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Personality distributions

Rentfrow, Gosling, and Potter [1]

“A Theory of the Emergence, Persistence, and
Expression of Geographic Variation in Psychological
Characteristics”
Perspectives on Psychological Science
Vol. 3, pp. 339–369, 2008.
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Personality distributions

Five Factor Model (FFM)

I Extraversion [E]
I Agreeableness [A]
I Conscientiousness [C]
I Neuroticism [N]
I Openness [O]

“...a robust and widely accepted framework for
conceptualizing the structure of personality... Although
the FFM is not universally accepted in the field...” [1]

Major concern: self-reported data.
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Agreeableness:

controlling for the other traits, we conducted five multiple re-
gression analyses in which each trait was regressed onto the

other four. After controlling for the other four traits, the amount
of unexplained variance left over was 78%, 48%, 46%, 96%,

and 86% for E, A, C, N, andO, respectively, indicating that there
were substantial proportions of variance unexplained.

Second, to determine whether any ‘‘third’’ variables ac-
counted for the observed state-level relationships, we conducted

Fig. 2. Map of state-level Extraversion.

Fig. 3. Map of state-level Agreeableness.
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Conscientiousness:

partial-correlation analyses controlling for statewide sociode-

mographic differences. These analyses provide a more conser-
vative test of the relationships between personality and the
state-level social indicators; therefore, any partial correlations

that meet or exceed our |.20| benchmark should be considered as

strong evidence for the importance of a particular personality
dimension at the state level. The sociodemographic variables
included in these analyses were median income, percentage of

Fig. 4. Map of state-level Conscientiousness.

Fig. 5. Map of state-level Neuroticism.
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Extraversion:

controlling for the other traits, we conducted five multiple re-
gression analyses in which each trait was regressed onto the

other four. After controlling for the other four traits, the amount
of unexplained variance left over was 78%, 48%, 46%, 96%,

and 86% for E, A, C, N, andO, respectively, indicating that there
were substantial proportions of variance unexplained.

Second, to determine whether any ‘‘third’’ variables ac-
counted for the observed state-level relationships, we conducted

Fig. 2. Map of state-level Extraversion.

Fig. 3. Map of state-level Agreeableness.
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Openness

state residents with higher education (i.e., at least a college
degree), percentage of African Americans, percentage of fe-

males, and proportion of state population living in urban cities
(i.e., states with cities that have a population of 1 million or

more). Again, to ensure that this strategy was appropriate, we
conducted another five multiple regression analyses, regressing
each trait on the other four traits and the five sociodemographic

variables. The amount of unexplained variance left over was
62%, 50%, 61%, 28%, and 46% for E, A, C, N, and O, re-

spectively, indicating that substantial proportions of variance
were not explained by the other traits or sociodemographic

variables.4

Below, we present the results for each of the FFM personality
dimensions. Specifically, we begin each section by focusing on

the state-level relationships for the sets of social indicators that
were predicted and by offering some potential interpretations of

the results. Then, we present state-level relationships for the
social indicators that were not predicted but yielded at least one
correlation that met or exceeded our effect size benchmark

(|.20|), and we speculate on what may underlie the correlations
that we did not predict. Of course, we acknowledge that some of

the interpretations are rather tentative. Nevertheless, these
entirely novel analyses highlight some potentially important

general geographical trends, so our interpretations are presented
in the hope of stimulating future work on these topics. The cor-
relations between each of the state-level FFMdimensions and the

social indicators are reported in Tables 2–6 for E, A, C, N, and O,
respectively. For presentational clarity, the predicted correlations

for each dimension are listed in boldface type.

E
Predicted findings. At the individual level, E is associated with

sociability, energy, and health. We therefore predicted that E
would be related to conceptually similar indicators at the state

level. As can be seen in Table 2, the results generally support
our predictions.

State-level E was positively related to indicators of social

involvement, such as attending club meetings, spending time in
bars, and entertaining guests at home. Moreover, these rela-

tionships remained when the sociodemographic variables were

Fig. 6. Map of state-level Openness.

4Results from large-scale survey studies indicate that access to and use of the
Internet varies across states (e.g., Peslak, 2004; Spooner, Meredith, & Rainie,
2003). For example, use of the Internet tends to be highest in the Northeast and
West Coast, as well as in large metropolitan cities (Spooner et al., 2003).
Moreover, sex, race, age, income, and education are among the strongest pre-
dictors of Internet usage (Peslak, 2004). It is therefore possible that our In-
ternet-based method may have resulted in the over- or undersampling of certain
demographic variables. However, for all analyses of the state-level indicators,
we conducted partial correlation analyses controlling for statewide differences
in sex, race, income, education, and the proportion of residents living in large
cities. These demographic variables have been shown to covary strongly with
statewide differences in Internet usage (Peslak, 2004; Spooner et al., 2003).
Nonetheless, to be sure that these variables account for possible differences in
Internet usage, we obtained state-level estimates of Internet use from the U.S.
Census Bureau (Day, Janus, & Davis, 2005) and redid all of our partial cor-
relation analyses controlling for Internet usage along with the five sociodemo-
graphic variables. The results from those analyses were virtually identical to the
results obtained when the Internet usage variable was not included as a cov-
ariate. Thus, even though statewide differences in Internet access may account
for some of the state-level personality correlations, its influence is redundant
with the sociodemographic variables already included in the analyses.
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Neuroticism:

partial-correlation analyses controlling for statewide sociode-

mographic differences. These analyses provide a more conser-
vative test of the relationships between personality and the
state-level social indicators; therefore, any partial correlations

that meet or exceed our |.20| benchmark should be considered as

strong evidence for the importance of a particular personality
dimension at the state level. The sociodemographic variables
included in these analyses were median income, percentage of

Fig. 4. Map of state-level Conscientiousness.

Fig. 5. Map of state-level Neuroticism.
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