mobilization of Voters’, Political Research Quarterly, 55 (2002),

825–44.
6 F. I. Greenstein, Personality and Politics (Chicago: Markham Publishing, 1969).
7 P. H. Mussen and A. B. Wyszynski, ‘Personality and Political Participation’, Human Relations,

5 (1952), 65–82.
8 P. M. Sniderman, Personality and Democratic Politics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975).
9 Denny and Doyle, ‘Political Interest, Cognitive Ability and Personality’.
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Personality is rarely incorporated in models of political participation, but, as the above examples

suggest, this does not imply that personality is inconsequential. The dearth of studies in this area reflects

not a supposition that personality will be unimportant for participation, but rather the lack of a means

to model trait structure in parsimonious form. Although such a means was lacking for many years, the

situation is now improved with the emergence of the ‘Big Five’ approach. In the past two decades, two

teams of researchers, Costa and McCrae, and Goldberg and his colleagues, have championed work on

the Big Five. With only minor differences between them, the McCrae and Costa ‘Five-Factor Theory’

and Goldberg’s ‘Big Five’ posit that five trait dimensions combine to provide a highly comprehensive,

hierarchical model of personality trait structure.10 The convention in the field is to label these traits as

openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and emotional stability.11

A few features of the Big Five warrant mention. First, it is not the claim of scholars in the field that

the entirety of personality can be represented with only these five factors. Instead, advocates contend

that these trait dimensions capture a large portion of the psychology of individual differences. A five-

factor framework is useful both for the guidance it provides to first-order tests of the sort we report

below, and as a means to anchor research on subsidiary traits. Secondly, traits are assumed to be stable

and enduring. Changes in traits over time tend to be minimal, especially past age 30.12 Costa and

McCrae examined this matter with focus on five-factor models.13 Using data drawn at six-year intervals,

they found stability levels of 0.63 for agreeableness and an average of just over 0.80 for the remaining

Big Five trait dimensions; these marks rose above 0.90 with introduction of corrections for reliability.

A final point of particular relevance for present purposes is that the reliability, validity and cross-

cultural applicability of the Big Five have been studied exhaustively. Below, we employ indicators of

the Big Five derived from survey respondents’ self-reports. Numerous studies have demonstrated

the validity of self-ratings of personality, typically via comparison of self-ratings, spouse ratings

and peer ratings.14 Cross-cultural applicability is important because five-factor perspectives have

developed primarily in Europe and the United States, whereas the data we examine are from

Uruguay and Venezuela. Fortunately, evidence consistent with a five-factor depiction of trait

structure has been reported with data from personality batteries administered in numerous

languages from multiple language families.15 Some evidence does suggest that other factors may be

10 Research on the Big Five is extraordinarily voluminous. For a discussion of the Big Five in the study

of political behaviour, see Mondak and Halperin, ‘A Framework for the Study of Personality and

Political Behaviour’. Key works in this literature include: L. R. Goldberg, ‘An Alternative ‘‘Description of

Personality’’: The Big-Five Factor Structure’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 59 (1990),

1216–29; and R. R. McCrae and P. T. Costa Jr, Personality in Adulthood: A Five-Factor Theory Perspective,

2nd edn (New York: Guilford, 2003).
11 The opposite of emotional stability is neuroticism, and thus the Big Five traits can be summarized

with the acronym OCEAN: O(penness to experience), C(onscientiousness), E(xtraversion), A(greeable-

ness), N(euroticism).
12 See A. Caspi, ‘The Child is Father of the Man: Personality Correlates from Childhood to Adult-

hood’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 78 (2000), 158–72; and G. Matthews and I. J. Deary,

Personality Traits (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
13 P. T. Costa Jr and R. R. McCrae, ‘Personality in Adulthood: A Six-Year Longitudinal Study of Self-

Reports and Spouse Ratings on the NEO Personality Inventory’, Journal of Personality and Social

Psychology, 54 (1988), 853–63.
14 For a recent discussion and meta-analysis, see J. J. Connolly, E. J. Kavanagh and C. Viswesvaran,

‘The Convergent Validity between Self and Observer Ratings of Personality: A Meta-Analytic Review’,

International Journal of Selection and Assessment, 15 (2007), 110–7.
15 Examples of research in this area include A. T. Church, ‘Culture and Personality: Toward an

Integrated Cultural Trait Psychology’, Journal of Personality, 68 (2000), 651–703; A. T. Church,

‘Personality Measurement in Cross-Cultural Perspective’, Journal of Personality, 69 (2001), 979–1006;

R. R. McCrae and P. T. Costa Jr, ‘Personality Trait Structure as a Human Universal’, American Psychologist,

52 (1997), 509–16; G. Saucier and L. R. Goldberg, ‘Lexical Studies of Indigenous Personality Factors:

Premises, Products, and Prospects’, Journal of Personality, 69 (2001), 847–79.

Notes and Comments 213



more consequential than the Big Five in specific cultural contexts,16 but no research we have

encountered has identified a context in which the Big Five failed to contribute to trait structure.

THE RESEARCH CONTEXT

In Uruguay, the nation’s two-party system came to an end with the election of 2004, in which

Tabare Vázquez, the candidate of the left-of-centre Broad Front coalition won the presidency and

the majority in both chambers of the parliament. Between 1958 and 1993, much like Uruguay,

Venezuela’s democracy was characterized by two-party system dominance. However, signs of

political turmoil began to appear in the early 1990s, and by 1998 Hugo Chávez, a former military

officer who led a failed military coup, was elected as president. The election of Chávez in Venezuela

and Tabare Vázquez in Uruguay are part of the ideological turn to the left that has taken place

throughout the region in recent years. In both countries, these elections put an end to the historical

pattern of two-party system dominance, reshaped the partisan and political maps, and opened

opportunities for social and political mobilization.

Our analyses assess whether personality influences the extent to which citizens of Uruguay and

Venezuela responded to these opportunities for mobilization. The political fluidity in these nations

differs from the relative political stability seen in most advanced democracies. As such, it is an open

question whether personality – which itself is inherently stable – will be politically consequential in

dynamic political contexts such as those in Uruguay and Venezuela.

Data are drawn from two 2007 surveys conducted as part of the AmericasBarometer by the Latin

American Public Opinion Project (LAPOP). The first survey was fielded in Uruguay, and has a sample

size of 1,200. The second survey, fielded in Venezuela, has a sample of 1,510.17 The content of the surveys

is similar, and all items used here were asked in identical form in both surveys. Both surveys included brief

personality batteries, permitting development of simple indicators of the Big Five trait dimensions.

The personality items asked on the Uruguay and Venezuela surveys used an eleven-point bipolar

format. Respondents were directed to rate themselves on 0 to 10 scales where the end points were

marked with terms such as ‘introverted’ and ‘extraverted’. The adjective pairs are intellectual–pragmatic

and thoughtful–impulsive for openness to experience, hard working–lazy and neat–sloppy for con-

scientiousness, introverted–extraverted and talkative–shy for extraversion, sympathetic–unsympathetic

and kind–rude for agreeableness, and relaxed–tense and calm–nervous for emotional stability.18

To minimize the impact of social desirability effects on item distributions, natural logs are used.19

16 F. M. Cheung and K. Leung, ‘Indigenous Personality Measures: Chinese Examples’, Journal of

Cross-Cultural Psychology, 29 (1998), 233–48; M. S. Katigbak, A. T. Church and T. X. Akamine, ‘Cross-

Cultural Generalizability of Personality Dimensions: Relating Indigenous and Imported Dimensions in

Two Cultures’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 70 (1996), 99–114; K. Yang and M. H.

Bond, ‘Exploring Implicit Personality Theories with Indigenous or Important Constructs: The Chinese

Case’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 58 (1990), 1087–95.
17 Additional information about these surveys, and about the AmericasBarometer, is available on the

LAPOP website: http://www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/.
18 The items used to measure openness to experience were not correlated at adequate levels to facilitate

scale construction (in both nations, r, 0.15). Thus, we have elected to represent openness using data from

only the intellectual–pragmatic item. In retrospect, the thoughtful–impulsive item pair was a poor choice

for inclusion as a possible indicator of openness to experience. The problem is that if respondents took

‘impulsive’ to mean irresponsible, then their answers would speak more to conscientiousness than

openness, and if they took ‘impulsive’ to mean ‘bold,’ their response might capture extraversion.
19 Past research has shown that on some of the Big Five items, a large majority of respondents place

themselves in only a few response categories. For instance, most respondents rate themselves as conscientious

and agreeable. This apparent social desirability bias raises the risk that extreme outliers – those few respondents

who do rate themselves as irresponsible or disagreeable – will exert unduly strong influence on statistical

estimates. The logarithmic transformation reduces the skew in the data. For a discussion of these issues, see

W. G. Graziano and R. M. Tobin, ‘Agreeableness: Dimension of Personality or Social Desirability Artifact?’

214 Notes and Comments



All the Big Five indicators used below have been recoded to range from 0 (lowest observed value on the

final logged scale) to 1 (highest observed value). Descriptive statistics for all variables used in this paper

are reported in Table 1.

EXPLORING THE IMPACT OF PERSONALITY ON PARTICIPATION

The Uruguay and Venezuela surveys include data regarding multiple forms of political participation. We

will examine whether the Big Five influence involvement in political action in the local community,

working for candidates for national office and engagement in political protest. All dependent variables

are derived from questions that were asked in identical form in Uruguay and Venezuela. With dependent

variables representing several participatory acts, and with data from two nations, the analyses conducted

below promise to provide valuable insight regarding the possible significance of personality for political

behaviour.

The core properties of the Big Five trait dimensions suggest several hypotheses regarding the

possible effects on political participation. People who are open to experience tend to be curious and

analytical. They thirst for new information and encounters. These characteristics should heighten

the likelihood of most forms of political participation.20

Conscientiousness encompasses sub-dimensions such as industriousness, order and responsibility.

Much of the research on this trait addresses its importance for the quality of performance in the

workplace.21 To the extent that successfully working in the political realm is analogous to achievement

on the job, a positive link between conscientiousness and conventional participation might seem likely,

but recent research has found mostly null effects, apparently at least in part because the conscientious

do not see civic engagement as a duty on par with responsibilities towards work and family.22

However, because conscientiousness corresponds with a strong tendency to abide by rules, a

negative relationship between this trait and protest activity is expected.

By definition, extraverts are sociable, and they tend to fare well in group-oriented tasks. These

effects very likely translate into success in social forms of political activity. People scoring high in

agreeableness are warm, trusting and altruistic. Agreeableness may be positively related to social,

and especially community-level, political engagement, but negative effects are expected for more

conflictive forms of engagement.23

The final Big Five trait dimension is emotional stability, which refers to a tendency to be calm and

unflappable rather than nervous or impulsive. Here, we have the weakest basis to project effects on

(F’note continued)

Journal of Personality, 70 (2002), 695–727; and D. L. Paulhau, M. N. Bruce and P. D. Trapnell, ‘Effects of Self-

Presentation Strategies on Personality Profiles and their Structure’, Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 21

(1995), 100–8. For specific discussion of the use of logged personality indicators, see J. J. Mondak, Personality

and the Foundations of Political Behavior (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), chap. 3.
20 Evidence of positive effects of openness to experience on civic engagement is reported in J. J.

Mondak, M. V. Hibbing, D. Canache, M.A. Seligson and M. R. Anderson, ‘Personality and Civic

Engagement: An Integrative Framework for the Study of Trait Effects on Political Behavior’, American

Political Science Review, 104 (2010), 85-110; and J. J. Mondak, Personality and the Foundations of

Political Behavior.
21 For a recent review, see N. M. Dudley, K. A. Orvis, J. E. Lebiecki and J. M. Cortina, ‘A Meta-Analytic

Investigation of Conscientiousness in the Prediction of Job Performance: Examining the Intercorrelations and

the Incremental Validity of Narrow Traits’, Journal of Applied Psychology 91 (2006), 40–57.
22 See Mondak et al., ‘Personality and Civic Engagement’; and Mondak, Personality and the Foundations

of Political Behavior.
23 Consistent with this view, conflict avoidance has been shown to have a negative effect on participa-

tion. See S. G. Ulbig and C. L. Funk, ‘Conflict Avoidance and Political Participation’, Political Behavior,

21 (1999), 265–82. Recent research on personality and civic engagement mostly has found null results in

tests involving agreeableness; see Mondak et al., ‘Personality and Civic Engagement’; and Mondak,

Personality and the Foundations of Political Behavior.
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political engagement. Positive relationships between emotional stability and two relevant measures, psy-

chological sense of community and participation in social learning environments, have been identified.24

TABLE 1 Descriptive Statistics

Uruguay Venezuela

Community Political Engagement (range5 0 to 2) 0.45 0.58
(0.60) (0.70)
1,191 1,488

Working for a Political Candidate (0, 1) 0.15 0.13
(0.36) (0.34)
1,191 1,473

Protest Activity (0, 1, 2) 0.47 0.40
(0.82) (0.76)
1,197 1,504

Openness to Experience (0 to 1) 0.37 0.47
(0.29) (0.33)
1,123 1,442

Conscientiousness (0 to 1) 0.67 0.74
(0.29) (0.25)
1,192 1,500

Extraversion (0 to 1) 0.34 0.35
(0.26) (0.26)
1,144 1,425

Agreeableness (0 to 1) 0.67 0.74
(0.28) (0.25)
1,185 1,498

Emotional Stability (0 to 1) 0.34 0.54
(0.26) (0.29)
1,180 1,498

Female (0, 1) 0.47 0.50
(0.50) (0.50)
1,200 1,510

Age in Years (18 to 89) 44.93 36.27
(17.70) (14.06)
1,199 1,510

Years of Education (0 to 20) 9.30 10.50
(4.09) (4.45)
1,199 1,509

Wealth (0 to 11) 7.28 7.02
(2.18) (2.00)
1,200 1,510

Married (0, 1) 0.43 0.31
(0.50) (0.46)
1,200 1,510

Number of Children (0 to 51) 1.94 1.95
(1.59) (1.68)
1,196 1,504

Source: AmericasBarometer 2006–07 (Venezuela and Uruguay Surveys) by LAPOP.
Note: For each item, the table lists the item mean, standard deviation and number of valid cases.

24 J. W. Lounsbury, J. M. Loveland and L. W. Gibson, ‘An Investigation of Psychological Sense of

Community in Relation to Big Five Personality Traits’, Journal of Community Psychology, 31 (2003),
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However, another work finds a negative connection between this trait and voluntary union member-

ship,25 and null results have been reported from participation models estimated in the United States

and Italy.26

In estimating the impact of personality on political participation, we include controls for an array

of demographic attributes, but exclude political attitudes and predispositions. The demographic

variables are female (15 female, 05male), age (in years), years of formal education, wealth (scored

0 to 11),27 married (1 if married, 0 if otherwise), and number of children (coded 0 to 4 for respondents

with fewer than five children, and 5 for respondents with five or more children). Attitudinal

variables are omitted for two reasons. First, in research on participation, inclusion of attitudinal

indicators inevitably introduces problems of simultaneity. For instance, does the strong ideologue

participate more in politics, or does participation influence the tendency to become a strong

ideologue? Secondly, because many political attitudes and predispositions are influenced by

personality, inclusion of political variables as predictors might obscure or mute the observed impact

of personality on participation.

Dependent Variables

The dependent variables tap three facets of political participation: community-level civic engage-

ment, working in the campaign on behalf of a partisan candidate, and participation in a social

or political protest. The surveys include two items regarding the extent to which respondents

participate in community-level political activities. The first item is a dichotomous indicator of

whether the respondent had contributed to the solution of a problem in the community (15 yes,

05 no), and the second is a four-category measure of how often the respondent has attended

meetings on community matters (05 never to 35 at least once a week). Data from the two items are

correlated at a level of 0.32 in Uruguay and 0.45 in Venezuela. The second item was recoded to

range from 0 to 1, and then data from the two items were summed (05 low involvement in

community political action to 25 high involvement).28 These indicators of community political

engagement function as our initial dependent variables.29

The second dependent variable captures a key feature of conventional participation in main-

stream politics, working for a political candidate. Our variable is a dichotomous measure of whether

the respondent worked in the campaign of a candidate during the course of the most recent

presidential election (15 yes, 05 no).

The third dependent variable concerns protest activity. The specific item asked on Uruguay and

Venezuela concerns the frequency with which respondents had participated in protests or demon-

strations. The question used in both nations has three response categories, coded 0 (never) to 2

(sometimes). Not surprisingly, the modal response in both nations is ‘never’, with 72.5 per cent of

(F’note continued)

531–41; A. Caspi, E. Chajut, K. Saporta and R. Beyth-Marom, ‘The Influence of Personality on Social

Participation in Learning Environment’, Learning and Individual Differences, 16 (2006), 129–44.
25 K. R. Parkes and T. D. B. Razavi, ‘Personality and Attitudinal Variables as Predictors of Voluntary

Union Membership’, Personality and Individual Differences, 37 (2004), 333–47.
26 Mondak and Halperin, ‘A Framework for the Study of Personality and Political Behaviour’;

Vecchione and Caprara, ‘Personality Determinants of Political Participation’.
27 The wealth variable is a count of the number of features or items respondents have in their

households, ranging from indoor plumbing to cell phones and computers.
28 We recoded the second measure to a 0 to 1 scale so that the two items would contribute approximately

equally to the final participation measure.
29 For an analysis of these questions in prior surveys in the AmericasBarometer series, see A. L.

Seligson, ‘Civic Association and Democratic Participation in Central America: A Cross National Test of

the Putnam Thesis’, Comparative Political Studies, 32 (1999), 342–52. For a discussion of personality

effects on additional dependent variables in Uruguay and Venezuela, see Mondak et al., ‘Personality and

Civic Engagement’.
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respondents in Uruguay and 76.6 in Venezuela indicating that they had not joined a demonstration

or protest.30

As noted above, the Big Five trait dimensions are not expected to exert identical influences on the

three dependent variables. Both openness to experience and extraversion are predicted to yield

uniformly positive effects, but in both cases the magnitude of those effects should be greater for

community and partisan activities than for participation in protest. Conscientiousness and agree-

ableness are expected to generate positive effects on the first two dependent variables, and especially

community engagement. However, negative effects are projected for both of these traits in the

models concerning protest activity.

Results

Table 2 depicts coefficient estimates for six statistical models, three for each nation. Ordered logistic

regression is used for the community engagement and protest models, and binomial logistic regression

is used for the model concerning working for a political candidate. Turning first to the community

engagement models, we see that all six coefficients for the first three trait dimensions are positive, and

five reach statistical significance. In contrast with expectations, coefficients for agreeableness are

negligible, with opposite signs in the two nations. Together with marital status, openness to experience

and extraversion are the only variables to produce coefficients that reach conventional levels of sta-

tistical significance in both Uruguay and Venezuela. The strongest personality effect is for extraversion

in the second model. In Venezuela, 18.1 per cent of respondents have scores in one of the two highest

categories on the community participation dependent variable. As extraversion rises from its lowest

to its highest observed value, the predicted probability that a respondent will be in one of these top

two groups doubles, rising from 0.12 to 0.24.31 The personality variables exert especially strong

collective effects. For instance, the predicted probability of being in one of the top categories on the

participation scale in Venezuela is 0.31 for respondents with high levels of openness, conscientiousness

and extraversion, versus a mark of only 0.07 for individuals possessing the opposite personality profile.

Additional evidence of the collective impact of personality is seen in the last row in Table 2, which

reports the x
2 statistic for the five personality variables as a group. This statistic contrasts the

performance of the models in Table 2 with comparable models that include only the control variables.

For community engagement, both test statistics are significant.

In contrast with results for community engagement, only extraversion yields the expected

positive, significant effects in the two models concerning working for a political candidate. The

substantive impact of extraversion is considerable. The predicted probability that a person worked

for a political candidate roughly doubles as a function of extraversion in both nations, increasing

from 0.12 to 0.23 in Uruguay, and from 0.11 to 0.22 in Venezuela. Despite these strong extraversion

effects, the five personality variables as a group reach only the p, 0.10 significance level, due to the

insignificant findings for the other four trait dimensions.

For protest activity, the third dependent variable, our strongest expectation regarding the Big

Five, involves conscientiousness. Conscientiousness is defined in part by subsidiary traits such as

order, responsibility and self-control,32 the opposite of characteristics likely to incline one to join a

protest. Individuals scoring high in conscientiousness also tend to be risk-averse and law-abiding. In

the workplace, employees rating high on this trait exhibit honesty and integrity, and low levels of

30 For an analysis of the antecedents and meaning of protest in Latin America, see J. A. Booth and

M. A. Seligson, The Legitimacy Puzzle in Latin America (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009).
31 Throughout this research note, predicted probabilities are calculated with other variables held

constant at mean or modal values.
32 B. W. Roberts, O. S. Chernyshenko, S. Stark and L. R. Goldberg, ‘The Structure of Conscientiousness:

An Empirical Investigation Based on Seven Major Personality Questionnaires’, Personnel Psychology,

58 (2005), 103–39.
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TABLE 2 Personality and Political Participation in Uruguay and Venezuela

Uruguay Venezuela

Community Candidate Protest Community Candidate Protest

Openness to Experience 0.42* 20.58 20.05 0.38* 0.17 0.13
(0.21) (0.32) (0.27) (0.16) (0.25) (0.20)

Conscientiousness 0.37 0.26 20.92** 0.49* 0.38 20.83**
(0.25) (0.34) (0.29) (0.24) (0.39) (0.29)

Extraversion 0.55* 0.75* 0.48 0.87*** 0.85** 1.30***
(0.24) (0.33) (0.29) (0.21) (0.31) (0.25)

Agreeableness 20.13 20.06 20.12 0.02 20.25 20.31
(0.25) (0.35) (0.30) (0.24) (0.38) (0.29)

Emotional Stability 0.12 0.35 0.32 0.07 0.06 20.20
(0.24) (0.33) (0.30) (0.19) (0.31) (0.25)

Female 0.02 0.17 0.46** 0.02 20.33 20.46**
(0.13) (0.18) (0.15) (0.11) (0.17) (0.13)

Age in Years 0.01** 0.01 0.03*** 0.01 0.00 20.00
(0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Years of Education 0.09*** 0.08** 0.19*** 0.01 0.04* 0.06***
(0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)

Wealth 20.02 0.05 0.07 20.05 20.04 0.04
(0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03)

Married 0.37** 20.31 20.32 0.27* 0.12 20.07
(0.14) (0.19) (0.17) (0.12) (0.19) (0.15)

Number of Children 0.08 0.14* 0.03 0.17*** 0.12 0.04
(0.05) (0.06) (0.06) (0.04) (0.07) (0.06)

Threshold 1 2.47** 4.24** 1.55** 1.55**
(0.40) (0.49) (0.32) (0.40)

Threshold 2 2.54** 4.54** 1.76** 2.00**
(0.40) (0.49) (0.32) 0.40

Threshold 3 2.62** 2.04**
(0.40) (0.33)

Threshold 4 4.24** 2.81**
(0.41) (0.33)

Threshold 5 4.63** 3.07**
(0.42) (0.33)

Threshold 6 5.78** 4.19**
(0.44) (0.35)

Constant 23.59** 22.87**
(0.56) (0.52)

Number of Cases 1,082 1,085 1,087 1,362 1,341 1,370

Pseudo R2 0.07 0.05 0.19 0.08 0.04 0.07

Model x2 73.48 31.70 173.70 113.10 26.65 72.11

Personality x
2 (5 d.f.) 13.75* 9.67 15.35** 37.26*** 9.89 38.63***

Notes: Cell entries are logistic regression coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. Ordered logistic
regression estimates are reported for community participation and political protest; binomial logistic
regression estimates are reported for working for a political candidate. Pseudo R2 values are Nagelkerke.
The final row reports the x2 statistic associated with the five personality variables as a group, as compared
with a baseline model that includes only the control variables. ***p, 0.001, **p, 0.01, *p, 0.05.
Source: AmericasBarometer 2006–07 (Venezuela and Uruguay Surveys) by LAPOP.
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absenteeism and employee theft.33 The highly conscientious score low in lifestyle risk behaviours

such as alcohol consumption and involvement in automobile accidents.34 It is noteworthy that

conscientiousness, which produced modest positive effects in the community engagement models, is

forecast to generate negative effects for protest activity. This nuance would be much more difficult to

explore were our analyses limited to political contexts in which protest activity is less commonplace.

As expected, strong inverse relationships between conscientiousness and engagement in protest

emerge in both nations. In Uruguay, the predicted probability that a respondent has participated in

a protest drops by half, from 0.34 to 0.17, as conscientiousness rises from its lowest to its highest

observed value. The corresponding marks in Venezuela are similar, a predicted probability of 0.29

for individuals at the low end of the conscientiousness scale, versus 0.15 at the high end.

Apart from conscientiousness, findings for the Big Five are mixed, although the contributions of

the Big Five as a group reach statistical significance in both models. As expected, the coefficients for

agreeableness are negative, but both fall well short of statistical significance. The coefficients for

openness and emotional stability differ in sign between the two nations, and all four of these effects

are insignificant. Consistent with expectations, extraversion yields a very strong positive effect in

Venezuela. The coefficient for this trait dimension also is positive, and of modest magnitude, in

Uruguay (p, 0.11).

Collectively, results for the six models in Table 2 reveal that the relationship between personality

and participation is complex. First, it is clear that not all trait dimensions matter for all forms of

political behaviour. Although past research has found that agreeableness and emotional stability

influence political attitudes,35 effects on participation are less common. In our models, all twelve

coefficients for these trait dimensions are statistically insignificant. Secondly, the impact of personality

is not constant across all forms of participation. Extraversion produced consistent effects across the

six current models, and effects for extraversion also were significant in past research on political

participation in Italy and the United States.36 But only extraversion brings such uniform effects. In the

current models, the coefficients for openness to experience reached statistical significance only for

community civic engagement. Likewise, and in line with expectations, the impact of conscientiousness

switched from positive to negative when the behaviour in question changed from community

engagement to participation in protest activity.

CONCLUSIONS

The present study contributes to the accumulating evidence that differences in personality influence

patterns in political participation. Three aspects of the tests conducted here warrant emphasis. First,

whereas several recent studies have shown that personality is linked to participation in Europe and

the United States, present results establish that this same relationship exists outside of advanced

democracies. Secondly, by incorporating data on protest activity, we have revealed that personality

effects are not limited to the sorts of conventional community-based and partisan forms of political

33 J. Horn, C. E. Nelson and M. T. Brannick, ‘Integrity, Conscientiousness and Honesty’, Psycho-

logical Reports, 95 (2004), 27–38; D. S. Ones, C. Viswesvaran and F. L. Schmidt, ‘Comprehensive Meta-

Analysis of Integrity Test Validities: Findings and Implications for Personnel Selection and Theories of

Job Performance’, Journal of Applied Psychology, 78 (1993), 679–703.
34 C. J. Hopwood, L. C. Morey, A. E. Skodol, R. L. Stout, S. Yen, E. B. Ansell, C. M Grilo and T. H.

McGlashan, ‘Five-Factor Model Personality Traits Associated with Alcohol-Related Diagnoses in a

Clinical Sample’, Journal of Studies on Alcohol, 68 (2007), 455–60; W. Arthur and W. G. Graziano, ‘The

Five-Factor Model, Conscientiousness, and Driving Accident Involvement’, Journal of Personality, 64

(1996), 593–618.
35 Mondak and Halperin, ‘A Framework for the Study of Personality and Political Behaviour’

Mondak, Personality and the Foundations of Political Behavior.
36 Vecchione and Caprara, ‘Personality Determinants of Political Participation’; Mondak and Halperin,

‘A Framework for the Study of Personality and Political Behaviour’; Mondak et al., ‘Personality and Civic

Engagement’.
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engagement examined in past research. Results for protest are especially noteworthy in that

conscientiousness emerged as a very strong deterrent to protest activity. Thirdly, because we have

examined data from two nations, Uruguay and Venezuela, it has been possible to ascertain whether

personality effects on participation exhibit any commonalities; and they do. Highly similar results

were obtained in the two nations for all of the Big Five trait dimensions.

Looking forward, current results suggest clear implications for efforts to identify the antecedents

of political behaviour. Past research on participation has been right to contemplate the effects of

factors such as resources, networks and elite mobilization. Nonetheless, those factors tell an

incomplete story. Together with recent research on the contributions of biological forces to patterns

in political participation,37 research on personality highlights the need to consider people’s stable,

enduring attributes. People are not blank slates when they engage the political world, and political

behaviour reflects more than just the sum of an individual’s interactions with environmental stimuli.

As research on personality and political behaviour proceeds, we see the greatest need for

advancements in two areas. First, theoretical developments and corresponding empirical tests can

help us to understand the structure of interrelationships among personality, political attitudes

and participation.38 Current findings and those from other recent studies reveal that personality

influences patterns in political participation, but most work to date has contemplated only direct

causal paths. By moving beyond this first step, our accounts will gain the much-needed nuance. The

second and related matter is that personality and environmental factors should not be viewed

as competing forces. Ample findings already exist to establish that both personality traits and

environmental stimuli contribute to patterns in political participation. We believe that future

research should embrace this point, and, ideally, should devote serious attention to possible

interactions between the two sets of forces. By doing so, the next generation of scholarship promises

to improve our understanding of how and why individuals come to respond differently, even when

possessing comparable resources or when exposed to similar mobilization initiatives.

37 See, for example, J. H. Fowler, L. A. Baker and C. T. Dawes, ‘Genetic Variation in Political

Participation,’ American Political Science Review, 102 (2008), 233–48; J. H. Fowler and C. T. Dawes,

‘Two Genes Predict Voter Turnout’, Journal of Politics, 70 (2008), 479–94.
38 For an example of research in this area, see A. Cohen, E. Vigoda and A. Samorly, ‘Analysis of the

Mediating Effect of Personal-Psychological Variables on the Relationship between Socioeconomic Status

and Political Participation: A Structural Equations Framework’, Political Psychology, 22 (2001), 727–57.
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