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Abstract 

Extending previous research by Bowling and Burns (2010), a comparison of work personality 

to general personality indicate that work personality has a stronger relationship with job 

satisfaction (work-criteria) than does general personality, and, contrary to the above study, 

general personality has a stronger relationship with life satisfaction (general criteria) than 

does work personality. Work personality is defined as the personality in the context of work, 

by promoting the use of a frame-of-reference. Some of these work personality-job 

satisfaction, and general personality-life satisfaction relationships further predict incremental 

validity in their corresponding criteria after work, or general, personality is controlled for. The 

study includes self-reported data from 90 Swedish employees from three randomly selected 

municipalities and occupational areas, and the outcomes rely on correlational and regression 

analyses. The results partly support the use of a frame-of-reference in order to enhance the 

predictive strength of personality measures in a work setting. Implications are discussed. 

 

Keywords: job satisfaction, work personality, general personality, frame-of-reference 
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Personality Measures as Predictors of Job- and Life Satisfaction from a frame-of-reference 

Perspective. 

 

Since job satisfaction is important for individuals well-being at work, as well as the well-

being of organizations and the society as a whole, a lot of research has been put into different 

perspectives and theories on factors that effect the satisfaction with ones job. One of the more 

popular areas of study has been the importance of personality when it comes to influencing 

the experience of job satisfaction (Bruk-Lee, Khouty, Nixon, Goh, & Spector, 2009; 

Furnham, Petrides, Jackson & Cotter, 2002; Judge, Heller & Klinger 2008; Judge, Heller, & 

Mount, 2002; Lounsbury, Loveland, Sundstrom, Gibson, Drost, & Hamrick, 2003). However, 

not many studies have examined, and compared, the predictive ability of contextualised 

personality traits on job satisfaction. The aim of the present study was therefore to test and 

compare the predictive ability of work-personality, to the predictive ability of general 

personality, on job satisfaction.  

Personality assessment has a long history in psychology, and the field includes 

several broad theories and taxonomies like the Big Five, the 16 PF, the California 

Psychological Inventory, and the Comrey Personality Scales which all have been used and 

validated in work-contexts (Lounsbury et al., 2003), but also more distinct, or narrow traits 

such as affectivity and narcissism (Bruk-Lee at al., 2009), or ambition (Paunonen & Ashton, 

2001). However, there are also models that consider the contextual role of personality, like 

the PRISM model of role-personality (Wood & Roberts, 2006) or using a frame of reference 

(Lievens, De Corte, & Schollaert, 2008), to explore further in order to examine how we can 

improve the predictive strength of personality traits on job satisfaction. Moreover, the 

explanation as to how personality affects job satisfaction has not yet been properly revealed 

(Bruk-Lee at al., 2009). 

 According to recent studies on job satisfaction and personality, when using a frame of 

reference (Hunthausen, Truxillo, Bauer, & Hammer, 2003; Lievens et al., 2008; Schmit, 

Ryan, Stierwalt, & Powell, 1995) which contextualizes the personality inventory into for 

instance work-related personality, an effect of higher validity in the test can be expected 

(Heller, Ferris, Brown & Watson, 2009; Hunthausen et al., 2003; Lievens et al., 2008). Also, a 

better prediction-ability for the work-related personality on work-related outcomes such as 

job-satisfaction (Bowling & Burns, 2010; Heller et al., 2009) and job performance (Bowling, 



PERSONALITY MEASURES AS PREDICTORS OF JOB SATISFACTION 4

2007; Hunthausen et al., 2003) has been noted. This is considered important since individuals 

using the wrong frame of reference in a study or employment context may be incorrectly 

assessed, and the validity of the test when using global personality inventories is questionable 

(Lievens et al., 2008). Furthermore, Bowling and Burns (2010), and Heller et al. (2009) 

emphasize the importance of continuing to explore the frame of reference research in general 

(as in the predictive value of contextualized personality traits), and in the organizational area 

in particular since more research is needed to verify, and contribute to the generalizability of 

earlier results. Being able to predict job satisfaction from personality inventories could be 

important when selecting personnel (Ones and Viswesvaran, 1996), and can also have an 

explanatory function in organizations where the job satisfaction is low. 

 

Personality – Big five 

The Five Factor model is, according to Goldberg (1993), a framework for organising 

individual differences into categories, and it is important to keep in mind that each factor 

encompasses several hundred personality-traits. The Five Factor model has endured criticism 

during its history and development, for instance Paunonen and Ashton (2001) imply that 

considering the broadness of personality factors, such as the Big Five, and the risk of missing 

out on trait-specific variance, the superior approach to predict behavior is to use more narrow 

and specified lower-order-personality-traits. The difficulty then, however, lies in choosing the 

appropriate traits for each situation. Despite the disagreements in the field, the Big Five still 

remains the most validated and used personality theory in science today (Goldberg, 1993; 

Judge et al., 2002; Judge et al., 2008; McCrae & Costa, 1987; McCrae & John, 1992). In the 

area of job satisfaction, Judge, Heller & Mount (2002) illuminate the research on predictions 

of job satisfaction in their meta-analysis, and conclude that there is a consensus in 

contemporary research that the Five Factor model is superior to other personality concepts in 

this area. The Big Five comprises the five comprehensive personality traits extraversion, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness (to experience) (Goldberg, 

1993): 

I.   Extraversion includes for instance talkativeness, assertiveness, and passivity. A 

positive relationship to job satisfaction can be expected, considering previous meta-

analyses (Judge et al., 2002; Bruk-Lee et al., 2009). 

II. Agreeableness includes friendliness, ability to instil confidence, and selfishness. 

Several studies have shown that agreeableness has a positive relationship to job 

satisfaction (Judge et al., 2002; Bruk-Lee et al., 2009) 
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III. Conscientiousness includes organizational abilities, trustworthiness, and carelessness. 

It is the trait in the big five that has proven the strongest positive relationship to job 

satisfaction (Judge et al., 2002;Bruk-Lee et al., 2009). 

IV. Neurotiscism includes nervousness, irritability, and temper. Earlier research has 

proven that neuroticism and job satisfaction are negatively related (Judge et al., 2002; 

Bruk-Lee et al., 2009) 

V. Openness includes for instance imagination, curiosity, and shallowness. Openness has 

so far not shown any significant relationship to job satisfaction, but may still be 

important since there are tendencies to a negative relationship (Judge et al., 2002; 

Bruk-Lee et al., 2009) 

Also, the Five Factor model has proven to encompass other dispositional traits such as 

positive and negative affectivity (PA and NA), and the type A personality (Bruk-Lee et al., 

2009) as well as it is considered adequate compared to other trait-taxonomies (Shafer, 1999b). 

 

Work personality 

 Work personality can be described as “the characteristic patterns of thoughts, feelings, 

and behaviours at work” (Heller at al., 2009), and has been operationalized through either an 

“at work”-tag at the end of each question in the personality-assessment (Bing et al., 2004; 

Bowling & Burns, 2010; Lievens et al., 2008), or through instructions of which frame of 

reference to use when answering the questions (Heller et al., 2009). 

 

Frame of reference  

 The frame of reference idea has been present in psychology since the early forties, and 

was in an early stage conceptually discussed by for instance Philips (1949). In 1968, Mischel 

(Mischel, 2009) began to argue for the “critical importance of the particular relevant 

environment for understanding the phenomena of interest, whether social, psychological, 

economic-political or (and most self-evident) biological-genetic”. Eventually this came down 

to a cognitive-affective system theory on personality that comprise the variability across 

situations, and more precise, the predictability, and individual differences in this variability, 

what Mischel referred to as the “if…then…” thesis (Mischel, 2009; Mischel & Shoda, 1995). 

In this model the expectations on behavior are considered to be more constrained in a 

specified context, as opposed to a non-specified context, and thus of higher predictive value 

(Lievens, et al., 2008; Zayas, Shoda, & Ayduk, 2002; Wood & Roberts, 2006). Yet, when 

using a frame-of reference it is also important to make sure that the criterion is conceptually 
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related to the actual frame being used (Lievens et al., 2008; Schmit et al., 1995). The expected 

advantages with using a frame-of reference includes the reduction of measurement error, such 

as an increase in criterion related validity (Bing et al., 2004; Hunthausen et al., 2003; Lievens 

et al., 2008), and the reduction of within-person inconsistency (Lievens et al., 2008), as well 

as between-person inconsistency (Bing et al., 2004) that can be expected. In other words, non-

contextualised items (general items) in a questionnaire invites the individual to use the frame-

of reference of his own choice, which may lead to a faulty decrease in construct validity if the 

frame chosen differs between questions (within-person inconsistency) or between individuals 

(between-subject inconsistency) (Bing et al., 2004; Lievens et al., 2008). As noted earlier, the 

frame-of reference research has so far produced positive outcomes in generating predictive 

value of personality on work-related outcomes (Bowling & Burns, 2010; Heller et al., 2009). 

Research has, for instance, revealed positive relationships between extraversion and job 

satisfaction, some putting it down to the “happiness” part of the extraversion trait (Judge et 

al., 2002). Still, a frame of reference may be able to separate the overall happiness from the 

happiness at work, and thus provide a more appropriate measure of the actual relationship. 

 

Job satisfaction 

 According to Locke, 1976 (in Heller et al., 2009) job satisfaction is “a pleasurable or 

positive emotional state resulting from the appraisal of ones job or job experiences”. Weiss, 

Davis, England, and Lofquist (1967) introduced two subtypes of actual job satisfaction; 

intrinsic, and extrinsic, but also assessed the general satisfaction. The intrinsic satisfaction is 

supposedly affected by the task itself whereas the extrinsic satisfaction is to do with external 

factors at work, not related to the specific task. The general satisfaction includes the intrinsic 

and extrinsic satisfaction, but also satisfaction with managers (Hirschfield, 2000). Job 

satisfaction has been thought to predict job performance, and so several researchers have put a 

lot of work into examining job satisfaction (Hirschfield, 2000). A recent meta-analysis 

however, points out that the relationship between job satisfaction and job performance may 

both be the result of personality (Bowling, 2007).  

 

Life satisfaction 

 Life satisfaction involves the more general satisfaction with life, and according to 

Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin (1985) the subjective judgment of ones own satisfaction 

with life is based on comparison with the specific individual´s available norms of what 

satisfaction with life means. This requires life satisfaction to be looked at from a broad 
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perspective, rather than narrowing it down to a few specific aspects, that may not be relevant 

to all individuals.  

 

Bandwidth-fidelity trade off 

 The bandwidth-fidelity trade off concerns the inevitability of choosing between fidelity, 

as in the quality and specificity of information, and bandwidth, defined as the complexity of 

information, and the pros and cons that this choice involves (Hogan & Roberts, 1996;Ones 

and Viswesvaran, 1996). When it comes to personality assessments in the personnel area, 

Ones and Viswesvaran (1996) claims the superiority of broader personality traits, as in the 

Big Five, over more narrow ones, considering the difficulties in correctly defining a narrow 

trait (Goldberg, 1993), and considering the complexity in the criterion measured. Hogan and 

Roberts (1996) further emphasize the importance of matching the predictors with the criteria 

in order to enhance the validity, which means that a broad concept, like job satisfaction, 

should be matched with a broader predictor, choosing bandwidth over fidelity for an enhanced 

prediction. This presumption is also in line with the compatibility principle of Fishbein and 

Azjen (1974).  

 

Hypotheses  

 Since the frame of reference concept in personality studies in the organizational field is 

still relatively new and uncharted, building on the work by Bowling and Burns (2010) this 

study will aim to illuminate the importance of work-related personality traits versus generic 

personality traits by comparing the predictive ability of these, respectively, on job 

satisfaction. To further complement earlier studies, all of the personality traits in the Big Five 

will be included in the trial. 

1. Work-related personality traits will have a stronger relationship with job satisfaction 

than will the general personality traits. 

2. Work-related personality will be related to job-satisfaction after the effect of general 

personality is excluded/deducted. 

 

 Since more general, or broad, personality traits can be expected to better predict general 

criteria (as in this case life satisfaction) according to the bandwidth-fidelity trade-off (Hogan 

& Roberts, 1996), and the principle of compatibility (Fishbein & Azjen, 1974), this study 

assumes the global personality traits will better predict life satisfaction than will the work-

contextual traits, even if other studies imply it is not so (Bowling & Burns, 2010). 
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3. General personality traits will have a stronger relationship with life satisfaction than 

will the work-related personality traits. 

4. General personality will be related to life-satisfaction after the effect of work- 

personality is excluded/deducted. 

 

Method 

 

Participants  

 Ninety employees from three randomly selected municipalities (Nybro, Härjedalen, and 

Bollnäs) in Sweden, in three randomly selected occupational areas from the SCB 

classification (retailing, municipal officials, and manufacturing workers) participated in the 

survey. Of the sample 53 % were women, and 47 % men, aged 23-66 with a mean age of 44 

(SD 11.45).  Eighty-three percent worked full-time, 17 % part-time, and 87 % held a 

permanent employment. 47 % of the participants had post-college education, and 45 % high 

school education. The nonresponse was estimated to 30 % based on the number of individuals 

each manager claimed they would send the questionnaire to (130). 

The design was within-person, so all participants partook in all study variables. 

 

Measures  

General personality was assessed with a Swedish back-translated version of Shafer´s (1999a) 

bipolar rating scale, where two opposites (e.g. quiet – talkative) are assessed on a 1-9 

continuum. The scale includes six opposites per Big Five trait, with approximately half of the 

questions reversed. Reliability in this sample ranged from α = .72 to .90 (table 1). 

Work personality was assessed with the same 30-item Swedish Big five questionnaire. 

However like earlier frame-of reference studies conducted by Bing, Davison, and Whanger 

(2004), Bowling and Burns (2010), and Lievens et al. (2008) the words “at work” were added 

to the end of each question in order to induce the participants into using the context of work 

when answering the questions, in addition to the introducing text where an at-work context 

was promoted for the specific section of questions. Cronbachs alpha ranged from .51 to .87  

(table 1). 

Job satisfaction and Life satisfaction were both measured by multiple-item inventories, since 

single-item assessments often provide less reliability (Wanous, Reichers, & Hudy, 1997).  
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Job satisfaction was measured with the short version of the Minnesota Satisfaction 

Questionnaire (20 items). The MSQ measures satisfaction with certain aspects of ones job on 

a scale from 1-7, with items like “the possibility of working with different tasks from time to 

time”. The MSQ reliability and validity has been assessed and proven appropriate in Weiss et 

al. (1967) (Hoyt reliability coefficient for general satisfaction=. 90), and by Hirschfeld (2000) 

(α=. 85), as well as in the Swedish version used by Nystedt, Sjöberg, and Hägglund (1999), 

which revealed an internal consistency reliability of .77 when tested on Swedish army 

officers. Since the aim in this study was to measure the general job satisfaction, not divide it 

into intrinsic or extrinsic subscales, the questions were analysed all together (Weiss et al., 

1967), and the reliability in this specific sample was α =.88. Life Satisfaction was assessed 

with the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS) (Diener et al., 1985). The SWLS includes five 

items and works on a scale from 1-5 where a sample item is “I am satisfied with my life” .The 

scale has previously presented a Cronbachs alpha of .87, and test-retest coefficient of .82 

(Diener et al. 1985). In this sample an internal consistency reliability of .85 was established. 

Both the SWLS and the MSQ were back translated, and completed in Swedish.  

Consistency reliabilities (Cronbachs alpha) for all measures are presented in table 1.  

 

Demographics 

 In order to acknowledge potential differences between participant demographics and the 

personality traits predicting job satisfaction, the participants´ gender, age, type of employment 

(full time or part time/temporary or permanent employee), and level of education was 

included in the questionnaire. Furthermore, including two versions of the questionnaire (A 

and B), with the work personality and general personality questions reversed ensured control 

for order-effects. However, the intended coding by occupational type, age data, educational 

data, and employment data were not included in the analysis due to inequality in data 

distribution.  

 

Procedure and analysis 

 The questionnaire was distributed to the participants through a web-link that was e-

mailed to the managers of the selected companies and the participants were given two weeks 

to respond. Two versions of the survey was used with the sets of questions reversed, in order 

to avoid, and control for, order-effects (Khorramdel & Frebort, 2011; Steinberg, 1994), and 

the different versions were randomly assigned to the participants per occupational area (35 % 

finished questionnaire A, and 65 % finished questionnaire B). To avoid the participants 
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answering the questions on the basis of idiosyncratic information, and thereby influencing the 

answers, Pavot, Diener, and Eunkook (1998) point out the importance of including several 

questions when assessing life satisfaction, and also, in order to improve the “globality” of the 

measure they argue it may be wise to include a temporal aspect (The Temporal Satisfaction 

With Life Scale, TSWLS). However, since the TSWLS provides more of a defined context 

for the respondents (Pavot et al., 1998), and according to the results of the meta-analysis of 

Judge et al. (2002), which imply that, overall job satisfaction should not be specified, the 

original version of the Satisfaction With Life Scale, SWLS (Diener et al., 1985) was chosen 

for assessing life satisfaction. This also means the number of items was reduced by 10, 

resulting in a total of 85 items (30, 30, 20, 5) in the questionnaire. 

 Correlations between all included variables were conducted as well as regression 

analyses to look at the predictive ability of the different personality traits on job satisfaction 

and life satisfaction respectively. Also, stepwise hierarchical regressions aiming to look at the 

relationship between work personality and job satisfaction, or general personality and life 

satisfaction, after controlling for the corresponding general or work personality trait, was 

included in the analysis. The stepwise hierarchical regression allows the researcher to look at 

changes in the R2 to determine the contribution of each of the included independent variables. 

Standardized beta coefficients were used in order to make the results useful for comparison 

across studies with different units of measurement, or for upcoming meta-analyses (Hunter & 

Hamilton, 2002). 

 

Results 

 

Descriptive statistics and internal consistency 

 A comparison between the means of work personality and general personality showed 

that the participants viewed themselves significantly more conscientious at work, than at 

home, and more open (to experience) at home, than at work. Means, standard deviations, and 

effect sizes for all personality variables are reported in table 2. 

 The internal consistency was on the whole satisfactory with  ranging from .72 to .90 

(mean  = .79), with the only exception being work openness at  = .51. The correlation 

analysis further revealed significant correlations between all corresponding work personality 

and general personality measures. As only gender and condition were considered fit for 

analysis due to data-distribution, these were the only demographics included. Condition 

correlated significantly with a few personality traits (work conscientiousness r = .23, work 
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openness r = -.26, and general conscientiousness r = .28) and job satisfaction (r = .30), whilst 

gender did not correlate significantly with any other variable (table 1). 

 

 

Table 1.  
 
Internal consistency reliabilities and correlations for all study variables 
 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 
Personality                
1. Gen extraversion 6.31 1.42 (.84)         
2. Gen neuroticism 3.75 1.22 -.21* (.83)          
3. Gen conscien. 6.77 1.61 .05 -.30** (.90)           
4. Gen agreeableness 5.78 1.10 .24* .08 .04 (.72)          
5. Gen openness 5.18 1.38 .26* .22* -.30** .03 (.72)         
6. Work extraversion 6.44 1.55 .76** -.11 .05 .38** .26* (.87)        
7. Work neuroticism 3.56 1.05 -.20 .65** -.33** .02 .18 -.08 (.79)       
8. Work conscien. 7.25 1.22 .08 -.21* .85** .04 -.29** .10 -.27** (.83)      
9. Work agreeableness 5.90 1.12 .21* .07 .15 .69** .07 .26* .09 .12 (.74)     
10. Work openness 4.60 1.11 .24* .14 -.22* .07 .72** .18 .14 -.32** -.04 (.51)    
Criteria                
11. Job satisfaction 3.71 .51 .12 -.32** .33** .18 -.13 .19 -.54** .27* .02 -.22* (.83)   
12. Life satisfaction 5.09 1.00 .18 -.48** .49** .04 .01 .21 -.38** .34** .01 -.03 .37** (.88)  
Control variables                
13. Gender 1.53 .50 -.01 .20 .13 -.01 .08 .08 .18 .15 .06 .03 -.07 .06 - 
14. Condition 1.66 .48 -.04 .09 .28** -.08 .00 .15 -.03 .23* .10 -.26* .30** .15 .26*

Note. N = 90. Pearson correlations. Boldface = convergent correlations. Cronbachs alpha coefficients are shown in parentheses. Gen = 

general. Conscien. = Conscientiousness. *  < .05. **  < .01. 

 

Table 2.  
 
A comparison of the frame of reference (work) personality, and general personality 
 
 Work personality Mean 

(SD) 
General personality Mean 

(SD) 
Cohen’s  

d 
 

Extraversion 6.44 (1.55) 6.31 (1.42) .09 
Conscientiousness* 7.25 (1.22) 6.77 (1.61) .33 
Neurotiscism 3.56 (1.05) 3.75 (1.22) -.17 
Agreeableness 5.90 (1.12) 5.78 (1.10) .11 
Openness* 4.60 (1.11) 5.18 (1.38) -.46 
Note. N = 90. Cohen’s d calculated on work-general. *  < .01 (two-tailed, paired samples). 

 

Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1: Work-related personality traits will have a stronger relationship with job 

satisfaction than will the general personality traits.  

 Several regression analyses were conducted in order to establish the predictive value of 

each of the personality traits in the two personality categories (work and general) on job 

satisfaction. Three out of five work related personality traits significantly predicted job 
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satisfaction; work neuroticism (β = -.54, R2 = .28,  < .01), work conscientiousness (β = .27, 

R2 = .06,  < .05), and work openness (β = -.22, R2 = .38,  < .05), whereas two out of five 

of the general personality regression coefficients significantly predicted job satisfaction; 

general neuroticism (β = -.32, R2 = .09,  < .01), and general conscientiousness (β = -.33, 

R2 = .10,  < .01).  

 

Table 3.  
 
The predictive value of work- and general personality on job satisfaction and life satisfaction 
 
Predictor Criterion R2 βstd t 

 
General neuroticism 
 

Job satisfaction 
Life satisfaction 

.09 

.22 
-.32 
-.48 

-3.13**

-5.11** 

 

General extraversion Job satisfaction 
Life satisfaction 

.02 

.00 
.18 
.12 

1.67ns

1.14ns 

 

General conscientiousness Job satisfaction 
Life satisfaction 

.10 

.23 
.33 
.49 

3.33**

5.31** 

 

General agreeableness Job satisfaction 
Life satisfaction 

.02 
-.01 

.18 

.04 
1.72ns

.37ns 

 

General openness Job satisfaction 
Life satisfaction 

.01 
-.02 

.13 

.01 
-1.26ns

.06ns 

 

Work neuroticism Job satisfaction 
Life satisfaction 

.28 

.13 
-.54 
.38 

-6.01**

-3.81ns 

 

Work extraversion Job satisfaction 
Life satisfaction 

.03 

.03 
.19 
.21 

1.85ns

1.97ns 

 

Work conscientiousness Job satisfaction 
Life satisfaction 

.06 

.11 
.27 
.34 

2.58*

3.40** 

 

Work agreeableness Job satisfaction 
Life satisfaction 

-.01 
-.01 

.02 

.01 
.192ns

.056ns 

 

Work openness Job satisfaction 
Life satisfaction 

.38 
-.02 

-.22 
-.03 

-2.12*

-.27ns 

Note. N = 90. βstd = standardized beta coefficient. R2 = adjusted R square *  < .05, **  < .01. ns = not significant. 

 

Hypothesis 1 was considered partly supported since a greater number of the work personality 

traits predicted job satisfaction, than did the general personality traits. Also, work personality 

generally showed enhanced predictive ability on job satisfaction compared to general 
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personality, considering the magnitude of the predictions in work neuroticism (R2 = .28), 

and work openness (R2 = .38) compered to general neuroticism (R2 = .09), and general 

openness (ns). Only work conscientiousness (R2 = .06) was lower than its general 

corresponding trait in variance accounted for (R2 = .10). All beta coefficients, adjusted R 

squares, and t-values are described in table 3. 

 

Hypothesis 2: Work-related personality will be related to job-satisfaction after the effect of 

general personality is excluded/deducted. 

 A series of hierarchical regressions were conducted in order to look at the predictive 

ability of each of the work-personality traits after the corresponding general-personality trait 

was controlled for. As portrayed in table 4, only work neuroticism significantly predicted job 

satisfaction (t(90) = -4.86; R2 = .28; rab.c = -.46,  < .01) after general personality (in this case 

general neuroticism) was controlled for. These results are supported by the partial correlations 

that are summarized in table 5. 

 
Table 4.  
 
Summary of the hierarchical regressions examining the incremental validity of work 
personality and general personality on job satisfaction and life satisfaction 
 

Predictor Criterion   Control variable 
  βstd R2 R2 change  rab.c t 

 
 

Work neuroticism Job satisfaction -.58 .28 .19 -.46 -4.86** Gen. neuroticism 
Work extraversion  .14 .10 .01 .10 .89ns Gen. extraversion 
Work conscientiousness  -.06 .09 .00 -.04 -.33ns Gen. cons. 
Work agreeableness  -.20 .03 .02 -.15 -1.39ns Gen. agreeableness 
Work openness  -.26 .03 .03 -.18 1.72ns Gen openness 

 
General neuroticism Life satisfaction -.40 .22 .10 -.33 -3.29** Work neuroticism 
General extraversion  -.08 .02 .00 -.05 -.50ns Work extraversion 
General conscientiousness  .72 .26 .15 .41 4.17** Work cons. 
General agreeableness  .07 -.02 .00 .05 .46ns Work agreeableness 
General openness  .04 -.02 .00 .04 .36ns Work openness 
Note. N = 90. βstd = standardized beta coefficient. Gen = general. Cons = conscientiousness. 

rab.c= partial regression. R2 = adjusted R square. R2 change = the change in R2 when the predictor was added to the model. 

**  < .01. ns = not significant. 

 

Hypothesis 3: General personality traits will have a stronger relationship with life 

satisfaction than will the work-related personality traits. 
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 Out of the five general personality traits, general neuroticism (β = -.48, R2 = .22,  < 

.01), and general conscientiousness (β = .49, R2 = .23,  < .01) significantly predicted life 

satisfaction, whereas only one of the work personality traits (work conscientiousness β = .34, 

R2 = .11,  < .01) predicted life satisfaction. Also, the magnitude of the predictions were 

higher for the general personality traits (R2 = .22 and .23) than the work personality trait 

(R2 = .11). These results partially support hypothesis 3. Data for all regressions can be found 

in table 3. 

 

Hypothesis 4: General personality will be related to life-satisfaction after the effect of work- 

personality is excluded/deducted 

 The hierarchical regression analyses as well as the partial correlations supported the 

predictive value of the general personality traits after controlling for work personality, in both 

cases (general neuroticism t(90) = 3.29; R2 = .22; rab.c = -.33,  < .01; general 

conscientiousness t(90) = 4.17; R2 = .26; rab.c = .41,  < .01)  (tables 4 and 5). 

 
Table 5.  
 
Partial correlations for general personality traits on life satisfaction and  
work personality traits on job satisfaction 
 

Personality trait Control Job satisfaction Life satisfaction 
    

General extraversion Work extraversion   -.05 ns 
General neuroticism Work neuroticism   -.33 .001** 

General conscientiousness Work conscientiousness   .41 .000** 

General agreeableness Work agreeableness   .05 ns 
General openness Work openness   .04 ns 
Work extraversion General extraversion .10 ns   
Work neuroticism General neuroticism -.46 .000**   

Work conscientiousness General conscientiousness -.04 ns   
Work agreeableness General agreeableness -.15 ns   

Work openness General openness -.18 ns   

N = 90. **  < .01 

 

Demographics  

 As the condition variable (if the participants answered questionnaire A or questionnaire 

B), included in the analyses to control for order effects, revealed significant correlations (table 

2) to job satisfaction, work conscientiousness, work openness, and general conscientiousness 

(all traits significant predictors of job satisfaction according to the regression analyses, see 
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table 2), a complementing regression analysis was conducted aiming to look for the influence 

of condition on job satisfaction after the effect of the correlated personality-traits was 

removed. The hierarchical regression implies that condition had no incremental validity on 

job satisfaction (table 6).  

 Age had no significant correlation with any other variable. 

 
Table 6.  
 
Hierarchical regression on job satisfaction with condition as predictor variable 
 
Predictor Criterion Partial regression 

  βstd R2 change  rab.c t 
 

Gen cons  .36 .10  3.33* 
Work cons Job satisfaction -.12 .09  -.33ns 
Work open  -.13 .11  -1.64ns 
Condition 
 

 .20 .04 .20 1.91ns

Note. N = 90. βstd = standardized beta coefficient. rab.c= partial regression.  

Gen = general. Cons = conscientiousness. * =  < .01, ns = not significant. 

 
Summary 
 
 The above results to some extent support the use of a frame-of-reference in order to 

enhance the predictive strength of personality measures in a work setting, but also indicate 

that general personality measures are better in predicting general criteria, in this case life 

satisfaction. 

 

Discussion  

 Although results indicate that the use of a frame of reference (as in work personality) 

enhances the predictive strength of personality measures in a work setting, they do not come 

out as prominently advantageous in predicting job satisfaction in this study as has been earlier 

noted (Bowling & Burns, 2010; Heller et al., 2009). However, the results still, at least 

partially, support hypotheses 1 and 2 with three of the work-related personality traits being 

successful in predicting job satisfaction (neuroticism, conscientiousness, and openness), 

whereof work neuroticism also showed incremental validity in predicting job satisfaction. 

 Contrary to Bowling and Burns (2010) results, this study hypothesised that general 

personality would prove better predictive ability with general criteria, than would work 

personality (hypothesis 3). This hypothesis was also supported by the higher predictive ability 
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of general neuroticism and general conscientiousness on life satisfaction, compared to any of 

the work related personality traits. Even hypothesis 4 was supported in the hierarchical 

regressions, which showed incremental validity in the predictive ability of general 

neuroticism and general conscientiousness on life satisfaction. All the above findings also 

support the bandwidth fidelity and compatibility principles, as well as Lievens et al. (2008) 

arguments for the benefits of matching the predictor with the criterion conceptually. 

 Still, the predictive value of work conscientiousness was higher for life satisfaction than 

for work satisfaction, and general conscientiousness was a better predictor than work 

conscientiousness for both criterion variables, contradicting the main results.  

 The differences in the predictive ability of work and general personality on work-related 

and general criteria compared to earlier studies (Bowling & Burns, 2010; Heller et al., 2009), 

may be due to the relatively small sample size (N=90) compared to other studies in the area, 

which might have limited the ability to identify significance in the predictor variables. 

 Including openness in the study, even though earlier studies have shown poor predictive 

ability or relation to job satisfaction (Judge et al., 2002) was in line with the requests of 

Bowling and Burns (2010). This also turned out to be the only work personality trait that 

solely predicted job satisfaction, and the only trait whose corresponding general trait did not 

predict any of the two criteria. Work openness internal consistency (.51) was, nevertheless, 

well below the mean internal consistencies of the study (.79), indicating there might be a 

point in further developing the openness personality trait to fit into a work contextualization.  

Comparing the results to earlier studies reveals that Heller at al. (2009) found no correlation 

between general conscientiousness and job satisfaction, whereas general conscientiousness 

was the most dominant predictor of both job- and life satisfaction in this study. Also this 

study revealed limited support for the superiority of a frame-of reference compared to earlier 

findings, and support for the superior predictive ability of general personality on general 

criterion, unlike some earlier research (Bowling & Burns, 2010; Heller et al., 2009).  

  Some of the general personality traits (extraversion and neuroticism, extraversion and 

agreeableness, extraversion and openness, neuroticism and openness, and conscientiousness 

and neuroticism) and also a few of the work personality traits (work openness and work 

conscientiousness, work agreeableness and work extraversion, and work conscientiousness 

and work neuroticism) were significantly correlated. However, these correlations were all 

small to moderate in risk of multicollinearity, where correlations below .80 are considered ok 

(Dancey & Reidy, 2008). These correlations further support the thought of personality as 

fairly consistent in foundation, while the variation between situations also can be considered 
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present, as the respondents reported being significantly more conscientiousness at work and 

open at home.  

 There is always a risk of self-selection, higher dropout rate, and repeated participation 

when distributing surveys on the Internet. Still, according to comparisons with lab-studies 

these two types of studies usually reach the same conclusion. (Birnbaum, 2004). Also, 

Internet surveys are less costly and allow anonymous participation (Alessi & Martin, 2010). 

 Even if two versions of the questionnaire were distributed to avoid possible order-

effects, there is a chance in a within-subject design that the first distributed frame of reference 

“sticks”. The correlation analysis revealed significant correlations between condition 

(questionnaire A, or B) and a few of the personality traits (see table 1). However, hierarchical 

regressions further exposed that this relationship may not have affected the results (table 6).  

 Both personality measures played bigger roles in predicting the criterion they were 

intended to be more conceptually related to, than in predicting the less conceptually related 

criterion, indicating support for reasonable discriminant validity. Also, unlike many studies, 

but in line with Bowling and Burns (2010) this study did not use student samples, with the 

intention to enhance the validity of the work frame-of reference in a work setting. 

Furthermore, including three different occupational types in the sample was meant to increase 

the external validity of the study, as was the randomization of municipalities participating in 

the study. 

 The variable of part-time versus full time was not included in the analysis due to 

skewed groups, however since Thorsteinson´s (2003) Meta analytic review concluded that the 

employment rate had little, or no, influence on the perceived job satisfaction, this was not 

considered a weakness. 

Limitations 

 Self-reported data is often considered a risk considering common method bias, 

however, Judge et al. (2002) meta-analysis did not find much, and no significant, differences 

between direct and indirect measures of personality, and their relation to job satisfaction. 

Also, their results showed that cross-sectional and longitudinal studies gave much the same 

results on the relation between the big Five traits and job satisfaction, with a slight difference 

only in agreeableness. Moreover, Bowling and Burns (2010) argue that self-reported data 

need not necessarily influence variable-relationships if the self-reported variables are not all 

significantly related, as was the case in the current study. 

 The non-experimental design nonetheless means the data cannot be used for testing 

causal relationships, and must be considered when interpreting the results. 
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 For the sake of avoiding Type I errors (in dependent samples) correlations optimally 

should be transformed into Z-values (for instance Fisher´s Z: Steiger, 1980) when compared, 

also, considering the fact that all data in the study were dependent, the analysis could perhaps 

have benefited from multilevel modelling in investigating the predictive value of the different 

personalities on job satisfaction and life satisfaction (see for instance Heller et al., 2009). 

Nevertheless, this was not considered within the framework of this study, but should perhaps 

be taken into account when interpreting the results. Notable though is that nearly all alphas 

are below .01.  

 

 Finally, the current study contributes to the frame-of-reference research, where one 

focus on personality measures within the organizational area lies in finding measures with 

better predictive ability on work-related concepts, such as job satisfaction. However, the (in 

comparison) modest support for the frame-of-reference concept (where only three work 

personality traits predicted job satisfaction), and the differences in the results in this study 

compared to other recent studies (the current study found support for general personality´s 

superiority in predicting general criterion, for instance) emphasizes the need for further 

studies in the area. For example, the research area could benefit from a longitudinal study of 

the predictive ability of work personality (compared to general personality) on job 

satisfaction, with repeated measures offering the chance of detecting relevant influential 

variables and minimizing influences of short-term “idiosyncratic references”  (such as mood).  

 Another interesting perspective would be to look in to which parts of job satisfaction 

that are mostly influenced by personality, for instance by dividing it into intrinsic, and 

extrinsic job satisfaction (Weiss et al., 1967), and how.  
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