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ABSTRACT 

 

Parenting is an important and variable job, with a wide range in parents’ behavior and 

decisions. An important part of this variance comes from the parent themselves.  

Individuals differences in parenting, such as personality traits, may explain a large 

portion of the variance in parents’ behavior and decisions. Personality traits may also 

explain how parenting is related to different child characteristics and behavior.  Using 

evolutionary theories of parenting and personality traits, my dissertation investigated the 

influence of HEXACO personality traits, in combination with children’s 

characteristics/behavior, across three parenting contexts. Study 1 examined the 

personality associations with parental investment versus other investment efforts, at the 

perceptual and behavioral level using infant images as stimuli to motivate parenting 

appeal and engagement. Study 2 examined personality links with adults’ punishment 

toward child misbehavior based on children’s age and intentionality. Study 3 observed 

the associations between personality and real-time parenting behavior. and how these 

links fit with children’s personality and behavior on a playground. My results showed 

that higher Emotionality (emotional attachment toward others), as per its theorized role as 

the strongest HEXACO trait with parenting, was associated with parenting and sensitivity 

to certain child characteristics across all three studies. Other HEXACO traits were also 

associated with more positive as well as harsh parenting behavior and responses that were 

context specific. Overall, my results depict that personality-related predispositions are 

flexible to child characteristics and delineate important parenting decisions across various 

contexts. 
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PREFACE 

A version of Chapter 2 (Study 1) of this dissertation is under review for 

publication. Franklin-Luther, P., Volk, A. A. (under review). HEXACO Personality 

Traits Associated with Parenting, Mating, and Somatic Investment Decisions. 

A version of Chapter 3 (Study 2) of this dissertation is under review for 

publication. Franklin-Luther, P., Volk, A. A. (under review). The Links Between Adult 

Personality, Parental Discipline Attitudes and Child Punishment. 

A version of Chapter 4 (Study 3) of this dissertation is under review for 

publication. Franklin-Luther, P., Volk, A. A. (under review). Exploring Bidirectional 

Links between Parent-Child Playground Behavior and HEXACO Personality Traits. 
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CHAPTER 1: GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

  

Parenting is an important job that has persisting implications on children’s 

development and overall well-being (Bjorklund et al., 2002). Numerous studies depict the 

substantial positive as well as negative consequences of parenting on children’s social, 

emotional, and cognitive development. In general, warm and supportive parenting 

practices and behavior are shown to be associated with a range of positive child outcomes 

including lower internalizing (Barrera et al., 2002) and externalizing problems (Denham 

et al., 2001) as well as higher social competence (Brody et al., 2002). In contrast, less 

responsive, hostile, and even overprotective parenting is associated with a host of 

negative child outcomes including externalizing problems (Fearon et al., 2010), 

psychological distress (Mallinckrodt & Wei, 2005), and lower social skills (McWayne et 

al., 20018; Spokas & Heimberg, 2009). These findings show that in addition to being an 

important job parenting also a variable job, in that there is a wide range in parents’ 

behavior and decisions.  

 Much of this variance is suggested to come from the parent themselves (Belsky, 

1984). More specifically, parents’ personality traits are theorized to be the most important 

parenting determinant, even beyond the environment or the child (Belsky, 1984). 

Evolutionary theory provides an important explanation for the influence and function of 

personality traits, which is beneficial for understanding parenting behavior and decisions. 

Evolutionary theory posits that personality traits are adaptations based on problems that 

existed in the ancestral environment and therefore continue to influence present day 

responses and behavior (Buss, 1991). Therefore, based on various selection pressures 

certain personality traits may predispose individuals to be less warm and responsive 
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and/or overprotective and anxious in their interactions with others, which could also 

influence their parenting behaviors. Thus, examination of personality traits from an 

evolutionary perspective will help us understand the reason behind various parenting 

behaviors.  

 An important reason why personality traits may be so relevant to the parenting 

context is that the variation in personality traits allows for flexible responses to different 

contexts that can lead to adaptive parenting outcomes (Buss 1991; 2009; De Vries et al., 

2016). With this regard, different innate predispositions in personality traits may interact 

differently with various child characteristics. This flexibility in personality traits may 

help parents respond to different child characteristics that can lead to adaptive parenting 

and child outcomes. This malleability and interactive function of personality traits may be 

especially relevant to the parenting context, which involves a bi-directional relationship 

between the parent and the child. Personality from an evolutionary perspective therefore 

may help to better understand how different personality traits in parents fit with different 

child characteristics and needs (Buss, 1991; Duntley & Buss, 2008).  

The new HEXACO personality model offers an exciting opportunity for exploring 

these personality links with parenting. The HEXACO was created based on an 

evolutionary framework and outlines important evolutionary costs and benefits associated 

with each of the traits (Ashton & Lee, 2007). Additionally, three out of the six HEXACO 

traits encompass a range of theoretically and empirically supported altruistic traits: 

Honesty-Humility or H (tendency to be more selfless and less exploitative; Lee & 

Ashton, 2004), Emotionality or E (tendency to feel emotional attachment; Lee & Ashton, 

2004), and Agreeableness or A (tendency to be more patient and less angry, Lee & 
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Ashton, 2004). Moreover, E specifically pertains to parenting and parent-child 

relationships (Ashton & Lee, 2007). These traits have previously been associated with 

hypothetical parenting behavior (Franklin-Luther, 2020), and other altruistic and 

prosocial behavior (Hilbig & Zettler 2009; Hodson et al. 2018). Furthermore, The 

HEXACO’s endeavor related traits include: eXtraversion (X; tendency to be more social; 

Lee & Ashton, 2004), Conscientiousness (C; tendency to be careful and diligent; Lee & 

Ashton, 2004), and Openness to Experience (O; tendency to be open to new ideas and 

experiences; Lee & Ashton, 2004). Some of these traits have also been previously 

associated with hypothetical caregiving behavior (e.g., C; Franklin-Luther, 2020). 

However, very few studies (less than 5) to date have examined the HEXACO personality 

traits from a parenting context. Given the evolutionary-based framework, a clear 

collection of altruistic traits that include a more specific trait pertaining to parenting, and 

the adaptive costs and benefits associated with the higher and lower poles of each trait, 

the HEXACO appears to be a highly valuable model to better understand and study the 

fundamental aspects of parenting behavior and decisions. I therefore examined the 

influence of parents’ HEXACO personality traits, in combination with children’s 

characteristics and behavior, on parenting decisions and behavior across various contexts: 

an evolutionary investment perspective, a disciplinary context, and a naturalistic real-time 

setting. The results from these three studies will help us better understand which 

personality traits benefit specific child characteristics and behavior, and whether these 

associations hold across different settings.  

 

 



 4 

Evolutionary Theory and Parenting 

 Evolutionary theory suggests that because individuals’ ultimate evolutionary goal 

is to propagate their genes to future generations (Dawkins, 1976; Trivers, 1972), parents 

have to continually make the decision of how much they should invest in their offspring 

vs. in other efforts (e.g., in themselves; Del Giudice et al., 2016; Gangestad, & Simpson, 

2000; Salmon, 2016; Stearns, 1989). Parents generally are psychologically motivated to 

invest highly in their offspring, as they do share 50% of their genes with the offspring. 

Thus, offspring survival till reproduction can help increase parents’ evolutionary fitness. 

Indeed, parents generally do invest heavily in their offspring (Bjorklund et al., 2002). 

However, some important factors, including child characteristics, such as children’s 

appearance (Franklin & Volk, 2018; Volk & Quinsey, 2002) and “difficult” behavior 

(e.g., crying, externalizing behavior; Gryczkowski et al., 2010; Lahey et al., 2008), may 

reduce parental investment and pose challenges in parenting decisions. While extremely 

harsh parenting decisions associated with these child characteristics may be less prevalent 

today (e.g., infant abandonment; Hrdy, 1991), underlying psychological mechanisms that 

may have influenced more severe parenting decisions in the past in response to these 

child characteristics may still be influencing parenting decisions and behavior today 

(Salmon & Shackelford, 2011). Thus, an evolutionary perspective is imperative for 

understanding general parenting differences as well as differences as a result of children’s 

characteristics, by highlighting important psychological mechanisms associated with 

these decisions.  
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Evolutionary Theory and Personality 

Psychological mechanisms are suggested to have been shaped by repetitive 

environmental pressures and adaptive problems that existed in the ancestral environment 

(Buss, 1991, Duntley & Buss, 2008). These environmental pressures were extremely 

varied, and thus required malleable ways to adapt to different environmental problems 

(Belsky et al., 2012; De Vries et al., 2016; Duntley & Buss, 2008). Because human 

evolution is driven through reproductive successes and reproduction-related problems, 

evolution may have more strongly favored psychological mechanisms that specifically 

helped with reproductive-related problems, such as parenting decisions (Duntley & Buss, 

2008). One such psychological mechanism is suggested to be personality traits (Duntley 

& Buss, 2008).  

Personality traits are shown to consistently influence one’s thoughts, perceptions, 

responses, and behaviour (Ajzen, 2005). More specifically, personality traits help process 

information, including perceptions and responses to children and children’s 

characteristics (Achtergarde et al. 2015; Gölcük & Berument, 2019). Personality 

dimensions also tend to be continuous, rather than bimodally distributed (Duntley & 

Buss, 2008). This variation in traits may help individuals make more flexible decisions 

based on varying circumstances, including various child behavior (Buss, 1991). As well, 

the continuous distribution of personality traits can also explain the variation between 

individuals and can therefore explain different ways in which individuals respond to 

different child characteristics and behavior (Duntley & Buss, 2008). For example, certain 

altruistic traits are shown to be associated with various types of prosocial/altruistic 

behavior including helping (Habashi et al., 2018) and hypothetical caregiving (Franklin-
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Luther, 2020). Therefore, similar traits may also be optimal for general parenting as they 

may help parents to be more kind, empathetic, and selfless in their parenting behavior and 

decisions. On the other hand, personality traits that related to being easily angered, 

irritable, and callous may generally reflect harsher parenting. Having higher levels of 

prosocial/altruistic traits also may further impact parenting differently based on children’s 

characteristics.  

Personality responses to Child Characteristics and Behavior 

 Because personality traits also broadly make-up one’s emotions, desires, and 

preferences (Buss, 1991; de Vries et al., 2016), they may play an important role in 

parents’ motivational system and psychological responses to children. Different child 

characteristics and behavior may therefore evoke different parenting decisions and 

behavior, that may be dependent on parents’ personality traits. For example, children’s 

physical appearance is shown to significantly influence parenting decisions (Franklin & 

Volk, 2018). This is because characteristics like children’s facial cues that indicate 

“cuteness” are shown to be adaptive in eliciting caregiving behaviors from parents and 

other adults (Volk & Quinsey, 2002; Lorenz, 1974).  Certain adults were more positively 

perceptive of such cues in children (Franklin-Luther, 2020). More specifically 

HEXACO’s altruistic personality traits (e.g., higher H and E) were related to more 

positive perceptions of children’s facial cues which consequently influenced their 

caregiving behavior (Franklin-Luther, 2020).  

On the other hand, children with difficult temperaments and who show 

externalizing behavior are shown to evoke higher parental stress, lower parental 

responsiveness and teaching effort, and generally more harsh parenting compared to 
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children who are easier going and compliant (Clark et al., 2000, Davis & Carter, 2008; 

Nachshen et al., 2005). Perhaps parents with higher levels of altruistic traits, such as 

higher sensitivity and warmth may be better able to understand their child’s perspectives 

and show more prosocial behavior with children despite difficult child behavior (Belsky 

et al., 2005). But how do these same personality traits relate to parenting when children’s 

characteristics and behavior are more difficult to handle?  Is a general 

prosociality/altruism still beneficial in this situation or is a more callous and rigid 

personality trait better able to handle the difficult and externalizing child behavior?  

HEXACO Personality Model 

The new HEXACO Personality Inventory may help answer these questions. Since 

the HEXACO was created using an evolutionary framework the high and low poles in 

each of the HEXACO’s six factors are suggested to be associated with important 

evolutionary costs and benefits, which could provide important insight into the variation 

in parenting. Honesty-Humility (H) pertains to avoiding manipulating others for personal 

gain (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Lee & Ashton, 2013). Some benefits associated with high H 

are possible social gains from being generally selfless while some costs included missing 

the opportunity to acquire resources from being manipulative and exploitative. 

Emotionality (E) pertains to feeling strong emotions and attachment toward others and is 

directly associated with parenting (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Lee & Ashton, 2013). Some 

benefits of being high in E are better care and protection for one’s family, however, some 

associated costs are missing the opportunity to acquire important resources from being 

too fearful and anxious (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Lee & Ashton, 2013). eXtraversion (X) 

relates to social boldness and high energy (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Lee & Ashton, 2013). 
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An obvious benefit is therefore social gains (such as mates, friends, and allies) while 

some costs include depleting time and energy as well as taking social risks. 

Agreeableness (A) pertains to being cooperative and patient (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Lee & 

Ashton, 2013). Some benefits include social gains from being cooperative with others 

and some costs include losses from being exploited by others. Conscientiousness (C) 

pertains to being more careful, diligent, and planning ahead (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Lee & 

Ashton, 2013). Some benefits of being high in C include material gains and safety. Some 

costs include depleting time and energy. Openness to Experience (O) pertains to being 

open to new ideas and experiences (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Lee & Ashton, 2013). Some 

benefits include material and social gains (from discovery) and some costs include 

depleting time and energy, and well as encountering social and other dangerous risks. By 

examining parenting through the HEXACO personality perspective, my dissertation 

provides a more fundamental understanding of parenting motivations and behaviors in 

response to children’s characteristics across various contexts using three studies.  

Overview of Current Studies 

My first study explored the fundamental individual factors that influence 

individuals to invest their time and resources in parenting versus other efforts, such as 

investing in oneself and/or investing in finding a partner/partners from a personality 

perspective (Del Giudice et al., 2016; Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Stearns, 1989). I 

examined this using parenting related stimuli, such as images of cute infant faces, as well 

as images of attractive adults and other images that depict investment in one’s own 

development and maintenance (e.g., exercising, saving money, etc.). This study will 

therefore help provide a deeper understanding of how personality traits influence 
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motivations associated with parenting and other investments, as well as actual behavior 

related to parenting and other investments. My second study examined the role of 

personality traits in influencing parental discipline attitudes and actual punishment 

responses to videos of children’s misbehavior. This study can help understand how 

personality traits can influence parenting decisions in a disciplinary context. My third 

study examined the influence of parents’ personality traits on actual parental behavior in 

a naturalistic setting. This study will also examine how parents’ personality traits and 

behavior fit with children’s behavior in actual parenting contexts.  

Study 1: One way to capture and better understand the fundamental personality 

traits associated with parenting is to explore the underlying evolutionary motivations for 

why some individuals choose to be parents. Evolutionary theory suggests that selection 

pressures influence individuals to invest their resources across three fundamental efforts:  

parental (investment in offspring), mating (investment in seeking many mates) and 

somatic (investment in one’s own growth and development; Del Giudice et al., 2016; 

Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Stearns, 1989). All three of these investment efforts allow 

individuals to achieve the most important evolutionary goal- propagating their genes to 

the next generation (Dawkins, 1976). However, due to the finite nature of resources there 

are important trade-offs associated with investment across these three efforts and 

therefore individuals must prioritize which strategy they should investment their 

resources (Del Giudice et al., 2016; Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Stearns, 1989).  

Therefore, in Study 1 examined personality traits associated with parenting, 

mating, and somatic investment behavior. Since motivation for any of these strategies 

will also influence internal perceptions of stimuli associated with each of the investment 
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strategies (Larsen & Buss, 2010), I also investigated the influence of personality traits on 

the three investment strategies through perceptions of infant faces, attractive adult faces, 

and images of various somatic behavior.  I predicted that having higher levels of altruistic 

traits, such as higher levels of Honesty-Humility (tendency to be less selfish; Lee & 

Ashton, 2004) and Emotionality (tendency to feel sentimental and attached; Lee & 

Ashton, 2004), and Agreeableness (tendency to be more patient and less angry; Lee & 

Ashton, 2004) will motivate individuals to pursue parenting efforts through more 

favorable perceptions of parenting-related stimuli (images of infants). On the other hand, 

I predicted that individuals lower on these traits will be geared toward mating and 

somatic stimuli and behaviors, as a result of having more selfish tendencies (Ashton & 

Lee, 2007). The results from this study can provide important insight into the underlying 

motivation behind parenting versus other investments. Study 2 and 3 of my dissertations 

will extend beyond these fundamental evolutionary motivations to examine whether the 

same personality traits that were in involved in motivating parenting motivations 

(examined in Study 1) will also be associated with actual parenting behaviors and 

responses in other contexts.  

Study 2: Study two examined parenting personality traits associated with 

parenting in a disciplinary encounter. Parental discipline to children’s misbehavior is an 

important aspect of parenting that can have important long-term effects on children’s 

social, emotional, and cognitive outcomes (Chumakov & Chumakova, 2019; Rodriguez, 

2013; Wang et al 2018).  The goal of my second study was to examine which personality 

traits can predict more harsh punishment to children’s misbehavior. Some parents punish 

children’s misbehavior more harshly than others and previous studies have suggested that 
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personality traits, such as being less empathic and angrier, may be important correlates to 

harsh punishment to children’s misbehavior (Holden, 2020). However not all adults with 

these traits necessarily punish children more harshly. Given that attitudes have previously 

been shown to be an important mediator between personality traits and behavior (Ajzen, 

2005; Lucidi et al., 2014), I examined the indirect effects of parental attitudes about 

discipline to explain the association between personality traits and harsh punishment to 

children’s behavior. I also examined whether these pathways change based on children’s 

characteristics and behavior, such as accidental versus intentional misbehavior and the 

child’s age.  I predicted that lower levels of HEXACO’s prosocial traits, as they have 

been associated with both various types of aggressive attitudes (Dane et al., 2018) and 

behavior (Book et al., 2014; Dinić & Wertag, 2018), will generally be associated with 

more severe punishment to children’s misbehavior. This study will help identity whether 

HEXACO’s lower prosocial personality traits can explain adults’ harsh punishments to 

children’s misbehavior. 

Study 3: Finally, in Study 3, I examined the influence of HEXACO traits on 

actual real-time parenting contexts. Previous studies suggest that actual observations of 

parenting behavior may show more consistent parenting compared to using self-reports 

(Drake and Ginsburg 2011; Zaslow et al., 2006). This is likely because actual 

observations of parenting behavior, while more time consuming and expensive, can 

depict important nuances within parenting behavior that may be important for more 

broadly understanding parenting (Mortensen & Cialdini, 2010). In addition to examining 

the link between parents’ personality traits and actual parenting behavior, I also examined 

the influence of parents’ personality traits on children’s behavior, as well as children’s 
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personality traits on parents’ behavior. Examining these different linkages can provide 

important information on the bi-directionally of parenting and child characteristics and 

how parents personality traits fit with children’s traits and behavior. I predicted that the 

personality traits that influenced individuals to prioritize parental behavior (in study 1) 

and less severe hypothetical punishment to children’s misbehavior (in study 2) will also 

be associated with more involved actual parenting behavior.  This study will therefore 

provide more information whether what we know about parenting and personality traits 

in hypothetical and self-reported contexts will also translate to actual parenting.  

Overall, my three studies depict the importance of HEXACO’s personality traits 

in explaining various forms of parenting behaviors and decisions. Additionally, my 

dissertation provides insight into the bi-directionality of parenting by explaining how 

adults’ personality traits respond to various types of child characteristics and behavior 

across different settings. The results of my dissertation provide important insight into the 

underlying motivations behind parenting decisions that can help to identify adults and 

parents who may be at-risk for harsh parenting, as well as certain child characteristics and 

behaviors that may evoke harsh parenting decisions and behaviors from certain parents. 

This can help tailor specific supports for at-risk adults and parents. On a more positive 

note, my dissertation can help identify which adult personality traits and child 

characteristics may evoke positive parenting and interactions with children. Overall, the 

findings from dissertation can ultimately help identify and promote positive parenting, 

parent-child interactions, and child outcomes.  
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CHAPTER 2: STUDY 1 

 

HEXACO Personality Traits Associated with Parenting, Mating, and Somatic 

Investment Decisions 

Evolutionary theory suggests that individuals may have adapted psychological 

mechanisms shaped by adaptive problems to influence present day decisions and 

behavior (Buss, 1991; 2009; Figueredo et al., 2004; 2007). Some researchers have used 

life history strategies (i.e., unified clusters of traits; Hertler et al. 2018; Pianka, 1970) to 

understand these decisions and outcomes. However, it is unclear whether humans actually 

possess unified clusters of individual traits associated with life history strategies (de Vries 

et al., 2016; Zietsch & Sidari, 2019). Instead, we focus on studying how the flexible 

expression of adaptive personality traits can allow individuals to make important fitness 

related decisions (Ashton & Lee, 2007; de Vries et al., 2016). Personality traits are 

suggested to represent the interaction between adapted predispositions and one’s 

environment (Buss, 1991; 2009; Kandler et al., 2019). Thus, personality traits may play 

an important role in helping individuals make decisions regarding fitness related 

outcomes such as survival, parenting and mating that can lead to adaptive outcomes 

(Buss, 1991; Buss & Greiling, 1999; De Vries et al., 2016; Duntley & Buss, 2008; 

Figueredo et al., 2007; Manson, 2015; Nettle, 2006).  

These outcomes are related to important investment decisions that individuals 

have to continually make. Evolutionary theory posits that individuals have limited 

resources in life and therefore must prioritize how they invest those resources (Del 

Giudice et al., 2016; Stearns, 1989). Generally, individuals can invest their resources into 

three types of investments: 1) survival, longevity and growth, known as somatic 
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investment, 2) current and/or future offspring (e.g., building a nest), known as parental 

investment and 3) acquiring and maintaining viable sexual partners, known as mating 

investment. These investments are not necessarily independent of each other, and very 

often overlap. For example, buying a big house can provide for/protect one’s self, one’s 

family and/or attract mates. However, due to the finite nature of resources individuals 

must at times prioritize where they will direct their efforts. Of course, these decisions are 

not always necessarily intentional or conscious. For instance, women today are 

increasingly focusing on their education and careers, and therefore delaying reproduction 

(Sauer, 2015). This can be an unconscious trade-off between somatic vs. parenting 

efforts, as women who decide to pursue higher education may not be consciously 

planning to also delay reproduction. On the other hand, women who are more focused on 

promoting their careers may be making a more conscious decision to temporarily hold-off 

reproduction in order to further their career.   

These investment decisions and trade-offs are therefore subject to important sex 

differences (Dawkin’s, 1976; Del Giudice et al., 2016; Trivers, 1972). Women allocate 

substantially more resources into parenting (e.g., gestation, labor, breastfeeding) 

compared to men (Dawkins, 1976; Geary, 2010; Trivers, 1972). As a result, women tend 

to be more cautious against casually seeking mates, as the burden of parental investment 

can fall more heavily upon them. On the other hand, men can seek and acquire many 

mates as they presumably have more resources to invest in mating versus parenting 

efforts (Draper & Harpending, 1988; Geary, 1998; Taniguchi, 2006). For example, the 

recent Ashley Madison online dating platform showed a high percentage of men, 

compared to women, who paid to have extramarital affairs (Chohaney & Panozzo, 2018). 
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Thus, men appear to more frequently pursue short-term mating compared to women due 

to the few evolutionary costs in pursuing this investment. With regards to somatic 

investment, as mentioned above, women today have a greater conflict between somatic 

versus parenting efforts, such as prioritizing career versus parenting demands. This is 

once again due to high levels of resources required from women for parenting. On the 

other hand, men do not need to invest much into parenting efforts and can have greater 

evolutionary benefits from investing in somatic efforts, such as competing with other men 

to acquire important resources (Draper & Harpending, 1988; Geary,1998).  

Personality traits may help men and women make these important decisions that 

can result in adaptive evolutionary payoffs (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Buss, 1999; de Vries et 

al., 2016). The HEXACO personality model in particular offers evidence for this because 

the HEXACO highlights important sex differences in personality traits that can lead to 

adaptive outcomes for men and women (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Lee & Ashton, 2004). A 

clear sex difference in the HEXACO is that women cross-culturally score higher on 

Emotionality (E; tendency to be emotionally attached to others; Lee & Ashton, 2004), 

compared to men. Higher E allows mothers to be more attached to their offspring and 

invest more into parental efforts, which can ensure offspring’s survival and development 

(Hrdy, 1999). Thus, higher E allows for adaptive parenting outcomes for women. In 

contrast, men tend to be lower on Honesty-Humility (H; tendency to cooperate and be 

less selfish; Lee & Ashton, 2004), compared to women. The lower pole of H, which 

entails the tendency to exploit others, can help men to be competitive with other men and 

acquire important resources, including more mates (Ashton & Lee, 2007). Thus, lower H 

generally results in more adaptive outcomes for men. The HEXACO also highlights 
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important other evolutionary costs and benefits associated with higher and lower levels of 

each of HEXACO traits (Ashton & Lee, 2007). Thus, the HEXACO is an important 

model to help understand personality influences on investment trade-offs decisions.  

Most studies that have examined personality links on investment efforts have 

focused on parenting and mating, with less attention given to somatic investment (e.g., 

Beall & Schaller, 2014; Međedović & Kovačević, 2020; Patch & Figueredo, 2017; Sng et 

al., 2017; Strouts et al., 2017). This is largely because choosing a mate and 

producing/caring for offspring are essential for directly driving one’s evolutionary fitness 

(Dawkins, 1976). However, we argue that selection pressures that influence allocation of 

resources toward somatic efforts should also be more frequently examined, in order to 

broadly understand individual’s investment decisions. We therefore examined the 

influence of personality traits on these three investment efforts. More specifically, given 

that personality traits play a consistent role in influencing one’s perceptions and behavior 

(Ajzen, 2005), we examined the influence of personality traits on appeal toward an 

investment (using images of cute infants, attractive mates, and appealing somatic 

behavior), and the influence of appeal on influencing engagement in those investments. 

These direct and indirect associations can help understand the influence of flexible 

predisposed traits on individuals’ investment decisions. 

Personality and Investment Decisions 

 Personality traits are theorised to influence important life decisions by influencing 

one’s general perceptions, attitudes and behavior (Ajzen, 2005). Given the important 

evolutionary outcomes associated with making fitness related decisions, personality traits 

may play a significant role in influencing one’s appeal toward specific investments as 
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well as one’s attitudes and behavior related to those investment efforts (de Vries et al., 

2016). More specifically, certain personality traits may be expressed or inhibited upon 

exposure to relevant fitness related stimuli. This expression of a trait can influence appeal 

toward that investment, which can in turn influence engagement in that relevant behavior 

(Tett & Burnett, 2003; de Vries et al., 2016). Thus, the influence of personality traits at 

the perceptual as well as behavioral level may be essential for making investment 

decisions related to parenting, mating, and somatic investments.  

Certain personality traits appear to be associated with parenting at the perceptual 

level and therefore influence appeal toward parenting, such as viewing infants and 

caregiving more favourably. Higher H was shown to be related to perceiving infant 

images more positively (Franklin-Luther, 2020). Additionally, higher E and higher 

Conscientiousness (C; tendency to be diligent; Lee & Ashton, 2004) were related to 

higher hypothetical caregiving desires when viewing images of cute infants (Franklin-

Luther, 2020). Similar personality traits also appear to more directly relate to parenting 

attitudes and behavior. Higher H related to planned parenthood (Međedović & 

Kovačević, 2020). As well, higher E was directly related to investment in parenting 

effort, measured by number of children (Međedović et al., 2018). Additionally, lower 

Openness to Experience (O; tendency to be open to new experiences; Lee & Ashton, 

2004) was related to having more children. Furthermore, higher Extraversion (X; 

tendency so be more sociable; Lee & Ashton, 2004) was related to early reproduction 

(Međedović et al., 2018). These findings show that personality traits related to being 

more selfless, empathetic, cautious, sociable and conventional may influence individuals 
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to perceive parenting as more appealing as well as influence these individuals to engage 

in parenting efforts. These traits may therefore be related to adaptive parenting outcomes.  

Some traits also appear to be specifically related to mating. While there has been 

less research on personality traits and mating on a perceptual level, some of the 

HEXACO traits have been related to short-term mating attitudes and behavior, which 

may also be associated with mating appeal. Specifically, tendencies to be more 

exploitative and status-seeking (lower H; Ashton & Lee, 2004), impulsive and reckless 

(lower C; Ashton & Lee, 2004), and less empathetic (lower E; Ashton & Lee, 2004) have 

been associated with short-term mating attitudes and behavior (Lee et al., 2013; 

Provenzano et al., 2018; Strous et al., 2017). Additionally, individuals higher in X, who 

tend to have higher self-esteem and social charm, are more successful in attracting mates 

and therefore may also be more successful engaging in short-term mating behavior 

(Ashton & Lee, 2007). These traits may be beneficial for individuals to invest in short-

term mating efforts which may lead to adaptive outcomes, especially for men (Geary, 

1998). 

Finally, there has been less research examining personality traits related to 

somatic investment per se. However, some studies show HEXACO personality traits to 

be related to important aspects of self-enhancement appeal and engagement. At the 

perceptual level, higher C which relates to prioritizing long-term goals (Ashton & Lee, 

2007) has been associated with the preference for a heathier diet (Monds et al., 2016). 

Higher X was related to the intention to exercise (Lodewyk, 2018). With regards actual 

engagement in self-enhancing behavior, lower H individuals spent more time exercising 

(MacCann et al., 2015). Lower H and higher C were also traits associated with higher 
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academic achievement (Janošević & Petrović, 2019). In addition to these empirical 

findings, higher E as it partially relates to higher anxiety (Ashton & Lee, 2007), may also 

be related to somatic investment, as these individuals may be more anxious about their 

future and may invest in acquiring more resources for a more secure future.  Overall, it 

appears that certain personality traits may be more geared toward parenting, mating, 

and/or somatic efforts at both the perceptual level as well as behavioral level (de Vries et 

al., 2016).  

Influence of Appeal on Investment Effort 

There appears to be a close link between one’s desires/appeal and one’s 

attitudes/behavior (Ajzen, 2005; de Vries et al., 2016). Thus, appeal toward an investment 

effort can likely increase engagement in that investment (de Vries et al., 2016). For 

instance, it has been shown that perceiving infants as cute can evoke actual caregiving 

behavior (Langlois et al., 1995). Similarly, stimuli of attractive potential mates that 

motivate mating appeal, can also in-turn influence mating attitudes and behavior 

(Gangestad & Simpson, 2000). Additionally, stimuli of self-enhancing behavior, such as 

observing someone exercising may motivate appeal toward that behavior, which can also 

increase engagement in similar self-enhancing behavior (Burke & Rains, 2019).  

In contrast, it also appears that higher appeal toward one investment can decrease 

engagement in other investments. One study showed that short-term mating efforts were 

inversely related to desire toward infants (Beall & Schaller, 2014). This speaks to the 

important trade-offs associated with the investment efforts. As mentioned above, due to 

the finite nature of individuals’ (metabolic and environmental) resources, individuals 

cannot invest equally across all three efforts (Del Giudice et al., 2016; Shennan, 2002). 
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The resources that go into one investment would not available for engagement into the 

other investments (Del Giudice et al., 2016; Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Stearns, 1989). 

Therefore, one’s appeal toward a certain investment may be an important psychological 

mechanism that helps increase or decrease engagement in other investment efforts in 

order to influence adaptive fitness outcomes. 

Indirect Effect of Appeal  

The fact that appeal toward one type of investment can increase engagement in 

that effort, as well as alter or shift engagement in other investment efforts, suggests that 

investment appeal can play a crucial indirect role between personality traits and 

investment decisions. The former has been suggested in a few previous studies. One 

study showed that adults higher in H reported higher hypothetical parental efforts, 

through higher levels of parenting appeal (i.e., perceiving infant images more positively), 

even though there was no direct association between H and hypothetical parenting 

(Franklin-Luther, 2020). This finding therefore depicts that certain personality traits can 

increase hypothetical investment, through higher levels of appeal toward that investment. 

Another study on job satisfaction showed that higher Agreeableness and 

Conscientiousness (on the Big Five Personality Model) increased more prosocial 

workplace behavior through higher job satisfaction (Ilies et al., 2009). This depicts that 

specific personality traits influence engagement in the workplace, through the appeal of 

job satisfaction. However, we do not yet know whether personality can increase 

engagement with an investment, by also suppressing appeal in other investments. 

Examining the indirect effect on investment appeal on the association between 

personality and investment engagement may provide important insight into how 
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predisposed personality traits can influence investment decisions and trade-offs, that can 

lead to adaptive outcomes. Such an indirect mechanism would allow for some flexibility 

for personality traits in making strategic investment decisions based on varying 

environmental circumstances (Buss, 1991).  

Current Study 

We therefore examined how personality traits directly and indirectly relate to 

investment engagement, through investment appeal, beyond the effects of sex (see Figure 

1). We investigated these associations in a sample of young adults, as young adults may 

be more actively making/engaging in parenting, mating, and somatic investment-related 

decisions (Eccles et al., 2003). For example, young men and women have to make 

important life decisions at this stage such as: whether they should continue their 

education, get married/make a long-term romantic commitment, and have children. 

Young adulthood is also a crucial stage in an individual’s life span, during which these 

investment decisions are more in conflict with each other and can significantly affect the 

trajectory of an individual’s life outcomes. For example, the decision to have children at 

this stage may mean slowing career advancement (especially for women; Padfield & 

Procter, 2014). Similarly, the decision to marry the current partner may mean no more 

casual sexual opportunities. Thus, examining investment decisions during this critical 

developmental stage can depict the flexible ways personality traits can help individuals 

make investment/life decisions that can lead to adaptive fitness outcomes and trade-offs.  

Generally, we predict that certain personality traits would relate to more than one 

type of investment, rather than being associated with a purely fast and slow life history 

continuum (de Vries et al., 2016). We predicted that higher H, E, X, and A 
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(Agreeableness; tendency to be patient and tolerant, Ashton & Lee, 2007) would be 

associated with parenting appeal and engagement, as these traits relate to cooperation, 

empathy, patience, and inter-personal orientation (Ashton & Lee, 2004; 2007). We 

predicted that lower H, lower C, and higher X would be associated with mating appeal 

and engagement, as these traits entail exploitation, impulsivity, and social charm (Ashton 

& Lee, 2004; 2007). Additionally, we predicted that lower H, and higher X and C would 

be associated with somatic appeal and engagement as these traits related to prioritizing 

self-enhancement, higher energy, and long-term achievement (Ashton & lee, 2007; 

2007). We also predicted these traits would indirectly increase engagement in these 

specific investments, by increasing relevant investment appeal. In contrast, we predicted 

that higher E, as it appears to be the strongest trait associated with parenting, would 

increase parenting engagement by decreasing mating appeal (Apicella & Marlowe, 2007; 

Beall & Schaller, 2014). Finally, we predicted that men would show higher mating 

desires, which would also increase mating engagement, due to the evolutionary benefits 

for men engaging in short-term mating behavior (Draper & Harpending, 1988; Geary, 

1998; Taniguchi, 2006).  

Method 

 

Participants 

 

 We recruited 516 young adults (50% female) between 24 and 35 years of age (M 

= 29.62, SD = 3.05), who lived in either Canada or America, using the Amazon 

Mechanical Turk (M-Turk) and Turk Prime websites. The majority of participants 

reported to be White (70.3%), while a minority reported to be Black (11.4%), Asian 

(7.8%), Latina/o (6.0%), and Other (4.5%). Most participants reported that their median 
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income was around $41,000–$60,000. About half the participants reported to be 

married/common law (41.3%) and the other half reported to be single (25%), dating/in a 

relationship (33.1%), or divorced (.6%). About half the participants reported to have no 

children, and the other half reported to have 1 (23.3%) or 2 (17.8%) children.  

Stimuli 

 We used online databases to gather high quality stimuli of infant faces (The City 

Infant Faces Database; Webb et al., 2018), adult faces (The Chicago Face Database; Ma 

et al., 2015), and somatic behavior (Google Images). The infant face data base included 

pictures of White infants (we were unable to find a validated infant face data base with 

different ethnicities) from 3 to 13 months of age and cuteness ratings for each infant. We 

chose 10 pictures of infants with the highest cuteness ratings. The adult face data base 

included Asian, Black, Latino and White men and women, as well as attractiveness 

ratings for each face. We chose 10 photos of women and 10 photos of men with the 

highest attractiveness scores for each race (2 Asian, 2 Black, 2 Latino, and 4 White). For 

somatic stimuli, we choose 10 photos from Google Images of individuals engaging in a 

range of somatic behavior. Each of the somatic images were presented with a caption of 

the behavior (e.g., exercising, eating healthy, saving money, getting a promotion, etc.).  

Measures 

  

 Personality traits: We used the 60-item HEXACO Personality Inventory- 

Revised (Ashton & Lee, 2009). The scale consists of six factor-level scales of 

personality. Each factor includes 16 items on a Likert scale ranging from 1-5 (strongly 

agree- strongly disagree). Sample items include “Having a lot of money is not especially 

important to me” for H (sample derived internal consistency, α = .79), “I feel like crying 
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when I see other people crying” for E (α = .79), “In social situations, I'm usually the one 

who makes the first move” for X, (α = .81), “I rarely hold a grudge, even against people 

who have badly wronged me” for A (α = .76), “I plan ahead and organize things, to avoid 

scrambling at the last minute” for C (, α = .79), “I would be quite bored by a visit to an 

art gallery” for O (α = .82).  

 Investment appeal toward investment-related stimuli: Participants were asked 

to rate their perceptions of infant faces (“Please rate infant face for cuteness”; Volk & 

Quinsey, 2002), attractive adult faces (“Please rate this adult face for attractiveness”), and 

a range of somatic stimuli (“Please rate how appealing this activity is to you”) on a Likert 

scale from 1-7 (Extremely low – Extremely High).  

Investment appeal toward hypothetical investment decisions: Participants 

were asked to rate how likely they would be to adopt (“Please rate how likely you would 

be to hypothetically adopt this infant”), date and hookup (which were then averaged; 

“Please rate how likely you would be to hypothetically date this person if you were 

single” and “Please rate how likely you would be to hypothetically hook-up with this 

person if you were single, i.e., have casual sex”, α = .95), and engage in the somatic 

behavior (“Please rate how likely you would be to hypothetically pursue this behaviour”), 

for the infant faces, adult faces, and somatic stimuli, respectively. These were measured 

on Likert scales from 1-7 (Extremely low – Extremely High). Sample derived internal 

consistencies for parenting, mating, and somatic desire were α = .82, .81, .88, 

respectively. 

 Investment Engagement:  We used The Revised Sociosexual Orientation 

Inventory (SOI–R; Penke & Asendorpf, 2008; Penke, 2013) to measure mating attitudes 
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and behavior. We used 9 items of the SOI-R is which included Likert Scale items from 1-

9 (Strongly disagree- Strongly agree, e.g., “I can imagine myself being comfortable and 

enjoying “casual” sex with different partners”) as well as 1-9 (never - at least once a day; 

e.g., “How often do you have fantasies about having sex with someone with whom you 

do not have a committed romantic relationship”). The scale also included ordinal scales 

from 0 – 20 or more (e.g., “With how many different partners have you had sex without 

having an interest in a long-term committed relationship with this person?”; α = .85). For 

parenting and somatic attitudes and behavior, we constructed 6 items that similarly 

measured both attitudes and behaviors on a Likert scale from 1-7 (Strongly Disagree- 

Strongly Agree). Sample items from Parenting attitudes/behaviour include, “I would be 

willing to take a 15% pay cut at my job to spend more time with my children” and 

“Parents should sacrifice to meet children’s needs” (participants were asked to answer in 

the hypothetical if they did not have children, α = .83). Sample items from Somatic 

attitudes/behaviour include, “I spend time being fit and watching my weight” and “It’s 

important to invest in myself” (α = .79).  

Procedure  

We recruited participants using Amazon Mechanical Turk (M-Turk; Litman et al., 

2017) and the Turk Prime website. Our questionnaires were loaded on the Qualtrics 

website. We collected data in batches of 60-120 participants at different times during the 

day, over the course of approximately one week, in order to increase variability in our 

participants. We also used data screening measures including: attention check questions 

(e.g., It is important that you pay attention to this study. Please click “Strongly 

Disagree”), completion time (participants who completed the study under ten minutes 
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were deleted), reported age (participants outside the range of 24-35 years were deleted), 

and adequate completion of all questionnaires (e.g., participants who inputted the same 

answer for an entire questionnaire were deleted). We rejected/deleted 59 participants who 

did not meet our screening measures. At the beginning of the study, participants were 

asked “Who are you MOST sexually attracted to? Men or Women”. Participants who 

chose “men” only saw the male face stimuli, and vice-versa for participants who chose 

“women”. The study took approximately 30 minutes to complete and questionnaires were 

randomly presented to the participants. Participants who met our screen criteria received 

$10 US for their participation.  

Results 

 

Examination of univariate assumptions showed outliers beyond +/-3 standard 

deviations for E, A, mating stimuli appeal, somatic stimuli appeal, and parenting, mating 

and somatic engagement. Therese variables were Winsorized. There were no other 

violations for univariate and multivariate assumptions (Tabachnick, & Fidell, 2007). 

Using SPSS version 25 we conducted a Principal Components Analysis (PCA) using 

Direct Oblimin rotation to combine stimuli appeal (3 items) and hypothetical investment 

appeal (3 items). The PCA revealed three clear factors with over .90 convergence across: 

parenting, mating, and somatic appeal and desire.  Next, to examine the associations 

between personality and investment engagement, through the indirect role of investment 

appeal, we conducted a path analysis with Maximum likelihood to estimate the model 

using MPlus version 7.2. (Muthen & Muthen, 1998–2017). All direct and indirect paths 

were estimated due to the partial exploratory nature of this study.  
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Correlations 

Our zero-order correlations showed small to medium effects and were consistent 

with the pattern of results in our path model (see Table 1). 

Direct Paths 

All of our direct paths showed small effects (Cohen, 1992). Higher parenting 

appeal was related to higher E, higher X, and lower C. Higher mating appeal was related 

to lower H, higher X, higher A, lower C, higher O, and being a man. Higher Somatic 

appeal was related to lower H and higher E, X, A, and C. Higher parenting engagement 

was related to higher parenting and somatic appeal, higher E, and higher A. Higher 

mating engagement was related to lower parenting appeal, higher mating appeal, lower H 

and lower C. Higher somatic engagement was related to higher somatic appeal, higher X 

and higher C.  (see Table 2). 

Indirect Paths 

All of our indirect paths also showed small effects (Cohen, 1992). Higher E, X, A, 

and lower C were related to higher parenting engagement, through higher parental appeal. 

Higher E, X, and C were related to higher parenting engagement, through higher somatic 

appeal. Lower E, X, and A were related to higher mating engagement through lower 

parental appeal.  Lower C was related to higher mating engagement through higher 

parental appeal. Lower H, higher A, higher O, and men were related to higher mating 

engagement through higher mating appeal. Lower H, and higher E, X, A, and C were 

related to higher somatic engagement through higher somatic appeal (see Table 3).  
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Discussion 

We examined the direct and indirect pathways between personality traits and 

investment engagement, through investment appeal to determine whether personality 

influenced different forms of investment. Our data showed that personality traits may 

indeed be an important evolutionary psychological mechanism that helps individuals 

make investment decisions by influencing appeal as well as engagement in investment 

efforts (Figueredo et al., 2004; Manson, 2015; Nettle, 2005; Schaller & Murray, 2008). 

More specifically, our results show that different HEXACO personality traits related to 

each of the three different forms of investment. Most of the personality traits had 

overlapping links to the different forms of investment at both the direct (perceptual) and 

indirect (attitude/behavioral) level. In other words, most of the personality traits that 

influenced investment appeal also influenced investment engagement. Furthermore, our 

results also showed that appeal can play an important indirect role in delineating and 

shifting investment engagement. We start our discussion with explaining the direct links 

between HEXACO personality traits and investment efforts.  

Personality Influence on Investment 

Parenting: Higher E, X, A, and lower C were related to higher parenting appeal as 

well as parenting engagement. The link between E and parenting is consistent with 

theoretical empirical evidence depicting higher E’s proclivity toward infants and 

caregiving desires (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Lee & Ashton 2004; Franklin-Luther, 2020; 

Manson, 2015) and associations with actual parenting behavior (Međedović et al., 2018). 

Individuals who are more empathetic and have stronger emotional attachment toward 

others may perceive infants more positively and may also enjoy caring for 
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infants/children and being parents (Ashton & Lee, 2007). Additionally, sociable 

individuals enjoy interacting with other people, which may also include children (Ashton 

& Lee, 2007). This social motivation may relate to a higher preference for infants and 

caregiving at a perceptual level (Metsäpelto & Pulkkinen, 2005), as well parenting 

behavior (Nettle, 2005; Prinzie et al., 2009). Furthermore, higher levels of patience and 

tolerance in higher A individuals may be an important trait associated with favorable 

perceptions of infants and parenting (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Tobin et al., 2000) as well as 

more positive parenting behavior (Bailey et al., 2013; Coplan et al., 2009; De Haan et al., 

2009; Kochanska et al., 2004). Being tolerant and patient may be especially important to 

keep up with on-going child and other parenting demands. Finally, it was interesting that 

lower C (being more reckless and impulsive; Ashton & Lee, 2007), rather than higher C 

(being more diligent and cautious; Ashton & Lee, 2007) was related to higher parenting 

appeal and engagement. This finding contradicts a previous study which found that 

higher C was related to higher parenting appeal (measured through hypothetical 

caregiving desire; Franklin-Luther, 2020). Our lower C findings could be related to the 

age range of our sample. Young adults that are higher on C may be more focused on 

longer-term somatic goals (e.g., careers and wealth/education; see below) that preclude 

early parental investment in modern society. In modern society, it may be adaptive for 

higher C individuals to focus on enhancing/establishing one’s somatic resources during 

early adulthood as a means of establishing a stronger base from which to engage in future 

parenting efforts (Arora & Rangnekar, 2016; Jokela et al., 2011; Nettle, 2006). In 

contrast, young adults lower in C, who do not have longer-term somatic goals may find 
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parenting stimuli more appealing as an immediate investment as earlier onset of 

reproduction may confer adaptive benefits (Nettle et al., 2013). 

Mating: Lower H, lower C, higher X, higher O and men were related to higher 

mating appeal and engagement. A host of previous studies have depicted that lower H, as 

it relates to being more selfish/entitled, manipulative and strategic, was linked with the 

desire to have uncommitted short‐term sexual partners as well as actually engaging in 

short-term mating (Book et al., 2015; Dir et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2013; Manson, 2015; 

Međedović et al., 2018; Provenzano et al., 2018). Lower H individuals may feel that they 

are entitled to many mates and they may also be better at manipulating/exploiting others 

to engage in short-term casual mating (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Lee et al., 2013). 

Additionally, lower C’s higher tendency toward sensation seeking and impulsivity is 

shown to be one of the strongest predictors of short-term mating desires and behavior 

(Ashton & Lee, 2007; Hoyle et al., 2000; Provenzano et al., 2018). Thus, higher levels of 

thrill/sensation seeking may motivate lower C individuals to enjoy the idea of short-term 

mating, while the impulsiveness may be helping them to be successful in engaging in 

short-term mating. Furthermore, higher social boldness, self-esteem and social 

motivation, which describe higher X, were previously also related to favorable attitudes 

about short-term mating as well as higher short-term mating behavior (Heaven et al., 

2000; Nettle, 2005; 2006; Orzeck & Lung, 2005; Schmitt & Shackelford, 2008). Higher 

X is also reported to be one of the most desirable traits in a potential mate, which may 

further lead to short-mating success in these individuals (Figueredo et al., 2006; Lee & 

Ashton, 2013). Higher X individuals may generally be motivated to seek out social 

contact through short-term mating, and their social charm may be further helping them to 
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be successful in short-term mating efforts. Moreover, higher O’s desire for variety, 

exploration, and new experiences may explain short-term mating appeal and 

attitudes/behavior (Asendorpf et al., 2011; McCrae & Sutin, 2009; Lewis et al., 2015). 

Also, men gain direct evolutionary benefits from engaging in many short-term mating, 

such as transmitting their genes to future generations with very little investment of their 

resources (Buss, 2003; Trivers, 1972). Finally, higher A was related to mating appeal, but 

not mating engagement. Higher A individuals are more lenient in their ratings of others 

and tend to be more cooperative, which may explain their affinity toward higher mating 

appeal (Bernardin et al., 2000). Higher A has also not been previously associated with 

short-term mating. This is likely due to higher A individuals’ motivation to maintain 

social relationships, which prioritizes long-term relationships (Holtzman & Strube, 2013; 

Schmitt & Shackelford, 2008). Thus, higher A may be beneficial for influencing appeal 

but not engagement in short-term mating, likely because higher A tendencies are not 

conducive for short- versus long-term mating.  

Somatic: Lower H, higher E, higher X and higher C were related to somatic 

appeal and engagement. The lower H finding attests to lower H individuals’ desire for 

wealth, material resources, power and status that appear to drive much of their behavior 

(Ashton & Lee, 2007; Ashton et al., 2014; Pozzebon & Ashton, 2009). Acquiring these 

material resources may seem important for lower H individuals so that they can signal 

their status and potentially acquire other goals (such as more mates; Ashton et al., 2014; 

Provenzano et al., 2018).  Higher anxiousness in higher E individuals may be also be 

increasing somatic appeal and engagement as a means of enhancing their own personal 

resources and ensuring their own well-being as well as the well-being of their kin 
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(Ashton & Lee, 2007). With regards to the higher X links, many of our somatic stimuli 

were socially-oriented (e.g., investing time with friends or going on vacation with a 

partner), and this social form of self-investment may have tapped into the social 

motivation associated with higher X individuals. Our data suggest that extroverts may 

indeed be motivated to investment more in social resources (Ashton & Lee, 2007). 

Additionally, higher C individuals, as they are more diligent and goal oriented (Ashton & 

Lee, 2007), may be geared towards investing time and energy towards accruing longer-

term social, financial and health-related goals. Finally, similar to our findings with 

mating, higher A was related to somatic appeal but not somatic engagement. Once again, 

higher A might make individuals to perceive somatic and mating as more appealing 

because higher A relates to flexibility, tolerance and forgiveness (Ashton & Lee, 2007). 

However, higher A does not appear to sufficiently motivate individuals to engage in 

somatic or mating behavior.   

Thus, it appears that certain personality traits that were associated with appeal 

toward an investment were also generally associated with attitudes and behavior related 

to those investments (de Vries et al., 2016), with the exception of higher A. The former 

suggests that personality traits may be an important psychological mechanism that elicits 

investment appeal and engagement to influence adaptive fitness related outcomes. Certain 

personality traits were also associated with more than one investment. For instance, 

higher X was associated with parenting, mating, and somatic appeal and engagement. 

Other researchers have previously suggested that X includes many personality 

dimensions, such as dominance and social boldness, as well as traits such as warmth and 

affiliation (Holtzman & Strube, 2013; Lucas et al., 2000). This may also reflect the 
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centrality of social interactions in all three aspects of life investment. Additionally, lower 

C was related to both parenting and mating appeal and engagement. Thus, rather than a 

unique set of traits predicting a singular dimension of fast or slow life history such as 

mating or parenting, our data shows that independent personality traits may flexibly 

predict multiple investment efforts (de Vries et al., 2016). The flexibility in personality 

traits therefore appears to help individuals to more flexibly allocate resources toward one 

or more investment efforts that may be adaptive based on specific environmental 

pressures. The links with higher A and mating appeal, but not mating engagement speaks 

to the important role of appeal in linking personality traits and engagement that can lead 

to adaptive outcomes (see below). Before discussing these indirect effects in more detail, 

I will briefly explain our findings between appeal and engagement. 

Influence of Investment Appeal on Investment Engagement  

As predicted, investment appeal toward one investment also related to 

engagement in that relevant investment. Interestingly, however, parenting and somatic 

appeal were both related to engagement in parental investment, suggesting that somatic 

appeal may be most compatible with parental efforts. This makes sense given that 

parenting efforts not only involve caring for infants but may require having adequate 

resources in order to provide for and protect one’s offspring(s) (Hrdy, 1999; Trivers, 

1972). We also found that mating engagement was inversely related to parenting appeal, 

similar to previous findings (e.g., Beall & Schaller, 2014). As discussed before, due to the 

limited nature of one’s resources, investment into one effort may reduce investment in the 

other investment efforts (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Stearns, 1989; Strouts et al., 2017; 

Trivers, 1972). This inverse association may be especially pertinent to parenting and 
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mating which are dichotomous/distinct from one another, and are both direct mechanisms 

that enhance one’s evolutionary fitness (Dawkins, 1976; Gangestad & Simposon, 2000). 

This further suggests that rather than individuals choosing a fast (e.g., mating) versus 

slow (parenting and somatic) life history continuum, important psychological 

mechanisms may be helping individuals to allocate resources toward one of more direct 

form of investment, either parenting or mating, by suppressing appeal for the other. 

Somatic investment, rather than being another aspect of slow life history, may be an 

indirect fitness investment that is compatible with both parenting and mating efforts. This 

inverse relationship between parenting and mating was also depicted in our indirect 

results.  

Indirect Effect of Investment Appeal  

Most of our indirect effects showed that the personality traits that influenced 

appeal toward one investment also influenced engagement in that investment, through the 

indirect effect of that investment appeal. This suggests that predisposed appeal toward a 

certain investment may be an important indirect mechanism to influence engagement in 

that effort (de Vries et al., 2012). This is not surprising as personality is shown to have 

significant effects on one’s desires/preferences that in turn also relate to 

behavior/attitudes (Ajzen, 2005). Furthermore, we found that some personality traits that 

were not directly related to investment engagement, were indirectly linked to engagement 

through relevant investment appeal. More specifically, higher A was not directly 

associated with mating or somatic engagement in our study, although it was related to 

mating and somatic appeal. Higher A does not appear to be related to short-term mating 

in previous studies as this trait instead is associated with long-term relationships 
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(Holtzman & Strube, 2013; Schmitt & Shackelford, 2008). Higher A may also not be 

expressed in the context of somatic investment as it has less to do with self-enhancing 

motivation (de Vries, 2016). However, our results suggest that higher A may be a 

particularly flexible/lenient trait that can potentially increase engagement in mating and 

somatic investment through motivating appeal in those investments. This seemingly 

exceptional flexibility with higher A highlights this as an important trait that may be 

more malleable to making various investment decisions, which is not far off from the 

core nature of higher A (Ashton & Lee, 2007). However, future researchers should 

further investigate whether higher A leads to various investment engagement that can 

depict adaptive outcomes in various contexts. 

We also found that higher E was related to lower mating engagement through 

higher parenting appeal. Higher E is shown to be particularly predisposed toward 

parenting investment (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Franklin-Luther, 2020). Therefore, higher E 

may elicit parental appeal investment, which in turn may suppress one’s mating 

engagement. Once again, this is likely because parenting and mating efforts are most 

distinct from each other (Gangestad & Simpson, 2000; Stearns, 1989; Strouts et al., 2017; 

Trivers, 1972), and engagement in short-term mating would therefore reduce the 

availability of resources that would be “better spent” in parenting efforts for higher E 

individuals. Thus, in addition to facilitating parenting efforts, higher E may also be 

suppressing mating desires or appeal, which can lead to more adaptive parenting 

outcomes. Similarly, lower C was indirectly related to mating efforts through lower 

parenting appeal. Lower C is characteristic of impulsiveness and sensation seeking, and 

one of the strongest predictors of short-term mating (Hoyle et al., 2000; Provenzano et 
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al., 2018). Thus, in order to facilitate mating efforts that can lead to adaptive mating 

outcomes, lower C may also be suppressing parenting preferences, similar to our general 

pattern of results. It is not surprising that these inverse appeal and engagement findings 

were only related to higher E and lower C, for parenting and mating efforts, respectively. 

E is shown to be the most relevant trait associated with parenting (Ashton & Lee, 2007). 

Thus, E may be a crucial trait that not only facilitates parental investment efforts but also 

does this by suppressing mating motivation. Similarly, lower C is shown to be the 

strongest trait associated with short-term mating behavior (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Hoyle et 

al., 2000; Provenzano et al., 2018). Thus, lower C may be especially significant for 

increasing mating efforts while suppressing parenting motivation. Particularly in light of 

the trade-off with mating and parenting related to the strongest mating and parenting 

personality traits, respectively, these results are the clearest examples of personality-

driven investment trade-offs in favor of parenting versus mating, or purely somatic effort.   

Limitations 

There are some important limitations in our study that should be considered when 

interpreting our results. Since our data was cross-sectional, we cannot make causal 

inferences about the effect of personality traits on investment decisions. Longitudinal 

studies are needed to capture the ongoing influence of personality traits on the different 

investment decisions, that may change based on one’s developmental stage. Additionally, 

all our measures were self-reports, which may have biased responses to more sensitive 

questions, such as those pertaining to sexual behavior (Tourangeau & Yan, 2007). 

However, the HEXACO self-report is shown to have strong reliability and validity (Lee 

et al., 2008). Future research should however replicate our findings using actual 
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observations of investment-related behavior. Another limitation is that our sample was 

recruited from a crowd sourcing website, which is shown to include sampling biases, 

such as higher education and lower income, compared to the general population (Paolacci 

et al., 2010). However, this recruitment method is also suggested to be more 

demographically diverse compared to typically used participant pools (e.g., 

undergraduate samples and convenience sampling; Buhrmester et al., 2018) and was also 

most feasible to recruit participants within our limited age range. Another limitation is 

that we used images of investment-related stimuli that lack contextual nuance and may 

not have been representative of actual environmental factors that influence investment 

decisions. However, we used two measures for appeal and two measures for engagement 

across each investment that showed redundancy within and between these measures. 

Additionally, there are various other individual and environment factors that could 

influence investment decisions (e.g., one’s own mate value, economic resources, culture, 

etc.) that were not investigated in our study. These factors should be further examined to 

better understand their associations with HEXACO personality traits and investment 

decisions.   

Conclusion 

Our results demonstrate that personality traits may have evolved to be flexible 

psychological mechanisms that influence investment decisions. This flexibility is 

expressed differently for different HEXACO traits and different investment types. We did 

not find evidence for a dimensional slow or fast life history continuum associated with 

investment efforts. While we do not dispute such a plausible mechanism, we suggest that 

there appear to be alternate views of human personality. Our study highlights the 
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potentially adaptive role of personality traits to influence one’s appeal toward an 

investment, that may then influence investment decisions. Additionally, some personality 

traits may suppress other investments motivations in order to facilitate adaptive fitness 

related outcomes. Thus, personally traits appear to be partly inherited, partly developed 

traits (Kandler et al., 2019) that influence important biological fitness trade-offs and help 

individuals to allocate their resources investment efforts that will lead to the most 

adaptive outcomes. Our study findings are relevant for future researchers who are 

interested in studying how individuals make adaptive life decisions. From a more applied 

perspective, they may help inform individuals as to what kinds of decisions are most 

likely to be compatible with individual personality types. This is important information 

that can help us understand how and why individuals make important life decisions, 

related to parenting, mating, and somatic efforts.  
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Table 2.1. Descriptives and Correlations between Sex, Personality, Investment Appeal, and Investment Engagement
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Table 2.2. Standardized and Unstandardized Direct Path Results between Personality, Appeal, and Investment Engagement 
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Table 2.3.  Standardized and Unstandardized Indirect Significant Path Results from Personality, Appeal, and Investment 

Engagement
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Figure 2.1. Hypothesized path model between persoanlity and investment engagement through the indirect effect of investment 

appeal, after controllig for sex. 
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CHAPTER 3: STUDY 2 

 

The Links Between Adult Personality, Parental Discipline Attitudes and Child 

Punishment 

 

Although adults’ intentions behind punishing children’s misbehavior are generally 

not to harm the child, but rather to correct the child’s misbehavior, some adults use 

harsher punishments that can have substantial negative consequences on children’s 

outcomes, such as: increased aggression, delinquency, hostile attributions, mental health 

problems, lower moral internalization, avoidance of parents and intergenerational 

violence (Afifi et al., 2006; 2013; Ateah & Durrant, 2005; Gershoff, 2002; Gromoske & 

Maguire-Jack, 2012; Strine et al., 2012; Watakakosol et al., 2019). This inevitably brings 

up the question of why some adults punish their children’s misbehavior more severely 

than others. We know that life stress and family structure are some important social 

determinants that play a role in contributing to adults’ use of severe punishments (Leary 

et al., 2008; Pereira et al., 2012). Additionally, the type of misbehavior may also play a 

role (Ateah & Durrant, 2005). However, despite these factors not all adults respond with 

harsh/severe punishments to children’s misbehavior. Many researchers have concluded 

that adults’ individual differences, such as personality traits, are important predictors of 

responses to children’s misbehavior (Ateah, & Durrant, 2005; Belsky, 1984; Chumakov 

& Chumakova, 2019; Leung & Slep, 2006; Rodriguez, 2018). Personality traits also play 

a major role in influencing one’s attitudes about acceptable punishment to children’s 

misbehavior (Ajzen, 2005; Holden et al., 2014), and these attitudes have been separately 

linked with adults’ punishments to children’s misbehavior (Ateah & Durrant, 2005; 

Rodriguez, 2013; Wang et al 2018).  
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To our knowledge no one has examined parenting attitudes as an indirect link 

between personality traits and a willingness to use harsh punishment. Nor have they 

studied how personality traits influence the perceptions of nuances associated with 

children’s misbehavior, such as the type of child misbehavior (e.g., intentional vs. 

accidental) or whether it is done by a younger or older child. Understanding the different 

individual factors, as well as conditions under which parents may respond with harsh 

punishment to children’s misbehavior, is important to broaden our knowledge of why 

adults use harsh punishment toward children. We therefore investigated the associations 

between adults’ personality traits, attitudes about acceptable punishments and 

endorsement of harsh punishment using videos of children’s misbehaviors, that allows us 

to understand these concepts in both parents and non-parents using an ethical and 

controlled research design.  

Personality and Punishment  

Personality traits are suggested to be important psychological mechanisms that 

process information in the environment to influence how one perceives and responds to 

various situations (Buss, 1991). Personality traits are thus closely tied with one’s 

thoughts, feelings and behavior (McCrae & Costa, 1990), including prosocial and 

caregiving behavior (Habashi et al., 2018; Franklin-Luther, 2020) as well as more harsh 

behavior (Book et al., 2012; Dinić & Wertag, 2018). Belsky (1984) went as far as to 

suggest personality traits may be one of the most important determinants of harsh 

parental behavior. Indeed, studies have shown that in both parents and non-parents’ 

personality traits such as lower levels of empathy (Rodriguez, 2013), higher levels of 

anger (Ateah & Durrant, 2005; Del Vecchio & O’Leary, 2008; Rhoades et al., 2017) and 
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lower emotional stability (Chumakov & Chumakova, 2019) were associated with more 

severe punishment toward children. These traits may also hinder adults’ ability to 

accurately process the context of children’s misbehavior (Rhoades et al., 2017). 

We know that personality traits, such as anger, influence adults to sometimes 

misperceive children’s misbehavior as being deliberate and intentional and therefore 

endorse more severe punishment (Rodriguez, 2018). However, we do not know how 

these effects play out when children’s behaviors are indeed intentional versus an accident, 

given that angry individuals are more likely to interpret ambiguous cues as having a 

hostile intent (Tuente et al., 2019). Perhaps higher anger and more callous personality 

traits mask one’s ability to accurately process the intention behind the misbehavior in a 

disciplinary encounter. Similarly, these traits may limit the ability to rationalize whether 

the misbehavior was developmentally appropriate, such as whether a younger child’s 

misbehavior should be similarly punished as an older child’s misbehavior.  More 

prosocial traits, such as higher levels of empathy, have previously been related to being 

more sensitive and caring toward vulnerable individuals (Watt, 2005).  Thus, similar 

traits may also help to more accurately process the context of children’s misbehavior to 

influence severity of punishment. Interestingly, not all adults with these less prosocial 

traits (e.g., the inability to feel empathetic toward the child and/or control one’s own 

anger) always respond harshly to children’s misbehavior (Holden et al., 2014; Holden, 

2020). This suggests that there may be important indirect pathways explaining the effect 

between personality traits and endorsement of harsh punishment to different contexts of 

children’s misbehavior.  
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Indirect Effect of Parenting Attitudes  

One potentially significant influence on harsh punishment toward children may be 

adults’ attitudes about harsh punishment. Attitudes reflect one’s previous experiences, 

values and perceptions (Budd et al., 2015; Holden, 2020), and are formed through 

personal experiences, cultural norms and observations of others’ behavior (Simons & 

Wurtele, 2010; Taylor et al., 2017). Attitudes are shown to predict even single outcome 

behavior (e.g., health behavior, Conner et al 2015; delinquency, Thomas, 2018). With 

regards to attitudes about punishment, adults appear to develop attitudes about acceptable 

punishment toward children’s misbehavior even before they become a parent and/or 

before the child begins to show chronic misbehavior (Vittrup et al., 2006). Thus, attitudes 

about punishment may stem from and/or reflect one’s personality traits.  

Researchers have indeed suggested that attitudes and other cognitive biases are 

projections of one’s personality traits (Eysenck’s, 1961; Stankov, 2007). Others have also 

suggested that personality traits can inform one’s thoughts and perceptions (McCrae & 

Costa, 1990). With regards to parenting attitudes specifically, Belsky (1984) implicated 

parenting attitudes to be shaped by parents’ personality traits. These theories suggest that 

personality traits may be an important antecedent that influences one’s attitudes about 

punishment toward children’s misbehavior. Indeed, not all adults have negative attitudes 

about harsh punishment despite the negative consequences of using harsh punishment 

(Bensley et al., 2004). Thus, some of the personality traits that have been associated with 

actual harsh punishment toward children may also be associated with favorable attitudes 

regarding punishment. For example, adults who were more easily angered were more 

likely to feel ambivalent and/or favorable about harsh physical punishment as a way to 
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correct children’s misbehavior (Holden, 2020). Thus, anger, and potentially other less 

prosocial traits, may be important personality traits that influence favourable attitudes 

about harsh punishment. 

Attitudes about appropriate and effective punishment may then affect individuals’ 

use of actual harsh punishment toward children’s misbehavior (Armitage & Christian, 

2003; Ajzen 2005; Deater-Deckard et al., 2003; Paulson et al., 2012). More specifically, 

attitudes about harsh punishment were related to rationalizing severe punishment toward 

children’s misbehavior, even beyond other inherent determinants of harsh behavior 

toward children such as life stresses (Ateah & Durrant, 2005; Crouch et al., 2012; Holden 

et al., 2014; Wang et al., 2018). It appears that if one perceives harsh physical and even 

non-physical (e.g., harsh verbal feedback) punishments to children as acceptable and 

effective for correcting children’s behavior, they are more likely to respond to children’s 

misbehavior with harsh punishment (Holden, 2020; Holden et al., 2014; Taylor et al., 

2017; Wang et al., 2018). For example, adults who had positive attitudes about physical 

punishment were more likely to use harsh physical punishment (Ateah & Durrant, 2005; 

Rodriguez, 2013; Wang et al 2018) as well as non-physical and psychologically harsh 

punishment toward children (e.g., yelling; Budd et al., 2012; Khamis, 2000). 

  Attitudes about punishment toward children have been examined as a mediating 

effect between SES and endorsement of punishment (Pinderhughes et al., 2000), as well 

as between previous experience with physical punishment and the use of physical 

punishment (Bower-Russa (2005). However, an indirect effect with personality traits has 

not yet been examined. Various evidence points to the importance of attitudes about 

punishment as a potentially important indirect effect between personality traits and 
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punishment toward children’s misbehavior. First, similar personality traits (e.g., anger or 

low empathy) were independently related to both parental attitudes and behavior about 

punishment, but that not all adults with higher levels of those traits necessarily endorsed 

harsh punishment toward children, suggesting a plausible indirect effect (Baron & 

Kenny,1986). Furthermore, attitudes have played an important role in explaining the 

association between personality and various other types of behaviors (Ajzen, 2005; 

Lucidi et al., 2014).  Thus, having higher levels of antagonistic traits such as anger, 

irritability, less empathy and emotional attachment may be important traits that influence 

adults’ perception of harsh punishment as an acceptable disciplinary method, thereby 

influencing the kind of discipline adults choose to employ.  

Current Study 

 

Therefore, after controlling for sex, life stress and number of children, which were 

shown to be important demographic factors associated with harsh punishment toward 

children (Leary et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2015), we examined the direct and indirect 

associations between adults’ personality traits, parental discipline attitudes and harsh 

punishment to videos of younger and older children’s intentional and accidental 

misbehavior. Our video stimuli included intentional and ambiguous misbehavior 

(dropping a bowl of spaghetti) by an older (7-year-old) and younger (4-year-old) child 

who were sisters. These stimuli allowed us to control for external factors that could 

influence harsher punishment toward children’s misbehavior, including the child’s 

gender, appearance (these sisters had similar facial cues) and type of behaviour (e.g., 

dropping a bowl of spaghetti vs. dropping mom’s work computer). Additionally, 

examining adults’ who were unrelated to the child allowed us to negate any potential 
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overlap in parent and child personality traits, previous history/interactions between parent 

and child and other situational/family factors that could further influence parents’ 

punishment responses.  

We used the HEXACO personality model to measure personality traits as the 

HEXACO has been successfully used to explain a large portion of variance in different 

types of non-disciplinary aggressive attitudes (Dane et al., 2018; De Vries & van 

Kampen, 2010; Lee & Ashton, 2012) and behavior (Book et al., 2012; Dinić, & Wertag, 

2018; Knight et al., 2018; Sokolovska et al., 2018). The HEXACO’s endeavor related 

traits include: eXtraversion (X; tendency to be more social; Lee & Ashton, 2004), 

Conscientiousness (C; tendency to be careful and diligent; Lee & Ashton, 2004) and 

Openness to Experience (O; tendency to be open to new ideas and experiences; Lee & 

Ashton, 2004). Some of these endeavour-related traits have been previously associated 

with hypothetical caregiving behavior (e.g., C; Franklin-Luther, 2020). The HEXACO’s 

axis of altruistic traits include: lower Honesty-Humility (H; tendency to exploit others, 

Lee & Ashton, 2004), Emotionality (E; tendency towards empathy, sentimentality and 

attachment as well as anxiety and caution), Lee & Ashton, 2004) and A (tendency to be 

angry and vengeful when exploited; Lee & Ashton, 2004). These traits may be especially 

beneficial to help to explain harsh punishment to children’s misbehavior as well as to 

parse out punishment based on child’s age and intentionality, as they have previously 

explained different types of aggressive behaviors, such as deliberate proactive aggression 

(typically associated with lower H), reactive aggression (typically associated with lower 

A) and sadistic responses (typically associated with lower E; Book et al., 2012; 2016; 

Dinić, & Wertag, 2018; Knight et al., 2018; Sokolovska et al., 2018).  



   

 
68 

We predicted that lower H, E and A would be related to harsher parental 

discipline attitudes and hypothetical harsh punishment to videos of children’s intentional 

misbehavior. As noted above, lower levels of these traits have previously been associated 

with different aspects of harsh/aggressive attitudes and perspective taking, which may 

help distinguish between the personality correlates of harsh punishment, including the 

response to differences in the intentionality of the misbehavior (Romero et al., 2015; 

Sokolovska et al., 2018). We predicted that in particular, lower A individuals would be 

more likely to punish accidental behavior due to a hostile attribution bias (Tuente et al., 

2019). Due to the mixed findings associated with adults’ harsh punishment toward 

younger versus older children in the literature (e.g., Hamilton-Giachritsis et al., 2005; 

Leung & Slep, 2006; McRee, 2008; Taillieu et al. 2014; Vittrup et al., 2006) we did not 

have any a priori predictions for whether the younger or older sibling would receive 

harsher hypothetical punishment, but we did expect that individuals lower in E would be 

less likely to empathically view the behavior of the younger sibling as less culpable and 

would therefore be likely to punish both siblings. With regards to lower H, we predicted 

that individuals who were more selfish and exploitative would be more likely to endorse 

harsh punishment as well as less positive feedback.   

Method 

Participants 

We recruited 154 adult participants (53% self-identified as women, 47% as men) 

from the community in the Southern Ontario region. 2.7% were between 18-20 years, 

38.9% were between 21-30 years, 36.9% were between 31-40 years, 12.8% were between 

41-50 years, 4.7% were between 51-60 years and 4% were over 61 years of age. About 
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half of the participants reported to White (53.7%) and another half reported to be from 

other ethnicities (e.g., East Indian, Southeast Asian, South Asian, West Asian/Arab, 

Black African/Caribbean, Latin American, Indigenous and Other/Mixed). About half of 

the participants reported to be as wealthy as the average Canadian (57%) and the other 

half reported to be either a lot less wealthy (6%), less wealthy (18.1%), more wealthy 

(17.4%), or a lot more wealthy (1.3%) compared to the average Canadian. Most 

participants reported to be married/common-law (63.2%) while others reported to be 

single (19.1%), dating/in a relationship (13.8%), or divorced (2%). 42.3% of the sample 

reported to have 0 children, 19.5% had 1 child, 22.1% had 2 children, 14.8% had 3 

children and 1.4% had 4 or 5 children.  

Stimuli 

 We employed a 2x2 design for our videos, where we controlled for age of the 

child (4 years-old versus 7 years-old sisters) and the intent underlying the event 

(accidentally versus intentionally dropping a plate of spaghetti). Our goal with the latter 

was to introduce a degree of ambiguity that could be influenced by adults’ perceptual 

biases (Tuente et al., 2019). 

 To determine if this was the case, we conducted a pilot study using 20 adult 

participants (who were a mix of graduate students and parents with young children).  

Participants were shown the four videos and were asked to rate each of the videos for 

whether the child’s behavior was: a) an accident b) intentional c) ambiguous (hard to 

tell). The results supported our goal as the ratings for the older child’s accidental behavior 

showed that 53.3% reported the video to be an accidental behavior, 26.7% reported the 

video to be an intentional behavior and 20% reported that it was ambiguous (hard to tell 
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whether accident or intentional). For the younger child’s accidental behavior, 61.8% 

reported the video to be an accidental behavior, 17.7% reported the video to be an 

intentional behavior and 23.5% reported that it was ambiguous (hard to tell). For the 

older and younger child’s intentional behavior, 100% of the sample reported the videos to 

be an intentional behavior.   

Measures 

Life Stress: Participants completed a 19-item measure which assessed the degree 

of stress on multiple life contexts (Ashing-Giwa, et al., 2004). Items were rated on a 

Likert scale from 1-5 (Extreme stress – No stress). Sample items include “Money or 

Finances” (α = .83). 

Number of Children: We asked participants to answer the following open-ended 

question, “Please indicate the number of children you currently have (or type N/A if not 

applicable”. 

Personality: Participants completed the 60-item HEXACO Personality Inventory- 

Revised self-report (Ashton & Lee, 2009). The scale consists of six factor-level scales of 

personality. Each factor includes 10 items on a Likert scale ranging from 1-5 (strongly 

agree- strongly disagree). Sample items include “Having a lot of money is not especially 

important to me” for Honesty-Humility (sample derived internal consistency, α = .75), “I 

feel like crying when I see other people crying” for Emotionality (α = .74), “In social 

situations, I'm usually the one who makes the first move” for Extraversion, (α = .75), “I 

rarely hold a grudge, even against people who have badly wronged me” for 

Agreeableness (α = .76), “I plan ahead and organize things, to avoid scrambling at the last 
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minute” for Conscientiousness (α = .64), “I would be quite bored by a visit to an art 

gallery” for Openness to Experience, (α = .79).  

Parental Discipline Attitudes: Participants completed a 30-item measure of 

parents’ attitudes about discipline (Budd et al., 2015). The scale assesses participants’ 

acceptability of a parents’ response to various children’s behavior on a scale from 1-4 

(acceptable- unacceptable). The scale also includes a 5th Likert option of “Don’t 

Understand” that was treated as a missing value. The scale includes three factors (10 

items in each factor). The first factor is Physical Discipline (PD) and a sample item is, 

“The parents spank their 5-year-old child with their hand on the child’s rear end when the 

child misbehaves” (sample derived internal consistency, α = .80). The second factor is 

Supportive Feedback (SF) and a sample item is, “A 6-year-old girl makes her bed without 

her parents’ help. In response, the parents tell her what a ‘big girl’ she is, without 

mentioning the mistakes (e.g., the sheets are crooked and pillow on the floor” (sample 

derived internal consistency, α = .67). The third factor is Critical Feedback (CF) and a 

sample item is, “When a 2-year-old boy gets up in the middle of the night, his parents tell 

him to go back to bed. After he continues to bother them, they tell him they won’t love 

him anymore if he doesn’t leave them alone” (sample derived internal consistency, α = 

.63).  

Hypothetical Punishment: Participants were shown 4 videos of children’s 

behavior (a younger and older child engaging in an intentional and accidental problematic 

behaviour) and were asked, “Please rate the severity of punishment that you think is 

appropriate for this behaviour” on a Likert scale from 1-7 (No Punishment-Severe 

Punishment). Previous studies have shown hypothetical data to be consistent with actual 
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behavior if the hypothetical study presents more realistic behavioral choices (Kühberger 

et al., 2002). Thus, measuring hypothetical punishment on a Likert scale, which presents 

a scale of severity in punishment, may be an ethical way to approximate actual 

punishment decisions (Rodriguez, 2013).  

Procedure 

We recruited adult participants from libraries and community centers. Informed 

consent was obtained from participants. Participants were seated at a table in a private 

area in the facility and completed the questionnaires on tablets provided using the 

Qualitrics web link. All of the questionnaires and stimuli were randomly presented. 

Participants were given a $10 cash incentive for their participation.  

Results 

We found outliers (beyond +/-3 standard deviations) for PD, SF and CF that we 

then Winsorized. There were no other violations for other univariate and multivariate 

assumptions (Tabachnick, & Fidell, 2007). A Missing Values Analysis indicated that 

Little’s (1988) test of Missing Completely at Random (MCAR) was not significant (p = 

.60). To examine how personality traits were related to harsh parental discipline attitudes 

and hypothetical punishment toward children’s behavior, based on the intentionality of 

the behavior and the child’s age, we combined both intentional behavior into one 

variable, both accidental behavior into one variable, both younger child’s behavior into 

one variable, and both older child’s behavior into one variable. Therefore, our four 

outcome variables were accidental, intentional, older and younger misbehavior. We then 

conducted 2 path analyses with Maximum likelihood to estimate the model using MPlus 

version 7.2. (Muthen & Muthen, 1998–2017). The first path analysis tested the 
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association between personality and punishment for accidental and intentional behavior 

through perceptions of parental discipline attitudes. The second path analysis tested the 

association between personality and punishment for younger and older behavior through 

perceptions of parental discipline attitudes. All direct and indirect paths were estimated.  

Correlations 

Zero-order correlations paralleled our path results (see Table 1). 

Accidental and Intentional Behavior  

Direct paths: Positive attitudes about physical discipline were directly related to 

more severe punishment for accidental and intentional behavior. Life stress was directly 

related to mores severe punishment for intentional behavior. Lower H, E and A were 

directly to more positive attitudes about physical discipline. Lower A was directly related 

to negative attitudes about supportive feedback. Lower H and E were directly related to 

more positive attitudes about giving critical feedback (see Table 2).  

Indirect paths: Lower A was related to more severe punishment for accidental 

behaviour through more positive attitudes about physical discipline. Lower E and A were 

related to more severe punishment for intentional behaviour through more positive 

attitudes about physical discipline (see Table 3).  

Younger and Older Child Behavior  

Direct paths: Positive attitudes about physical discipline and life stress were 

directly related to more severe punishment for younger and older child behavior. The 

number of children one had was negatively related to more severe punishment for 

younger child. Lower H, E and A were directly to more positive attitudes about physical 

discipline. Lower A was directly related to negative attitude about supportive feedback. 
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Lower H and E were directly related to more positive attitudes about giving critical 

feedback (see Table 4).  

Indirect paths: Lower E and A were related to more severe punishment for 

younger and old child behaviour through more positive attitudes about physical 

discipline. (see Table 5).  

Discussion 
 

The goal of our study was to explore the influence of adults’ personality traits on 

punishment to videos of children’s intentional and accidental misbehavior and to younger 

and old children’s misbehavior, after controlling for sex, life stress and family structure. 

We also examined this pathway through the indirect effect of parental discipline attitudes. 

Consistent with our predictions we found that the HEXACO’s antagonistic axis, lower H, 

E and A, were related to harsher parental discipline attitudes and harsher punishment to 

videos of children’s misbehaviors, with important differences across the different 

misbehaviors. These effects were significant above and beyond the effects of sex, life 

stress and family structure. However, these demographic variables still provided 

important information regarding at-risk social factors that could influence harsher 

punishment toward children’s misbehavior.  

Direct Effects: Demographics and Social Determinants  

 Similar to a host of previous findings we found that higher life stress was related 

to more severe punishment toward videos of both the younger and older child’s 

misbehavior and the intentional misbehavior. We know that repeated stress impairs the 

ability to effectively regulate behavior and therefore increases the use of harsh discipline 

toward children, regardless of the child’s age (Guterman et al.,2009; Li et al., 2013). For 

parents who are more stressed, harsher discipline may be viewed as a quick and efficient 
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way to control children’s misbehavior (Straus, 2010). However, even when stressed 

adults appear to be able to distinguish the intention behind children’s misbehavior and 

may be more tolerant/forgiving of children’s accidental misbehavior (McPherson et al., 

2009).  

In contrast to the effects of stress, having more children appeared to make adults 

in our study less willing to hypothetically punish younger children. In previous research, 

parents were less strict and engaged in less harsh punishment to their younger children as 

compared to the older sibling (Hotz & Pantano, 2015). Therefore, when comparing a 

younger child’s misbehavior to an older child’s, adults who have more children (and 

therefore have more experience with age-related misbehavior) may hold younger children 

less responsible for their misbehavior due to more knowledge regarding children’s 

developmental limitations and therefore may be less likely to punish the younger child’s 

misbehavior compared to the older child (Ateah & Durrant, 2005). Additionally, as adults 

have more experience and familiarity with children’s misbehavior they may become less 

strict in their disciplinary responses to the younger children’s misbehavior (Hotz & 

Pantano, 2015). 

With regards to gender, women in our sample were less likely to punish videos of 

accidental misbehavior. In the literature, mothers were more likely to use harsh 

punishment compared to fathers (Lee et al., 2015; Wang & Kenny, 2014). Studies also 

showed that mothers were more likely to punish intentional misbehavior, such as “child 

fussiness”, compared to accidental behavior (Jewell et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2015). This is 

likely because mothers typically spend more time with children and therefore are more 

aware that children can accidentally break things and engage in other accidental behavior 
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(Wang & Kenny, 2014). Overall, it appears that life stresses and situations where older 

children engage in intentional misbehaviors may be important risk factors of harsher 

punishment. Beyond this, we found adults’ personality factors to be significant predictors 

of harsher punishment toward children’s misbehavior.  

Direct Effects: Personality Traits  

Consistent with our predictions, HEXACO’s antagonistic traits, lower H, E and 

A, were associated with harsher parental discipline attitudes. Specifically, lower H, E and 

A were directly related to more positive attitudes about physical discipline toward 

children. This fits the pattern of previous findings that showed lower H, E and A to be 

associated with favorable attitudes about generally harsh/aggressive attitudes, such as 

immorality (De Vries & van Kampen, 2010), vengeance, (Lee & Ashton, 2012) and 

higher tolerance for antisocial behavior (Dane et al., 2018). Additionally, we found that 

lower H and E, but not A, were related to more positive attitudes about giving critical 

feedback for children’s misbehavior. Previous findings on anger and physical punishment 

shed some light on the lack of findings with lower A and critical feedback in our study. 

Higher levels of anger have been specifically correlated with physical punishment across 

many studies (Del Vecchio & O’Leary, 2008; Rhoades et al., 2017). Additionally, lower 

A was significantly correlated with physical punishment but not with critical feedback in 

our data, suggesting that physical punishment may have used up the variance with lower 

A. Perhaps physical punishment is a more immediate form of punishment and thus more 

appealing to lower A individuals, who also tend to be more reactive (Lee & Ashton, 

2012), compared to critical feedback that can be a more delayed form of punishment. 

Thus, it appears that the tendency to be selfish or exploitative (lower H), less 
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empathic/emotionally attached (lower E) and angry or unforgiving (lower A) may all be 

associated with more favorable attitudes about physical discipline. However, only lower 

H and E may favor giving critical feedback to children, consistent with past research 

(Ateah & Durrant, 2005: Leung & Slep, 2006; Rodriguez, 2013), while lower A appears 

to be more specifically favour physical punishment.  

Surprisingly, lower A was related to more positive attitudes about giving 

supportive feedback to children. We speculate that lower A individuals may be more 

reactive and angrier only when they are wronged or exploited (Lee & Ashton, 2012). 

Thus, none of the supportive feedback items in our questionnaire indicated the child 

doing anything bad/undesirable or exploitative and therefore were not successful in 

evoking the reactive anger in lower A individuals (e.g., "A 6-year-old girl makes her bed 

without her parents’ help. In response, the parents tell her what a “big girl” she is, without 

mentioning the mistakes [e.g., the sheets are crooked and pillow on the floor]”; Budd et 

al., 2015). Our results suggest that lower A individuals may have a stronger just world 

belief that would encourage them to reward good behavior, just as they angrily punish 

bad behavior. However, future studies should further explore this potential association 

between low A and a desire to reward good behavior. 

Direct Effects: Parental Discipline Attitudes  

As per their hypothesized indirect role in our model, harsher parental discipline 

attitudes were related to more severe punishment to children’s misbehavior. Previous 

literature shows  that the stronger the attitude the more likely it will influence a related 

behavior (Chaiken & Trope, 1999; Fazio, 1990). The acceptance of harsher physical 

punishment as an appropriate disciplinary method may allow adults to rationalize 
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hypothetical harsh punishment toward children’s misbehavior, just as it does for actual 

harsh punishment (Crouch & Behl 2001; Wang et al., 2018).  

Indirect Effects  

 Furthermore, our data showed that harsher parental discipline attitudes partly 

accounted for the association between antagonistic personality traits and harsher 

punishment to children’s misbehavior, with important nuances within the various child 

misbehavior. First, lower A was indirectly related to more severe punishment to younger 

and older children’s misbehavior, as well as intentional and accidental misbehavior, 

through positive attitudes about physical discipline. This shows that when you are angry 

and easily frustrated/reactive, you are more likely to favor the use of physical discipline 

and therefore may also use more severe punishment in response to children’s 

misbehavior, regardless of the child’s age or intentionally. McElroy and Rodriguez 

(2008) have also shown that anger/frustration, compared to other traits such as empathy, 

is a stronger predictor of harsh behavior toward children. Higher levels of anger, 

impatience and lack of forgiveness may be related to believing that physical punishment 

is an immediate, effective and deserving disciplinary response to children’s misbehavior 

and such beliefs are likely to result in endorsing harsher punishment to children. 

Furthermore, higher levels of anger and frustration may mask the ability to accurately 

perceive child’s behavior (McElroy & Rodriguez, 2008), which explains endorsement of 

harsher punishment to even the accidental misbehavior and misbehavior by the younger 

child in our study.  This flags anger as an important and dangerous risk-factor associated 

with more severe physical punishment that is less able to accurately process the context 

of children’s misbehavior.  
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On the other hand, lower E was related to more severe punishment to the younger 

and older child’s misbehavior and only the intentional misbehavior, through the positive 

attitudes about physical discipline. Lower E, as it relates to lower concern for others and 

lower anxiety in stressful situations (Ashton & Lee, 2007), may influence adults to 

believe that children deserve to be punished on the basis of their misbehavior, which 

results in endorsing harsher punishment to children’s misbehavior, regardless of child’s 

age. This is in line with our prediction that lower empathy would serve to blunt sympathy 

towards younger children’s misbehavior. Adults lower in E may further feel that 

intentional misbehaviors are especially deserving of harsher punishment. Previous studies 

showed that adults lower on empathy had stronger desires to punish the child that they 

believed was engaging in intentional misbehavior (McElroy & Rodriguez, 2008; 

Rodriguez et al., 2016). Thus, unlike lower A, lower E appears to be more forgiving of 

the accidental behavior. This may be because individuals who lack empathy do not 

necessarily possess a hostile attribution bias that predisposes them to viewing 

accidentally negative behavior as purposefully negative behavior (Tuente et al., 2019). 

This is likely because lower E is a less reactive trait compared to lower A (Knight et al., 

2018). Thus, while lower E (lower empathy and anxiety) is also a dangerous trait that is 

associated with harsher punishment, lower A (high levels of anger and reactivity) may be 

an even higher at-risk trait that hinders the ability to clearly perceive the context of 

children’s misbehavior by endorsing a hostile and unforgiving attitude towards even 

accidental behavior.  

We did not find any indirect effects with lower H likely because the nature of our 

study was not associated with the opportunity for any kind of exploitation/manipulation, 
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such as bribing the child so that the child would not reveal a secret to the other parent. 

There was also no opportunity for individual gain, such as making oneself look better at 

the expense of the child, which are important contexts in which lower H traits are more 

likely to be expressed (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Lee & Ashton, 2012). The fact that lower H 

was associated with a degree of higher hypothetical punishment at the univariate level 

(see Supplemental Table 1) suggests that the effects of selfish personality on punishment 

may be independent of the endorsement of harsher attitudes towards punishment. 

Limitations  

 Our results should be interpreted with caution due to some important limitations. 

First, our videos were recordings of children who were instructed to act out the 

intentional and accidental behaviors, which could have affected how realistically 

participants responded to these videos. However, the ratings of our videos in the pilot 

study and anecdotal reports from a large portion of the participants who confirmed that 

they were unaware that the videos were being acted out, provide merit and validity for 

our study methodology and results. However, although ethically and methodologically 

challenging, future studies could aim to attain measures of actual child misbehavior and 

parents’ disciplinary actions/responses. Additionally, we only had one general question 

that measured severity of punishment for each video stimuli, which participants could 

have interpreted in various ways, including physical (e.g., slapping, hitting) vs. non-

physical (e.g., yelling, time-out) punishments. However, the association between physical 

discipline attitudes and more severe punishment to our video stimuli offers evidence 

towards most participants having perceived our severity of punishment question as 

compatible with physical punishment. Additionally, hypothetical behavior studies are 
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suggested to be consistent with actual behavior if participants in the study are given more 

realistic choices and scenarios (Kühberger et al., 2002), which our video stimuli and 

response choices appear to have met based on our pilot data. Future studies could 

measure severity of punishment using a range of punishment behavior, such as spanking, 

love withdrawal, time-outs, yelling, etc. (Chumakov & Chumakova, 2019; Gershoff, 

2008). Also, our self-report questionnaires that related to parenting attitudes and 

punishment may have heightened social desirability effects. However, we included the 

Crowne and Marlowe (1960) social desirability questionnaire in our study and only 4.3% 

of our sample were “high scorers” or in the high concern category. Social desirability 

may have been minimized in our study as participants were informed that their responses 

were anonymous and the study was completed in a private area (Krumpal, 2013). There 

are also various other social and contextual factors that could contribute to adults’ 

punishment to children that we did not account for, such as trauma (Afifi et al., 2019), 

mental health (De Bellis et al., 2001), substance abuse (Wekerle et al., 2007), child traits 

(Flynn, 2020) and the severity of the child’s misbehavior (Ateah & Durrant, 2005).  

Conclusion 

 Despite these limitations, our study is one of the first to depict the links between 

HEXACO traits in the context of harsh punishment to children’s misbehavior. Our design 

provides important information regarding influence of antagonistic personality traits on 

punishment toward children’s misbehavior that can be applied to parents and non-parents 

who interact with children across numerous settings (familial, day cares, schools, sports 

teams, health care facilities, shelters) and whose personality traits may be associated with 

harsh parental discipline attitudes. Our findings suggest that each aspect of the 
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HEXACO’s antisocial traits (i.e., low H, E and A) has a distinct relationship with 

parental attitudes and hypothetical behavior, related to punishment. This heterogeneity 

may be important not only from a theoretical perspective, but also for applied clinical 

efforts to reduce harsh parenting. A unidimensional approach (e.g., focusing only on 

being less selfish or more empathic or more patient) may well fail to address the overall 

problem. That said, low A (i.e., being angry, unforgiving and hostile) was an important 

indirect at-risk trait for more severe punishment across conditions. When resources are 

not available to address all three personality traits, these indirect links might make it the 

most salient target for intervention efforts. Adults may benefit from anger management 

strategies to help control their anger and frustration in response to children’s misbehavior. 

Ideally though, a combined approach emphasizing greater humility, empathy and 

patience is likely to have the greatest impact on reducing punishment-related attitudes 

and behavior. Additionally, parental attitudes about discipline should also be informed by 

further education on the negative impacts of harsh punishment and alternative/more 

effective ways to discipline children’s misbehavior. Too many children experience harsh 

behaviors from adults and we hope that our study will shed some important light on 

individual risk factors that are directly or indirectly associated with harsh punishments 

toward children.   
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Table 3.1. Descriptives and Correlations between Personality, Parental Discipline Attitudes, and Hypothetical Punishment
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 Table 3.2. Standardized and Unstandardized Direct Path Results from Punishment for Accidental and Intentional Misbehavior
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Table 3.3. Standardized and Unstandardized Significant Indirect Path Results from Punishment for Accidental and Intentional 

Child Misbheavior Through Parental Discipline Attitudes 
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Table 3.4. Standardized and Unstandardized Direct Path Results from Punishment for Younger and Older Child Misbheavior  
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Table 3.5. Standardized and Unstandardized Significant Indirect Path Results from Punishment for Younger and Older Child 

Misbheavior through Parental Discipline Attitudes 
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CHAPTER 4: STUDY 3 

Exploring Bidirectional Links between Parent-Child Playground Behavior and HEXACO 

Personality Traits 

Transaction models of parenting suggest that parenting is a bi-directional process, in 

which both parent and child characteristics have important implications on parent and 

child behavior (Belsky, 1984; de Haan et al., 2012; Kenny et al., 2006; Lengua & 

Kovacs, 2005; Park & Ahn, 2017). This bidirectionality is especially apparent in the 

literature on parent and child personality traits (Coplan et al., 2009; Koenig et al., 2010; 

Lengua, & Kovacs, 2005; Patterson & Fisher, 2002; Prinzie et al., 2005; Skinner et al., 

2020; Wilson & Durbin, 2012). Parents’ personality traits are shown to have important 

links with parents’ behavior and children’s outcomes (Belsky, 1984; Clark et al., 2018; 

Koenig, et al., 2010; Prinzie et al., 2004; Terracciano et al., 2006; Wilson & Durbin, 

2012). As well, children’s personality traits are shown to have important implications on 

children’s behavior as well as parents’ behavior (Belsky, 1984; de Haan et al., 2012; 

Leary et al., 2006; Prinzie et al., 2004; Wilson & Durbin, 2012). However, many of the 

studies that have examined the bidirectionality of parent-child behavior and parent and 

child individual differences have used personality traits to study parent characteristics but 

temperamental traits to study child characteristics in early to middle childhood (Armour 

et al., 2017; Coplan et al., 2008; Dalimonte‐Merckling & Brophy‐Herb, 2019; Fields-

Olivieri et al., 2017; Paulussen-Hoogeboom et al., 2007). Temperamental traits may be 

less useful when trying to understand children’s influence on parental behavior in middle 

childhood during which children are more strongly influenced by their environment (Buss 

& Plomin, 1984; Hartup & van Lieshout, 1995; Rothbart & Bates, 1998). Additionally, if 
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we are looking to compare how individual differences in both parents and children 

influence each other’s behavior it is important to compare these traits using similar 

concurrent measurements of individual differences (de Haan et al., 2012; Denissen et al., 

2009).  

The HEXACO Personality Inventory helps to address these important gaps and 

offers further advantages for studying personality traits associated with parent-child 

behavior. The HEXACO is shown to be relevant for studying personality traits and 

behavior in both children and adults (Farrell et al., 2015; MacDonell & Willoughby, 

2020; Sergi et al., 2019; Sharma & Nagle, 2018). Additionally, the HEXACO’s 

Emotionality trait (feelings of attachment and protectiveness toward loved ones; Lee & 

Ashton, 2004) is perhaps the most important trait from a parent-child perspective. 

Moreover, the attachment and worry related aspects within this trait may provide unique 

information on actual parent and child behavior. However, to our knowledge the 

HEXACO has not yet been used to study parent-child behavior. Therefore, we conducted 

an exploratory study using HEXACO personality traits and real-time observations of 

parent and child behavior.  

Parenting is a Bi-directional Process 

It is clear that parental and child behavior have a bidirectional influence on each 

other (e.g., Clark et al., 2018; de Haan et al., 2012; Lenuga et al., 2019; Park & Ahn, 

2017). Across various studies parents and children are shown to respond to each other’s 

cues and characteristics that mutually shape each of their behavior (Aktar et al., 2018; 

Coplan et al., 2009; Clark et al., 2018; de Haan et al., 2012; Meunier et al., 2011; Park & 

Ahn, 2017; Van den Akker et al., 2014). Belsky (1984) was one of the first to explicitly 
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explain this in the context of personality traits by suggesting that personality traits of both 

the parent and the child significantly influence each other’s outcomes. This may be 

especially relevant at the behavioral level because personality traits are known to capture 

some of the predispositions that regulate how individuals perceive, respond to, and 

ultimately behave in various situations (Back et al., 2009). Additionally, as with other 

dyadic social relationships, the personality traits of one person make up a crucial 

component of the other person’s environment to have important effects on the latter’s 

behavior (Asendorpf & Wilpers, 1998).  

Parents’ Personality traits 

How parents perceive and interact with the child by way of their parental 

personality may play a significant role in delineating the parent-child relationship and 

provide more insight into the bi-directionality of the parent-child relationship 

(Achtergarde et al. 2015; Bahrami et al., 2019; Gölcük & Berument, 2019; Paulussen-

hoogeboom et al., 2007). Some researchers have even suggested that parents’ personality 

traits may play a stronger and more consistent role on the parent-child interaction, 

compared to children’s personality traits, as adults’ personality traits are relatively more 

stable compared to children’s personality traits (Belsky, 1984; de Haan et al., 2011; 

Paulussen-hoogeboom et al., 2007; Prinzie et al., 2009; Terracciano et al., 2006). In 

comparison to previous models of personality (e.g., The Big Five), the HEXACO 

personality model provides more insight on how personality traits can influence parenting 

(Ashton & Lee, 2007). In particular, the HEXACO’s Emotionality trait which includes 

higher sentimentality, empathy, and feelings of attachment suggests that this would be an 

advantageous trait for parenting as it would help parents to be more attuned to their 
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children’s needs and feel more attached and protective toward their children (Ashton, 

Lee, & De Vries, 2014; Lee & Ashton, 2004). Indeed, HEXACO’s Emotionality is 

hypothesized to regulate kin relationships and parenting (Lee & Ashton, 2004). This trait 

is composed for four facets: Sentimentality, Dependence, Fearfulness, and Anxiety (Lee 

& Ashton, 2004). We propose that the four facets of Emotionality may be tapping into 

two different aspects of parenting and kin associations. Previous research supports our 

theorized distinction of the HEXACO Emotionality trait into these two components as 

parent responsiveness/involvement vs. parent anxiety was shown to have significantly 

different child outcomes (Belsky et al., 1991; Malatesta & Haviland, 1982). Thus, parsing 

out the HEXACO Emotionality trait as Emotionality-Attachment and Emotionality-

Worry, along with the other HEXACO traits, may provide important information that will 

help to better understand underlying parent-child behavior. 

Additionally, the other two prosocial traits of the HEXACO, Honesty-Humility 

(relates to being more selfless; Lee & Ashton, 2004) and Agreeableness (relates to 

patience and forgiveness; Lee & Ashton, 2004), may also influence parenting as they 

would be related to prioritizing children’s needs and desires over those of parents’ 

(Ashton et al., 2014; Lee & Ashton, 2004; 2007). Such traits may also have important 

effects on the child’s behavior (Paulussen-hoogeboom et al., 2007). As mentioned above, 

parents’ personality traits may be an important environmental feature for the child 

(Asendorpf & Wilpers, 1998). Thus, the child’s behavior may be a type of social 

adaptation that responds to the parent’s personality traits (Bowlby, 1960; Dishion & 

Patterson, 1997). Researchers have found that parents who are more sensitive and warm 

are better able to understand their child’s perspectives and be more responsive to their 
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child’s needs (Belsky et al., 2005; Qing et al., 2016; Reuben et al. 2016). As a result, 

these characteristics in parents may promote highly valued developmental and social 

outcomes in children, such as independence and sociability (Barnett et al., 2012; Newton 

et al., 2014; Towe-Goodman & Teti, 2008). Parents’ personality traits may therefore 

reinforce or even evoke specific behavior in children (Oliver et al., 2009). 

Child’s Personality traits 

Of course, an important contributor to children’s behavior may be children’s own 

personality (Zhang et al., 2018), as personality traits may be an important filter through 

which children process the environment (Back et al., 2009). Studies have shown that 

children’s higher HEXACO Honesty-Humility was related to less problematic behavior 

(MacDonell & Willoughby, 2020).  Higher HEXACO Honesty-Humility, 

Conscientiousness (engagement in task-related endeavors; Lee & Ashton, 2004), and 

Extraversion (social boldness and social endeavors; Lee & Ashton, 2004) were also 

associated with doing better in school (Sergi et al., 2019). Additionally, higher HEXACO 

Emotionality and Agreeableness were related to children’s autonomy and social 

relationships (Sharma & Nagle, 2018). 

 Children’s characteristics may also elicit different responses from parents and 

influence how parents interact with them (de Haan et al., 2012). However as mentioned 

above much of this literature comes from children’s temperament. Children with difficult 

temperament and poor self-control evoked more negative and harsh parental behaviors 

(Augustine & Stifter, 2019; Brody et al., 2017; Clark et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2019; 

Micalizzi et al., 2017; Wittig & Rodriguez, 2019). Children who showed signs of 

fearfulness and social inhibition elicited overprotective and inconsistent parenting 
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(Coplan et al., 2009; Lenuga & Kovacs, 2005). What these findings suggest is that 

parents may be shaping their behavior according to children’s individual differences 

(Armour et al., 2018; Belsky, 1984; Sanson et al., 2018).  

Current Study 

Using an exploratory study, we investigated how parents’ and children’s 

HEXACO personality traits influence actual observations of parent and child behavior on 

a playground. An advantage of using actual observations in our study is that real-time 

observations may reveal important nuances within the parent-child dyad that may help 

provide a deeper understanding of this complex dyadic relationship (Mortensenn & 

Cialdini, 2010). We also used a person-centered approach to examine parent and child 

behavior as it may offer more insight into how the distinctive configurations of parent 

and child behavioral patterns will be related to the personality variables (Bergman, 1998; 

Metsäpelto & Pulkkinen, 2003). Additionally, we chose to conduct our observations on a 

playground as they allow for the observation of parents in a public setting where parents 

and children are already accustomed to being watched. Finally, we restricted our 

participant sample to parents who had children between 6-10 years of age as this is likely 

when early personality traits may begin to manifest as a result of significant changes 

beginning to occur in children’s social structure (Caspi & Moffitt, 1993).  

We predicted that parents higher on the HEXACO Emotionality- Attachment 

would show more engaged and involved parenting behavior. We also predicted that 

children who were rated as having higher levels of Conscientiousness and therefore less 

likely to be impulsive and engage in “difficult” behavior would elicit more responsive 

parenting. With regards to children’s behavior, we predicted that parents who showed 
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higher Emotionality-Attachment, but not Emotionality-Worry, would be related to more 

socially valued child behaviors such as sociability and creativity (Savelieva et al., 2017). 

We predicted that children with higher levels of Extraversion, Conscientiousness, and 

Agreeableness would also display these socially valued child behaviors given these traits’ 

previous associations with better psychosocial functioning (Vanhalst et al., 2013), social 

relationships (Ciarrochi & Heaven, 2009), less problematic behavior (De Fruyt et al., 

2008), and creativity (Baas et al., 2013). Finally, we predicted that children higher on 

Emotionality-Attachment and Emotionality-Worry would show more contact seeking 

behavior with their parents.  

Method 

Participants 

 We recruited 100 parent-child dyads from a local urban park in Southern Ontario. 

The sample consisted of 71 mothers and 29 fathers. The majority of the parents reported 

to be between 31-40 years of age (54%), 18% reported to be between 21-30 years, 26% 

reported to be between 41-50 years, and 2% reported to be above 51 years. Compared to 

the average Canadian, the majority of participants reported to be of the same wealth 

(65%), 2% reported to be a lot less wealthy, 13% reported to be less wealthy. 18% 

reported to be wealthier, and 1% reported to be a lot wealthier. Majority of the 

participants were married (61%), 18% reported to be in a relationship, 4% reported to be 

divorced, and 16% reported to be single. Majority of the participants reported to be 

Caucasian (82%) while the rest of the sample reported to be Black (2%), Asian (2%), 

Indigenous (4%), Hispanic (4%), and other (6%). The average child age in our sample 

was 7.34 years old (SD = 1.26) and 52% were boys.  
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Measures  

 Naturalistic Observations of Parent behavior: Based on qualities that have been 

previously suggested to be important dimensions of parenting (e.g., Lotzin et al., 2015) 

we measured five parenting behaviors: communication (i.e., speaking with the child), 

affection (i.e., display of affectionate behavior toward the child, such as hugging, kissing 

or patting), monitoring (i.e., awareness of where the child was during the observation), 

interaction with child (i.e., playing, helping, or feeding the child), and sitting on their own 

on, using Likert scales ranging from 1-7 (extremely low- extremely high). These 

observations were conducted by two researchers in order to reduce subjective biases in 

observations. Observations from both researchers were averaged for the analysis. The 

inter-rater reliability for using Cohen's κ was “excellent” across all the measured behavior 

(Altman, 1999): κ = .84, p < .01 for communication; κ = .88, p < .01 for affection; κ = 

.81, p = < .01 for monitoring; κ = .87, p < .01 for interaction with child; κ = .91, p < .01 

for sitting on their own on. 

Naturalistic Observations of Child behavior: We measured six child behaviors: 

extraversion (e.g., interacting and playing with other children), independence from parent 

(e.g., less running back to parent), level of energy (e.g., lots of running across the 

playground), contact seeking (e.g., frequently running back to parent), creativity (e.g., 

playing with park equipment in creative ways), and prudence (e.g., playing cautiously 

with less risky behavior) using Likert scales ranging from 1-7 (extremely low- extremely 

high). These observations were conducted by two researchers in order to reduce 

subjective biases in observations. Observations from both researchers were averaged for 

the analysis. The inter-rater reliability for using Cohen's κ was “excellent” across all the 
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measured behavior (Altman, 1999): κ = .93, p = < .01 for extraversion; κ = .74, p = < .01 

for independence from parent; κ = .79, p = < .01 for level of energy; κ = .80, p = < .01 for 

contact seeking; κ = .73, p = < .01 for creativity; and κ = .82,p =  < .01 for prudence. 

Personality Traits: Parents completed the 24-item Brief HEXACO Inventory self-

report (De Vries, 2013). The scale consisted of six factor-level scales of personality. Each 

factor included 4 items on a Likert scale ranging from 1-5 (strongly agree- strongly 

disagree). Sample items include: “I find it difficult to lie” for Honesty-Humility, “When it 

comes to physical danger, I am very fearful” for the Fearfulness facet of Emotionality, “I 

sometimes can't help worrying about little things” for the Anxiety facet of Emotionality, 

“When I suffer from a painful experience, I need someone to make me feel comfortable” 

for the Dependence facet of Emotionality, “I feel strong emotions when someone close to 

me is going away for a long time” for the Sentimentality facet of Emotionality, “I like to 

talk with others” for Extraversion, “Even when I’m treated badly, I remain calm” for 

Agreeableness, “I make sure that things are in the right spot” for Conscientiousness, and 

“I like people with strange ideas” for Openness to Experience. Parents also completed a 

modified observer report of this measure to rate their child’s personality traits. The 

reliability coefficients for each personality factor for this measure are known to be low 

due to low number of items for each personality factor (DeVries, 2013). However, this 

measure is shown to have strong predictive value (DeVries, 2013).  

Procedure  

After received clearance from the University’s Research Ethics Board we 

approached parents at the park and provided them with a brief verbal description of the 

study. We used incomplete disclosure by telling parents that we were observing 
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children’s behavior so that parents’ behavior would not be skewed (e.g., extremely 

positive parenting) by parents’ knowing that their behavior was being observed. We also 

asked participants if they or their child had any diagnoses or disorders. Those who 

reported any type of diagnoses/disorders (e.g., Autism Spectrum Disorder) were not 

included in the study as the study’s aim was to examine typical parent-child dyads. Once 

parents agreed to be a part of the study and confirmed their child’s age, two researchers 

conducted 20-minute naturalistic observations of parent and child behavior while parents 

filled out the questionnaires. All of the researchers were previously trained on conducting 

naturalistic observations using sample parents and children at the park. The study was 

approximately 25 minutes in total (we started our naturalistic observations 5 minutes after 

obtaining parent and child consent in order to allow enough time for the child to not be 

consciously aware they were being observed). Participants then received $10.00 cash for 

their participation.  

Results 

All of our variables met criteria for missingness, univariate assumptions, and 

multivariable assumptions (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). We conducted four Latent 

Profile Regression Models, using the MPlus version 8.4 in order to examine types of 

parent and child behavior at the park. The underlying premise of Latent Profile Analysis 

is that the responses to a set of observed variables are indicative of an underlying latent 

variable with a finite number of mutually exclusive profiles or subtypes (Muthén & 

Muthén, 2006). We therefore used this model to create a more global measurement of 

observed parenting and child behavior, and then regressed the parenting and child 

behavior styles on parent and child personality traits using 4 models. Two of the models 
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were for parent behavior, with parent and child personality traits in each model 

separately, and the other two were for child behavior with parent and child personality 

traits in each model separately. Due to our lower sample size we did not conduct highly 

complex statistical analyses or compare differences between mothers and fathers 

(noteworthy, our sample size does not appear to be a concern for Latent Profile Analysis; 

Tein et al., 2013).   

Correlations 

 Pearson r correlations showed that parents’ self-reported Emotionality-

Attachment was related to less sitting on their own, higher monitoring, and higher child 

prudence. Parents’ self-reported Extraversion was related to higher child prudence. 

Parents’ self-reported Conscientiousness was related to lower child creativity and 

prudence (see Table 1).  

Children’s parent-reported Extraversion was related to children’s extraverted 

behavior. Children’s parent-reported Conscientiousness was related to higher parent 

communication, higher parent affection, less parent sitting on their own, higher parent 

interaction, higher parent monitoring, higher child’s contact seeking from parent and 

lower independence from parent (see Table 2).  

Latent Profile Regression Model  

Parenting behavior: Since this was an exploratory study, we did not have any 

theoretically expected number of profiles for parenting behavior. Therefore, we initially 

ran 3 profiles which suggested a lower number of profiles based on the Lo-Mendell-

Rubin (LMR) test, Lo-Mendell-Rubin Adjusted Test, and parametric bootstrapped 

likelihood ratio test (Tein, Coxe, & Cham, 2013). We then ran two profiles for parenting 
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behavior which were the appropriate number of profiles (LMR = -975.752, p = .00, 

adjusted LMR = 321.52, p = .01; bootstrapped likelihood ratio test = -975.75, p = .00). 

The two profiles of parenting behavior/styles that were generated included a) more 

engaged parenting behavior (34.71%; parenting behavior high on communication, 

affection, interaction with child, and monitoring) and b) less engaged parenting behavior 

(62.29%; parenting behavior high on sitting on their own).  

Within the Latent Profile Regression Model we also examined the relationship 

between parent and child personality traits independently on parenting behavior using 

two logistic regressions. Our results showed that parents self-reported Emotionality- 

attachment were related to the more engaged parenting behavior (B = .76, p = .03, odds 

ratio = .47). As well, children’s parent-reported Conscientiousness was related to more 

engaged parenting behavior (B =.81, p = .03). 

Child behavior: We used the same process as above for examining child 

behavioral profiles/styles. Our initial 3 profiles were not appropriate and the model 

suggested a lower number of profiles. Our two profiles model for child behavior was 

supported (LMR = -1107.52, p = .00, adjusted LMR = 125.95, p = .01; bootstrapped 

likelihood ratio test = -1107.52, p = .00). The two child behavioral profiles/styles 

included a) autonomous energetic play (70.71%; children who showed high levels of 

extraversion, independence from parents, and high energy) and b) introverted cautious 

play (27.29%; children who showed high levels of contact seeking from parents, high 

creativity, and high prudence).  

Within the Latent Profile Regression Model, we also examined the relationship 

between parent and child personality traits independently on child behavior using two 
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logistic regressions. We did not find any significant associations between parent 

personality and child behavior. However, we found children with higher parent-reported 

Extraversion were related to autonomous energetic play group (B = 1.22, p = .06, odds 

ratio = 3.38) and children with higher parent-reported Conscientiousness were related to 

the shy/dependent group (B = -.67, p = .09, odds ratio = .51). These results were not 

significant using our initial two-way analyses, but we note that they would be if one 

chose a one-way analysis consistent with our initial hypotheses. We therefore cautiously 

note a potentially meaningful statistical trend towards relationships between child 

personality and play group membership. Given that there is an ad-hoc element to 

discussing these relationships as trending towards significance, we emphasize the need to 

treat these specific findings cautiously (Matsunanaga, 2007; Rubin, 2017; Vigden & 

Yasseri, 2016).   

After our initial analyses we ran parent and child personality traits together in 

order to explore whether our initial results would still hold after we controlled of each 

other’s personality traits. When both parent and child personality traits were put together 

in the same model to predict parenting behavior we found that parent personality traits 

were no longer significant. However, parent-reported child Conscientiousness still 

predicted more engaged parenting behavior (B = .94, p = .03, odds ratio = 2.56). 

Additionally, when both parent and child personality traits were put together in the same 

model to predict child behavior we found that parent personality traits were still not 

significant but parent-reported child personality traits of higher Extraversion (B = 1.48, p 

= .02, odds ratio = 4.33) and lower Conscientiousness (B = -.94, p = .02, odds ratio = .39) 

predicted autonomous energetic play behavior. This replicates the marginally significant 
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findings presented above, giving us more confidence in the likelihood of those links 

between child personality and play behavior. 

Discussion 

This purpose of our study was to explore whether parent and child HEXACO 

personality traits bidirectionally influence actual parent and child behavior on a 

playground. Based on previous studies on parenting behavior we suggested that it may be 

valuable to separate the HEXACO Emotionality trait into Emotionality-Attachment 

(which includes the Sentimentality and Dependence facets) and Emotionality-Worry 

(which includes the Fearfulness and Anxiety facets) to better explain underlying factors 

related to parenting behavior. Overall, our proposed distinction within the Emotionality 

trait in the context of parenting was supported. As well, most of our findings on the links 

between personality and behavior in parents and children were consistent with our 

predictions.  

To being with, our naturalistic observations of parent and child behavior depicted 

distinct parent and child behavioral patterns on the playground. First, we found two 

significantly different parenting behavioral styles. One parenting style was engaged 

parents. These parents spent more time watching, talking to, and playing with their child. 

The second parenting style, which was observed in the majority of the parents, was a less 

involved parenting style. This group of parents were more hands-off and generally let 

their children explore and play on their own. We also found two significantly different 

child behavioral styles on the playground. The first group of children were more likely to 

interact with other children, be less dependent on parents, and be more energetic. We 

labelled this group as autonomous energetic play behavior. The second group of children 
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were more dependent on parents, showed creativity in their play, and were more careful 

in their play behavior. We labelled this group of child behavior as introverted cautious 

play.  

Next, we found that parents who self-reported higher levels of Emotionality-

Attachment were significantly related to the more engaged parenting behavior on the 

playground while the Emotionality-Worry trait did not show significant results with 

either of the parenting behavior patterns. This finding suggests that parents with a 

tendency for liking emotional support from others and feeling strong emotional bonds 

with others were more likely to be engaged and interactive with their children in a 

playground setting. The facets pertaining to the Emotionality-Attachment trait suggest 

they may be associated with feeling more sentimental toward family members (Lee & 

Ashton, 2004). We did not find any associations with Emotionality-Worry and parenting 

behavior in our study, possibly because Emotionality-Worry may be less important in 

determining actual parental behavior than Emotionality-Attachment. Alternatively, our 

use of only two items may have distorted the importance of each facet. Both of these 

explanations may be true, but we believe a third (also non-exclusive) explanation may 

offer the mostly likely answer which is that the playground context was a relatively safe 

environment and thus may not have elicited any of the worry-related traits in parents. 

Perhaps if we conducted our observations in a crowded theme park or similar higher-risk 

context where there may be a higher need of worry (e.g., child getting lost, scared, or 

injured) we may have found significant links between parent behavior and Emotionality-

worry. Therefore, our split of HEXACO’s Emotionality appears to have been useful, but 

we must urge caution about the generalizability of this finding. 
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Children’s personality traits also predicted parents’ behaviors and trended toward 

predicting children’s behaviors. Children who were rated higher on Conscientiousness 

were associated with engaged parenting behavior. This finding was also significant in our 

post-hoc analysis that examined parent and child personality traits together to predict 

parenting behavior. In fact, children’s Conscientiousness was the only significant parent 

or child personality trait that predicted parenting behavior in the post-hoc analysis. This 

fits with the pattern of results in previous studies which have found that “less difficult 

children” (albeit previously measured through temperament) were related to more 

involved parenting behavior (Augustine & Stifter, 2019; Brody et al., 2017; Clark et al., 

2018; Liu et al., 2019; Micalizzi et al., 2017; Wittig & Rodriguez, 2019). Yet it is 

somewhat counter-intuitive for parents to feel the need to engage and interact with 

children who are more cautious and less impulsive. This might be because involved 

parents raise more conscientious children (Kochanska et al., 2000; Van Heel et al., 2019). 

Another explanation could be that parents may feel a need to intervene by encouraging 

cautious children to engage in play behavior. This explanation highlights the potential 

bidirectionality of parent-child personality traits and should be more thoroughly 

investigated in future studies.  

In terms of children’s behavior, we found that children’s, but not parents’ 

personality tended to be related to these two types of child behavior. Children that were 

rated as having higher Extraversion were not surprisingly biased towards the autonomous 

energetic play behavior. Extraverted children may be more social, less withdrawn, and 

more likely enjoy playing with other children (Davydenko et al., 2020; Jensen-Campbell  

et al., 2002; Lee & Ashton, 2004; Missotten et al., 2016; Zabelina & Robinson, 2010). 
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We also found that children rated higher on Conscientiousness tended towards the 

shy/dependent play behavior. This fits with research showing that Conscientiousness 

children are more likely to demonstrate caution and less impulsive play behavior 

(Duckworth et al., 2013; Eisenberg et al., 2014). We found the same pattern of results in 

our post-hoc analyses in which we examined parent and child personality traits together. 

We did not find any associations between children’s’ Emotionality-Attachment or 

Emotionality- Worry and contact seeking behavior with their parents. As noted above, 

this may be because the playground setting did not trigger any attachment or worry-

related aspects of children’s personality traits as parents were always within sight and 

within the playground vicinity. Similarly, our lack of findings between parents’ 

personality traits and children’s behavior may also be explained by the playground 

context. Children’s behavior on the playground, which mostly involves active play, may 

be less driven by parents’ personality traits compared to children’s own personality traits. 

If we had perhaps measured a more interactive form of play, parents’ personality traits 

may have played a larger role.  

Finally, as mentioned above, our post hoc analyses showed that when considering 

parent and child personality traits together in relation to parent and child playground 

behavior children’s personality traits may be most important overall. While this makes 

intuitive sense for children’s behavior in the context of our study (as discussed above), 

we were surprised that children’s personality mattered more even for parenting behavior 

compared to parent’s own personality traits. However, it appears that few other studies 

have found the similar patterns when they examined both parent and child personality 

traits related to children’s behavior (Bates et al., 2012; Clark et al., 2000; de Haan et al., 
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2012; Oliver et al., 2009; Wilson & Durbin, 2012). As children grow older parent 

influence on children’s behavior may become more complex and less directly related. 

Other environmental factors may interact with parental influence to predict children’s 

behavior (Wachs, 2000). Perhaps a moderation/mediation analysis with a larger sample 

could reveal these complex associations. 

Limitations 

In line with this, it is worth noting that our sample size was too small to test for 

small effects and/or complex interactive effects. However, previous studies that have 

conducted naturalistic observations of parent/child behavior have used a similar or lower 

sample size as ours and were still able to find significant theoretically informed results 

(e.g., Clark et al., 2000; Hawes & Dadds, 2006; Slatcher & Trentacosta, 2011). We were 

also unable to test for different effects based on parent or child gender and thus leave it to 

future research to determine if there are indeed different patterns (e.g., women tend to 

have higher Emotionality scores than men; Ashton & Lee, 2007). Additionally, the 

playground environment in our study was unable to test for how HEXACO’s 

Emotionality-Worry may be associated with parenting or how Emotionality-Attachment 

and Worry may be associated with children’s behavior/interaction with their parents. 

Since ours is the first study to separate HEXACO’s Emotionality into attachment and 

worry related traits future studies may consider replicating our findings in other contexts 

to better understand how these two aspects of Emotionality may be related to parent and 

child behavior. More specifically, in what other contexts would attachment and worry-

related traits benefit or hinder parenting and parent-child behavior? This might require 

the use of the full-length version of the HEXACO (100-items), which was not feasible in 
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our current study given our limited time constraints (i.e., parents couldn’t fill out 200 

questions while at the park). The playground environment also limited the examination of 

more in-depth parent-child interactions and their associations with parent and child 

personality traits. Future studies may want to use a more interactive context to parse out 

how personality traits influence parent-child interactions specifically. We also observed 

the relationship between personality and behavior in parents and children during middle 

childhood. The influence of personality traits on parent and child behavior may operate 

differently during different developmental stages and should be future explored (Caspi et 

al., 2005; Fischer, & Bidell, 2006). Additionally, the nature of our study does not allow 

us to determine whether parent and child personality traits caused the observed parent and 

child behaviors. Experiment and longitudinal studies in future studies are needed to 

determine causality between personality traits and parent and child behavior and 

interactions.  

Conclusion 

Despite these limitations our results reveal that parent and child HEXACO 

personality traits are important predictors for better understanding parenting behavior and 

children’s social and play behavior. Particularly, our results show the potential 

differences within the HEXACO’s Emotionality trait on parenting behavior and therefore 

provides an important new avenue to further investigate personality links with actual 

parenting behavior. Our study also shows that the playground environment can be 

successful in observing some aspects of parent and child behavior. Overall, our findings 

can help promote parenting behavior that match parents’ and children’s unique 

personality traits. As well, our findings may help with identifying ways to help children 
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who may have difficulty establishing strong attachments with their parents, making 

friends, playing with other children, and engaging in other social behavior.  
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Table 4.1. Descriptives of all Variables 

 

 M (SD) Min/Max values  

1. Parent _H 4.10 (.54) 2.25/5.00 

2. Parent_EA 2.61(.71) 1.00/4.50 

3. Parent_EW 2.95(.83) 1.00/5.00 

4. Parent_X 3.94(.55) 2.50/5.00 

5. Parent_A 3.18(.58) 1.75/4.75 

6. Parent_C 3.72(.59) 2.00/5.00 

7. Parent_O 3.70(.68) 1.75/3.70 

8. Child _H 3.14(.50) 1.75/4.25 

9. Child _EA 3.07(.75) 1.00/4.50 

10. Child _EW 3.29(.82) 1.50/5.00 

11. Child _X 4.04(.53) 3.00/5.00 

12. Child _A 2.78(.55) 1.50/4.00 

13. Child _C 3.07(.74) 1.00/4.75 

14. Child _O 3.80(.53) 2.75/5.00 

15. Parent_Communication 3.15(1.70) 1.00/7.00 

16. Parent_Affection 2.15(1.43) 1.00/6.01 

17. Parent_Sat on their own  4.97(2.29) 1.00.7.00 

18. Parent_Interaction 2.79(1.91) 1.00/7.00 

19. Parent_Monitoring 3.89(1.84) 1.00/7.00 

20. Child _Contact seeking 2.94(1.64) 1.00/7.00 

21. Child_Extraversion 3.22(1.80) 1.00/7.00 

22. Child_Independence 5.34(1.53) 1.00/7.00 

23. Child_Creativity 2.55(1.61) 1.00/7.00 

24. Child_Energy 5.05(1.29) 1.50/7.00 

25. Child_Prudence 4.89(1.79) 1.00/7.00 

Note. Personality was rated on a Likert Scale from 1-5. Parent and child behavior were rated on a Likert Scale from 1-

7.  
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Table 4.2. Correlations between Parent Personality and Parent and Child Behavior  
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Table 4.3. Correlations between Personality and Parent and Child Behavior  
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CHAPTER 5: GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 

The goal of my dissertation was to better understand the variation in parenting 

behavior and decisions, by investigating the direct and indirect influence of personality 

traits on parenting. I used an evolutionary framework to examine these personality 

associations as personality traits may reflect important flexible ways to solve relevant 

fitness related problems, including parenting, that ancestral humans may have 

experienced based in different selection pressures (Buss, 1991; 2009, de Vries et al., 

2016). These evolved adaptions may be important for understanding parents’ decisions 

and behavior today (Buss, 1991; 2009). Furthermore, I investigated whether the influence 

of personality traits would be differently associated with parenting based on some 

children’s characteristics, as the latter may be an important bi-directional parenting 

component that can differently influence parenting decisions based on parents’ 

personality traits (Buss, 1991). I examined these direct and indirect associations of 

personality traits across three different parenting contexts: on fundamental evolutionary 

parenting appeal and engagement compared to other evolutionary investments (study 1), 

parenting in a disciplinary context (study 2), and parenting behavior in a naturalistic real-

time context (study 3).  

I used the HEXACO personality model to measure personality given the 

HEXACO’s strong evolutionary influence that helps explain the underpinnings and 

motivations associated with each of the personality traits (Ashton & Lee, 2007). 

Moreover, the HEXAO categorizes a clear set of prosocial personality traits that have 

explained various prosocial and altruistic behavior in previous literature (Franklin-Luther, 

2020; Hilbig & Zettler 2009; Hodson et al. 2018), and therefore may be useful in also 
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explaining various parenting decisions. My prediction that HEXACO’s altruistic traits 

(H, E, and A) would be more strongly associated with parenting behavior and decisions 

was largely supported across my three studies. Interestingly, some of the endeavor-related 

HEXACO traits were also associated with more positive and involved parenting. I will 

discuss my overall findings by explaining how different parenting decisions and behavior 

were related to each of the HEXACO traits. 

HEXACO’s Altruistic Traits  

Honesty-Humility (H): Higher H relates to fairness, selflessness, modesty and 

avoiding the exploitation of others (Ashton & Lee, 2007; Lee & Ashton, 2013), and has 

been widely associated with general forms of altruistic behavior (Columbus et al., 2019; 

Fang, et al., 2019; Hilbig & Zettler 2009; Hilbig et al., 2014). Higher H has also been 

indirectly associated with hypothetical parenting behavior, through positive perceptions 

of infants in previous studies (Franklin-Luther, 2020). However, there were no 

associations between higher H and parenting in my dissertation. Instead, only lower H 

was related to harsh parental discipline attitudes in response to children’s misbehavior in 

study 2. While this lower H finding is consistent with other studies that found lower H to 

be associated with various other types of aggressive attitudes (Dane et al., 2018; De Vries 

& van Kampen, 2010; Lee & Ashton, 2012), it was surprising that lower H was not 

related to endorsement of harsh punishment in a hypothetical context, nor was H related 

to any other parenting variables across the three studies. Thus, it appears that H may not 

be as important in the context of parenting as one would expect based on higher H 

associations with general prosociality and altruism (Ashton & Lee, 2007).  
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The most likely explanation is related to higher H specifically relates to not 

exploiting others, despite the opportunity to exploit (Ashton & Lee, 2007). With this 

regard, the opportunity to exploit others is largely absent in general parenting contexts. 

Indeed, the fundamental nature of parenting involves the motivation to care for offspring 

sometimes even at the expense of parents’ own resources that can help parents’ own 

growth and development (Trivers, 1972). Thus, the characteristics and contexts in which 

higher H are typically expressed may be unrelated from the characteristics and 

motivations of parenting (de Vries et al., 2016). The fact that Franklin-Luther (2020) did 

not find direct links between higher H and parenting, and only found an indirect 

association through higher ratings of infantile facial cues, partly helps supports my 

explanation. While Franklin-Luther’s study also did not incorporate any opportunity to 

exploit, the general prosocial/altruistic nature of higher H may have been expressed only 

when only a hypothetical caregiving context was concerned, insofar through the 

motivational salience of infant stimuli. However, in the context of actual everyday 

parenting decisions H may not be a trait that is expressed to help make these decisions 

(de Vries et al., 2016). Perhaps, in more extreme cases where the environment is so 

adverse, the selfish and exploitive nature of lower H is can be expressed when parents 

have to make more extreme parenting decisions such prioritizing parent or child survival 

(Hrdy, 1991; Scheper-Hughes, 1984). Otherwise, my results suggest that higher H may 

be less relevant to explain the more general parenting behavior and decisions. 

Emotionality (E): On the other hand, E appeared to be the most robust and 

prevalent personality trait associated with parenting across all three studies, consistent 

with the theoretical description of higher E involving kin altruistic tendencies (Ashton & 
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Lee, 2007). Ashton and Lee (2004; 2007) predicted that E would be the strongest 

personality traits associated with parenting, and my dissertation findings confirmed this 

prediction. In study 1, higher E was associated with direct and indirect fundamental 

parenting motivations, including perceiving infants and caregiving more favorably as 

well as investing more into parental efforts. Previous studies have also found E to be 

associated with hypothetical parental investment (Franklin-Volk, 2020; Međedović et al., 

2018). Interestingly, study 1 also showed that higher E was associated with parental 

efforts through higher somatic desires. This suggests that that higher E may also involve 

the desire to acquire sufficient resources in order to be in a better position to provide for 

one’s family. Additionally, my study 3 results on actual parenting behavior showed that 

the Sentimentality and Dependence facets of E (Emotionality-Attachment), which largely 

constitute empathic concern (Ashton & Lee, 2007), were more closely associated with 

more engaged/involved parenting in a playground setting. This suggests that the 

attachment/empathy-related facets of E may be most relevant to parenting behavior, 

compared to the worry-related facets (Fear and Anxiety). The latter may most likely be 

expressed in more dangerous and worry-provoking parenting contexts. However, as these 

contexts were absent across my three studies, this explanation should be explored in 

future research.  

With regards to the lower end of E that relates to lower empathy and emotional 

detachment, my study 2 results showed associations with favorable attitudes about 

physical discipline. Lower E was also related to endorsement of more harsh punishment 

to an older child, as well as to accidental and intentional child misbehavior. This finding 

is consistent with previous studies that showed adults lower on empathy had stronger 
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desires to punish the child that they believed was engaging in intentional misbehavior 

(McElroy & Rodriguez, 2008; Rodriguez et al., 2016), and therefore attests to the more 

callous nature of lower E. However, given that lower E was not related to more harsh 

punishment to a younger child’s misbehavior suggests that despite their sadistic 

tendencies (Book et al., 2012; 2016; Dinić, & Wertag, 2018; Knight et al., 2018; 

Sokolovska et al., 2018), lower E individuals may be more sensitive to younger children 

and perhaps even are more perceptive toward younger children’s developmental 

limitations that could contribute to misbehavior. In other words, lower E may be able to 

distinguish between children’s transgressions that are intentional versus an accidental, 

which can influence how lower E individuals punish children.  

Agreeableness (A): After E, A was the next most prevalent trait related to 

parenting in my dissertation. In study 1, higher A was directly and indirectly associated 

with perceiving infants more favorably as well as investing more in parenting efforts. 

Previous studies have also found higher A to be associated with parenting (Bailey et al., 

2013; Coplan et al., 2009; De Haan et al., 2009; Franklin-Luther, 2020; Kochanska et al., 

2004). Being cooperative, patient, tolerant and having the motivation to maintain 

interpersonal relationships (Ashton & Lee, 2007) are likely beneficial traits for 

facilitating parenting and caregiving. These characteristics may also help higher A 

individuals to be less aggravated by the more challenging/demanding aspects of 

parenting.  

On the other hand, lower A, which entails higher levels of anger and lower 

patience/tolerance (Ashton & Lee, 2007), appears to be an important at-risk trait for harsh 

parenting. In study 2, lower A was related to the endorsement of more severe punishment 
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toward children’s misbehavior, regardless of children’s characteristics (such as age) or 

intention of the misbehavior, through the indirect effect of more favorable attitudes about 

physical punishment toward children’s misbehavior. Thus, lower A individuals are more 

likely to be easily angered by children’s transgressions and respond to these encounters 

by endorsing harsher disciplinary actions toward children, regardless of the context of 

misbehavior or children’s age. Lower A may therefore be a significantly dangerous and 

trait in parents as it appears to be more reactive and harsher toward children’s 

misbehavior.  

Interestingly, A was unrelated to actual parenting in a more active/involved 

parenting context, such as the playground context in study 3. This is likely because A, as 

it relates to patience and cooperating (Ashton & Lee, 2007, Tobin et al., 2000), may less 

likely be expressed in an active playground setting, compared to perhaps more social and 

relational contexts (de Vries et al., 2016). While this explanation could have also applied 

to higher E and parenting, the fact that specific facets of E were related to playing 

behavior in the playground suggests that a facet level exploration of other HEXACO’s 

altruistic traits (H and A) should also be explored to better understanding H and A’s 

association with parenting.   

HEXACO’s Endeavor-Related Traits  

Extraversion (X):  Higher X was associated with parenting desires as well as 

indirectly associated with higher parental efforts, through higher parenting desires in 

study 1. Previous studies have similarly shown that higher X, as it relates to social 

affiliation (Ashton & Lee 2007), were related to more positive and involved parenting 

behavior (Nettle, 2005; Metsäpelto & Pulkkinen, 2003; Prinzie et al., 2009). My study 1 
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results also showed that higher X was related to other aspects of social investment (e.g., 

mating, meeting up with friends). Thus, the tendency to enjoy interacting with others, 

including children, may be an important trait involved in making parenting decisions. 

However, given that higher X was unrelated to parenting in a disciplinary context (study 

2) or in a playground context (study 3) suggests that a general social motivation may be 

less relevant to specific everyday parenting behavior and decisions, compared to a more 

general parenting investment effort. 

Conscientiousness (C): Higher C was also relatively less prevalent with 

parenting across the three studies, despite its’ direct association with hypothetical 

parenting in a previous study (Franklin-Luther, 2020). For instance, higher C was not 

related to parenting desires or motivations (study 1) or in a disciplinary context (study 3). 

However, higher C was associated with children’s play behavior at a univariate level in 

study 3. More specifically, parents’ higher on C were related to children’s exploratory 

and energetic play behavior (i.e., lower child creativity, and lower child prudence, and 

higher child energy). Thus, although this was not indirectly related to parenting behavior, 

perhaps more diligent, cautious and attentive parents may help children develop a 

stronger sense of assurance that helps children to more uninhibitedly explore their 

surroundings.  

Surprisingly however, I did find associations with lower C and parenting appeal 

in sample of young adults (study 1). As discussed earlier in this dissertation, this is likely 

because young adults today that are higher on C are less likely to prioritize parenting, 

over establishing themselves for future successes. Thus, young adults lower on C, who 

may be less focused on their education, careers, or in other forms of self-enhancements, 
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may be motivated to prioritizing parenting efforts. In contrast, young adults lower in C 

were related to higher somatic appeal which then related to higher parenting appeal, 

suggesting that higher C young adults may most be interested investing in themselves to 

be in a more competitive position to later invest in parenting. These results suggest that 

there may be important age-related/developmental effects that play an important role in 

which personality traits may be related to parenting during different life stages.  

Openness to Experience (O): Finally, O was also unrelated to parenting across 

all three studies. This was not completely unexpected as previous studies have found 

mixed results with Big Five Model’s O and parenting. Higher Big five O has been 

associated with more positive parenting, including higher nurturance (Metsäpelto & 

Pulkkinen, 2003), warmth (Prinzie et al., 2009), positive maternal emotions (Smith et al., 

2007), as well as negative parenting, such as higher hostility and negative affect (Browne 

et al., 2012). Based on the lack of associations between O and parenting in my 

dissertation which used the HEXACO, my data suggests that other HEXACO traits may 

be more salient in explaining the in generally positive (e.g., higher E and A) negative 

(e.g., lower A) parenting. These findings are consistent with the altruistic tendencies 

associated with E and A that appear to delineate most parenting decisions and behavior 

across multiple contexts.   

Noteworthy, these were few sex differences associated with parenting across all 

three studies. This may appear to be surprising as parental investment is fundamentally 

biased toward investment from women, as much of the caregiving demands fall on 

mothers (e.g., gestation and breastfeeding; Trivers, 1972). Therefore, it would expected to 

find sex differences depicting that women investment more into parenting efforts 
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compared to men (study 1). However, such sex differences may already be accounted for 

in the HEXACO. More specifically, the largest sex difference in the HEXACO traits 

cross-culturally is related to E (Ashton & Lee, 2007). Women are shown have 

significantly higher levels of E compared to men. This is due to the promotion of kin 

survival associated with higher levels E that are most adaptive for women’s evolutionary 

outcomes compared to men, as women invest significantly more resources into parenting 

compared to men. Thus, the lack of sex differences related to parenting in my dissertation 

can be explained by sex differences already account for by the HEXACO’s Emotionality 

trait. 

Limitations 

 

 In addition to the limitations I have already highlighted in each of the three 

studies, the results of from my dissertation should be interpreted with caution due to 

some important additional limitations that affect all three studies of my dissertation. Most 

important to note and reiterate is that all three studies were exploratory studies, as no 

previous studies in the literature have examined investment efforts, punishment toward 

children’s misbehavior, and/or parent and child playground behavior using the HEXACO 

personality model. I conducted these exploratory studies for my dissertation in order to 

advance the parenting literature by providing an updated understanding of personality 

traits associated with different types of parenting decisions and behavior, using the 

HEXACO personality model. The three studies in my dissertation were important to 

conduct as most previous studies to date have examined the relationship between 

personality traits and parenting using other personality measures that have important 

theoretical and statistical limitations, compared to the HEXACO (Ashton & Lee, 2020). 
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The HEXACO is a newer personality model that is theoretically and empirically stronger 

than many of the other personality models and therefore warrant investigation in 

parenting contexts. Therefore, my three studies provide new knowledge on the 

relationship between personality traits and parenting outcomes, that is much needed in the 

parenting field.  

That being said, the exploratory nature of my three studies lead to some statistical 

concerns. I used saturated models that tested several parameters. Testing these many 

parameters could have influenced in type I error. In other words, some of my statistically 

significant findings could be due to chance. Additionally, the path models did not account 

for measurement error and fit indices were not provided due to the paths being saturated 

(for studies 1 and 2). This could affect the replicability and generalizability of my 

findings (Fritz et l., 2016; Hayduk & Littvay, 2012). The reason I did not correct for 

measurement error in my exogeneous variables was because this could greatly increase 

the complexity of the models, which is of concern for lower sample sizes (Deshon, 1998), 

Additionally, correcting for measurement error may not necessarily improve 

generalizability as the correction further specifies the findings to the given sample, given 

time in which the data was collected and the specific environment in which the data was 

collected (Deshon, 1998).  However, in order to allay some of the concerns associated 

with fully saturated path models and exploratory analyses, I conducted post-hoc analyses 

for studies 1 and 2.  First, I implemented a False Discovery Rate by setting the expected 

number of false positives rate at 5% (Benjamini & Hochberg, 1995). Benjamini-

Hochberg Adjusted P value suggested critical values at p = .05 were still significant for 

both studies 1 and 2. Furthermore, I corrected for measurement error in my exogenous 
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variables using the Single Indicator Latent Variable method (Hayduk & Littvay, 2012). 

There were some minor changes in the direct and indirect effects, however, majority of 

the effects were consistent with my original findings, without resulting in any major 

changes to my findings and discussions (see Appendices N and O). These post-hoc 

analyses should therefore help to allay some of the concerns associated with the 

replicability of my results in studies 1 and 2. Future studies should however use larger 

samples to replicate findings from studies 1 and 2 and consider the changes in some of 

the paths when measurement error was corrected post-hoc. Given that my path models 

were fully saturated, further studies should also consider un-constraining certain paths 

based on my findings and previous literature, which can help assess model fit. However, 

statisticians suggest not to rely on model fit indices too much and instead use theoretical 

justification to interpret the model (Deng et al., 2018; McNeish, 2020). 

Related to concerns with exploratory data, study 3 identified configurations of 

parenting and child behavior on a playground. I found two styles of parenting behavior: 

a) more engaged parenting behavior (high on communication, affection, interaction with 

child, and monitoring) and b) less engaged parenting behavior (high on sitting on their 

own). I also found two styles of child behavior: a) autonomous energetic play (high levels 

of extraversion, independence from parents, and high energy) and b) introverted cautious 

play (high levels of contact seeking from parents, high creativity, and high prudence). 

However, these configurations were not further statistically validated. However, these 

latent groups appear to fit with some previous theoretical data. With regards to the 

parenting behavior groupings, previous observational studies have found that parents who 

depicted higher levels of affectionate behavior also depicted higher levels of 
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interactive/play behavior with their infants, similar to the parenting style a (Langlois et 

al., 1995). Style a of parenting behavior is also similar to the grouped characteristics of 

Authoritative parenting style, which includes high communication, nurture/affection and 

discipline (the latter is similar to the monitoring behavior observed in study 3; Baumrind, 

1967). With regards to child behavior groupings, sensation seeking and extraversion 

(some of the components of child behavior a) were also grouped together in previous 

behavioral studies (Glicksohn et al., 2007). High levels of energy are also frequently 

associated with extraversion (Cullen‐Lester et al., 2016). On the other hand, previous 

studies have shown associations between emotionality/emotional dependence and higher 

prudence (child behavior b; Delgado‐García et al., 2010). These previous studies 

therefore provide theoretical validity for my parent and child behavior configurations and 

further strengthen my study 3 findings.  

Furthermore, all three of my studies were cross-sectional and therefore limit the 

ability to draw causal conclusions regarding the effects of personality traits on parenting 

decisions. For this reason, I cautioned again using the word “mediation” to discuss my 

results/findings in studies 1 and 2 (as this would imply causation; Kline, 2015). Instead, I 

have used the terminology “indirect effects”, which is recommended for correlational and 

cross-sectional data (Kline, 2015) - “indirect effect” may still apply if directionality 

assumptions in a cross-sectional study have a strong rationale” (Kline, 2015, p. 205). 

With this regard, all of the implied directionality in my path models (e.g., personality 

influencing parenting outcomes) were based on previous cross-sectional as well as 

longitudinal/experimental research. For example, personality traits are known to have a 

strong genetic component with a modest influence from the environment (Benjamin et 



   

 
147 

al., 1997). For this reason, personality traits are known to drive much of human 

perceptions, thoughts, and behavior (Ajzen, 1987). Thus, personality traits are exogenous 

variables across all three studies. Moreover, personality traits were shown to predict 

behavior in longitudinal studies (Chamorro-Premuzic, & Furnham, 2003), including 

parenting behavior (de Haan et al., 2012). Additionally, experimental studies have shown 

that attitudes predicted behavior (Spence, & Townsend, 2007). Thus, all of my analyses 

examined personality influence of parenting decisions/behavior, through the indirect 

effect of attitudes and/or perceptions. However, there may be other confounding variables 

that I did not account for in my models in studies 1 and 2, which can further impact the 

directionally of effects between variables. Therefore, my studies do not in any way claim 

that personality traits had a causal effect on parenting behavior and decisions. Instead, my 

data merely suggests that personality traits have a significant association with parenting 

perceptions and decisions across various contexts.  

Another limitation in my dissertation is that different personality traits may 

influence parenting behaviors over time based on developmental changes in parents and 

the child. For example, the surprisingly lower C link with parental investment in study 1 

(contrary to past research findings; Franklin-Luther, 2020) shows that personality traits 

influence parenting decisions differently during different developmental stages. Adults 

may have different priorities, such as focusing on establishment themselves for the future 

when they are in the young-adult developmental phase (during which investment in 

oneself may be most crucial), compared to when they are older parents or very young 

parents. Evolutionary theory suggests there may be higher parenting motivation and 

sensitivity toward children are adults become older and are less able to produce children. 
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This explains why older individuals are more likely to invest highly in children (Hawkes 

& Blurton Jones, 2005). On the other hand, younger parents (e.g., teen parents) may have 

the evolutionary affordability of having more children in the future, and thus there may 

be a lesser evolutionary/psychological motivation to highly invest in parenting at this 

stage. Along these lines, different parent personality traits may differently influence 

parenting based on the child’s age. My results from study 2 show that lower E may be a 

more at-risk trait, in the context of disciplinary response, to older children’s misbehavior 

compared to younger children’s behavior. However, my stimuli in this study involved 

two different children, my results are unable to speak to the long-term effects of parents’ 

personality on parenting decisions across the child’s age.  Future studies should therefore 

also longitudinally examine how the age of the same child evoke different parenting 

behavior based on parents’ personality traits over time.  

 Another important, limitation is that two of my studies used self-report measures 

(studies 1 and 2), and some of these findings were inconsistent with actual observations 

of parenting behavior (study 3).  For example, the associations between higher X and 

parenting desires and motivations found in study 1 did not translate into actual 

observations of parenting in study 3. Perhaps this is because in study 1, I examined 

parental motivations/desires and attitudes/behavior which is somewhat different from 

observing parents’ level of engagement with children on a playground. However, the fact 

that E, the most theoretically relevant HEXACO trait for parenting (Ashton & Lee, 

2007), was associated with parenting across all three contexts suggests that there may 

have been similar and sufficient parenting motivations and psychological mechanisms 

across the three studies that would have influenced the expression of similar personality 
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traits. However, future studies should still aim to parallel observation and self-report 

parenting studies to identify important methodological factors that influence the 

association between personality traits and parenting.  

 There are also other important child characteristics that could influence evoke 

certain parent personality traits and influence parenting, that I have not examined in my 

dissertation.  For example, a wider range of child behavior should be explored in future 

studies. In study 2, I partly examined more “difficult” children behavior (i.e., children 

that engage in intentional misbehavior), which evoked different personality traits in 

adults compared to seemingly less “difficult” children (i.e., children that engaged in an 

accidental behavior). Further studies should however examine other child behaviors, such 

as other externalizing behaviors, disobedience, and even different types of temperamental 

behavior (e.g., crying vs. a non-crying child) that could differently explain personality 

traits and parenting responses. Similarly, future studies should also examine the influence 

of children’s facial and physical cues, as higher levels of baby cues (e.g., cuteness, health, 

and happiness) and higher levels of facial resemblance play an important indirect effect 

that links parent’s personality traits and parenting decisions (Franklin & Volk, 2018; 

Franklin-Luther, 2020; Volk & Quinsey, 2002). While my study 1 infant stimuli result 

partly speak to these effects, in that cuter infants appear to evoke parenting appeal, I only 

chose infant images with highest cuteness ratings. Thus, personality traits may have 

different associations with parental investment in the presence of less cute or less healthy 

infants/infant images.  

Moreover, there may be other important mediating/moderating factors that link 

personality traits with parenting decisions and behavior that should be further explored in 
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future studies. One of the most evolutionary salient indirect effects that should be further 

examined in one’s resource availability, include economic (e.g., socio-economic status or 

SES) as well as metabolic resources (e.g., one’s physical and mental health). With 

regards to SES, all my studies showed a fairly normal distribution with regards to SES. 

Therefore, I was unable to examine how extremely less resources can influence the 

expression of personality traits on parenting decisions. Evolutionary theory strongly 

highlights that personality traits are an expression of one’s innate predispositions in 

responses to one’s environment (Buss, 1991; 2009). Previous studies also show more 

extreme parenting decisions in the context of more adverse and deprived environments 

(Hrdy, 1991; Scheper-Hughes, N. (1984). On the other end, studies also show extremely 

involved parenting decisions when parents have an abundance of resources, even despite 

some child characterises that could motivate lower parental investment (e.g., low health, 

Bugental et al., 2010). Additionally, the availability of one’s biological resources (e.g., 

physical and mental health) may also influence when personality traits may be expressed 

to influence parenting decisions. For instance, if one has lower levels of health, perhaps 

more strategic personality traits (e.g., lower H) may play a role in influencing parenting 

decisions that can lead to more adaptive outcomes for parents in those contexts. 

Similarly, higher metabolic resources may trigger the expression of highly altruistic traits 

(e.g., higher E and A) that can promote higher levels of investment in parenting. 

Finally, there are alternate ways of studying personality traits to understand 

parenting. Freud’s psychoanalytic theory of personality argues that human behavior is 

influenced by interactions between three important component parts of the mind: the id, 

ego, and superego. This early work has provided essential information on how 
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individuals progress through different stages of life. Carl Rogers identified different 

notions of the self, influenced by childhood experiences and interpersonal experiences.  

The theory of narrative identity explores important life experiences that influence one’s 

purpose and motivation. However, I chose to use a lexical approach to study personality 

influences on parenting as this allows objects ways to measure specific personality 

characteristics shows strong cross-cultural validity. I used the HEXACO rather than the 

Big Five Personality model as the HEXACO has shown: stronger cross-cultural validly, 

additional personality dimensions that account for more variance than the Big Five across 

various research topics, and more nuanced facet level explanations of personality traits.  

Conclusion 

 

Parenting entails interactions with children, which involves a variety of thoughts, 

attitudes, behavior, and decisions related to perceptions of children and various other life 

choices. This necessarily suggests the importance of personality traits in influencing 

parenting behaviors and decisions. The results from my dissertation show that personality 

traits can be an important psychological mechanism that influences different parenting 

motivations and parenting decisions across different contexts. Specifically, my results 

highlight personality traits may be most important in promoting positive parenting 

behavior as well as at-risk personality traits that may have negative effects on parent-

child interactions across multiple contexts. My findings provide useful information that 

can help bridgie theory and practice, such as better informing more efficient parenting 

interventions. Although previous research has highlighted the importance of personality 

traits on parenting and mental health outcomes, surprisingly few researchers have tailored 

parenting interventions to fit with individuals’ personality traits. The findings from my 
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dissertation, specifically with regards to at-risk traits (lower A and E) and positive traits 

(E) can be used in parenting programs to promote more positive parenting. For example, 

anger management skils may be to be effective and important for lower A individuals. 

Additionally, programs that help promote attachment with children may be most essential 

skills for lower E individuals. Targeting parenting interventions and programs using 

personality traits may be cost-effective as well as also more practically effective in 

different parenting program and interventions. My findings also provide important 

theoretical information for future researchers that aim to better understanding the 

fundamental etiology associated with various types of parenting behavior, parent-child 

interactions, and parenting outcomes.  
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APPENDIX B: HEXACO Personality Inventory (Study 1 and 2) 

Please read each statement and decide how much you agree or disagree with that 

statement. Then write your response in the space next to the statement using the 

following scale. Please answer every statement, even if you are not completely sure of 

your response. 

 

1 = strongly disagree 2 = disagree 3 = neutral 4 = agree 5 = strongly agree 

1  I would be quite bored by a visit to an art gallery. 

2  I plan ahead and organize things, to avoid scrambling at the last minute. 

3  I rarely hold a grudge, even against people who have badly wronged me. 

4  I feel reasonably satisfied with myself overall. 

5  I would feel afraid if I had to travel in bad weather conditions. 

6  I wouldn't use flattery to get a raise or promotion at work, even if I thought it would succeed. 

7  I'm interested in learning about the history and politics of other countries. 

8  I often push myself very hard when trying to achieve a goal. 

9  People sometimes tell me that I am too critical of others. 

10  I rarely express my opinions in group meetings. 

11  I sometimes can't help worrying about little things. 

12  If I knew that I could never get caught, I would be willing to steal a million dollars. 

13  I would enjoy creating a work of art, such as a novel, a song, or a painting. 

14  When working on something, I don't pay much attention to small details. 

15  People sometimes tell me that I'm too stubborn. 

16  I prefer jobs that involve active social interaction to those that involve working alone. 

17  When I suffer from a painful experience, I need someone to make me feel comfortable. 

18  Having a lot of money is not especially important to me. 

19  I think that paying attention to radical ideas is a waste of time. 

20  I make decisions based on the feeling of the moment rather than on careful thought. 

21  People think of me as someone who has a quick temper. 

22  On most days, I feel cheerful and optimistic. 

23  I feel like crying when I see other people crying. 

24  I think that I am entitled to more respect than the average person is. 

25  If I had the opportunity, I would like to attend a classical music concert. 

26  When working, I sometimes have difficulties due to being disorganized. 
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27  My attitude toward people who have treated me badly is “forgive and forget”. 

28  I feel that I am an unpopular person. 

29  When it comes to physical danger, I am very fearful. 

30  If I want something from someone, I will laugh at that person's worst jokes. 

31  I’ve never really enjoyed looking through an encyclopedia. 

32  I do only the minimum amount of work needed to get by.  

33  I tend to be lenient in judging other people. 

34  In social situations, I’m usually the one who makes the first move. 

35  I worry a lot less than most people do. 

36  I would never accept a bribe, even if it were very large. 

37  People have often told me that I have a good imagination. 

38  I always try to be accurate in my work, even at the expense of time. 

39  I am usually quite flexible in my opinions when people disagree with me. 

40  The first thing that I always do in a new place is to make friends. 

41  I can handle difficult situations without needing emotional support from anyone else. 

42  I would get a lot of pleasure from owning expensive luxury goods. 

43  I like people who have unconventional views. 

44  I make a lot of mistakes because I don’t think before I act. 

45  Most people tend to get angry more quickly than I do. 

46  Most people are more upbeat and dynamic than I generally am. 

47  I feel strong emotions when someone close to me is going away for a long time. 

48  I want people to know that I am an important person of high status. 

49  I don’t think of myself as the artistic or creative type. 

50  People often call me a perfectionist. 

51  Even when people make a lot of mistakes, I rarely say anything negative. 

52  I sometimes feel that I am a worthless person. 

53  Even in an emergency I wouldn’t feel like panicking. 

54  I wouldn’t pretend to like someone just to get that person to do favors for me. 

55  I find it boring to discuss philosophy. 

56  I prefer to do whatever comes to mind, rather than stick to a plan. 

57  When people tell me that I’m wrong, my first reaction is to argue with them. 

58  When I’m in a group of people, I’m often the one who speaks on behalf of the group. 
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59  I remain unemotional even in situations where most people get very sentimental. 

60  I’d be tempted to use counterfeit money, if I were sure I could get away with it. 

 



   

 
165 

APPENDIX C: Stimuli Appeal (Study 1) 

 

Infant Faces 

1. Please rate infant face for cuteness: 

1 

(Extremely 

Low) 

 

2 3 4 

(Average) 

5 6 7 

(Extremely 

High) 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

2. Please rate infant face for health: 

1 

(Extremely 

Low) 

 

2 3 4 

(Average) 

5 6 7 

(Extremely 

High) 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

3. Please rate how likely you would be to hypothetically adopt this infant: 

1 

(Extremely 

Low) 

 

2 3 4 

(Average) 

5 6 7 

(Extremely 

High) 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 
Attractive Adult Faces 

4. Please rate this adult face for attractiveness: 

1 

(Extremely 

Low) 

 

2 3 4 

(Average) 

5 6 7 

(Extremely 

High) 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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5. Please rate this adult face for health: 

1 

(Extremely 

Low) 

 

2 3 4 

(Average) 

5 6 7 

(Extremely 

High) 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

6. Please rate how likely you would be to hypothetically date this person if you were 

single: 

1 

(Extremely 

Low) 

 

2 3 4 

(Average) 

5 6 7 

(Extremely 

High) 

o   o  o  o  o   

 

7. Please rate how likely you would be to hypothetically hook-up with this person if 

you were single: 

1 

(Extremely 

Low) 

 

2 3 4 

(Average) 

5 6 7 

(Extremely 

High) 

o   o  o  o  o   

 

Somatic Investment 

8. Please rate how appealing this activity is to you: 

1 

(Extremely 

Low) 

 

2 3 4 

(Average) 

5 6 7 

(Extremely 

High) 
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o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 

9. Please rate how healthy this behaviour is to you: 

1 

(Extremely 

Low) 

 

2 3 4 

(Average) 

5 6 7 

(Extremely 

High) 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 
10. Please rate how likely you would be to hypothetically pursue this behaviour: 

1 

(Extremely 

Low) 

 

2 3 4 

(Average) 

5 6 7 

(Extremely 

High) 

o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
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APPENDIX D: The Revised Sociosexual Orientation Inventory (SOI–R) (Study 1) 

 

*Scale used to assess mating investment 

 

Please respond honestly to the following questions. 

 

1. With how many different partners have you had sex within the past 12 months? 

▫  ▫  ▫ ▫  ▫  ▫  ▫  ▫  ▫ 

0  1  2  3  4  5–6  7–9  10–19  20 or more 

2. With how many different partners have you had a one-night stand? 

▫  ▫  ▫ ▫  ▫  ▫  ▫  ▫  ▫ 

0  1  2  3  4  5–6  7–9  10–19  20 or more 

3. With how many different partners have you had sex without having an interest in a 

long-term committed relationship with this person? 

▫  ▫  ▫ ▫  ▫  ▫  ▫  ▫  ▫ 

0  1  2  3  4  5–6  7–9  10–19  20 or more 

4. Sex without love is OK. 

▫  ▫  ▫  ▫  ▫  ▫ ▫  ▫  ▫ 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Strongly disagree         Strongly agree 

5. I can imagine myself being comfortable and enjoying “casual” sex with different 

partners 

▫  ▫  ▫  ▫  ▫  ▫ ▫  ▫  ▫ 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Strongly disagree         Strongly agree 

6. I do not want to have sex with a person until I am sure that we will have a long-term, 

serious relationship. 

▫  ▫  ▫  ▫  ▫  ▫ ▫  ▫  ▫ 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Strongly disagree         Strongly agree 

 

7. How often do you have fantasies about having sex with someone with whom you do 

not have a committed romantic relationship? 

▫ 1 – never 

▫ 2 – very seldom 

▫ 3 – about once every two or three months 

▫ 4 – about once a month 

▫ 5 – about once every two weeks 

▫ 6 – about once a week 

▫ 7 – several times per week 

▫ 8 – nearly every day 

▫ 9 – at least once a day 

8. How often do you experience sexual arousal when you are in contact with someone 

with whom you do not have a committed romantic 

relationship? 

▫ 1 – never 
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▫ 2 – very seldom 

▫ 3 – about once every two or three months 

▫ 4 – about once a month 

▫ 5 – about once every two weeks 

▫ 6 – about once a week 

▫ 7 – several times per week 

▫ 8 – nearly every day 

▫ 9 – at least once a day 

9. In everyday life, how often do you have spontaneous fantasies about having sex with 

someone you have just met? 

▫ 1 – never 

▫ 2 – very seldom 

▫ 3 – about once every two or three months 

▫ 4 – about once a month 

▫ 5 – about once every two weeks 

▫ 6 – about once a week 

▫ 7 – several times per week 

▫ 8 – nearly every day 

▫ 9 – at least once a day 
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APPENDIX E: Parenting and Somatic Stimuli Engagement (Study 1) 

*Scales to assess parental investment and somatic investment 

Parental Investment 

Please rate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements (If you do not 

have children, please answer in the hypothetical): 

 1  

Strongly 

Disagree 

2 3 4 

Neither 

Agree 

nor 

Disagree 

5 6 7 

Strongly 

Agree 

1. I spend time 

with my or 

others’ children 

       

2.I would be 

willing to take a 

15% pay cut at 

my job to spend 

more time with 

my children 

       

3. I connect 

emotionally to 

family 

       

4.Parenting is 

an important 

job 

       

5. Being a good 

parent is 

rewarding  

       

6. Parents 

should sacrifice 

to meet 

children’s needs  

       

 

Somatic Effort 

 1  

Strongly 

Disagree 

2 3 4 

Neither 

Agree 

nor 

Disagree 

5 6 7 

Strongly 

Agree 

1. I spend time 

being fit and 
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watching my 

weight 

2. I work extra 

hard to make 

more money or 

get a promotion  

       

3. I invest in my 

long-term 

happiness  

       

4. It’s important 

to invest in 

myself 

       

5. It’s 

rewarding to 

look after 

myself 

       

6. It’s better to 

sacrifice in the 

short-term to 

gain in the long-

term 
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APPENDIX F: Ethics Clearance (Study 2) 
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b) All adverse and/or unanticipated experiences or events that may have real or potential unfavourable 

implications for participants; 
c) New information that may adversely affect the safety of the participants or the conduct of the study; 
d) Any changes in your source of funding or new funding to a previously unfunded project. 

 
We wish you success with your research. 
 
Approved:   
 
 

 

 

 
 

Note: Brock University is accountable for the research carried out in its own jurisdiction or under its auspices 
and may refuse certain research even though the REB has found it ethically acceptable. 

 

If research participants are in the care of a health facility, at a school, or other institution or community 
organization, it is the responsibility of the Principal Investigator to ensure that the ethical guidelines and 
clearance of those facilities or institutions are obtained and filed with the REB prior to the initiation of 
research at that site. 

 

 

Lynn Dempsey, Chair 
Social Science Research Ethics Board 

Robert Steinbauer, Chair 
Social Science Research Ethics Board 
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APPENDIX G: Life Stress Scale (Study 2)
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APPENDIX H: Parental Discipline Attitudes (Study 2)
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APPENDIX I: Ethics Clearance (Study 3)  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Social Science Research Ethics Board 
  

 

Certificate of Ethics Clearance for Human Participant Research 
 

Brock University 
Research Ethics Office 

Tel: 905-688-5550 ext. 3035 

Email:  reb@brocku.ca 

 

 
 

DATE: 9/14/2018 
  
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: VOLK, Tony - Child and Youth Studies 
  
CO-INVESTIGATOR(S): Meaghan Fleming (mf14ps@brocku.ca) 
  
FILE: 18-044 - VOLK 
  
TYPE: Ph. D. STUDENT: Prarthana Franklin 

SUPERVISOR: Tony Volk 

TITLE: Child Facial Cues and Parental Interactions - Study 2 

 

ETHICS CLEARANCE GRANTED 
 
 

Type of Clearance:  NEW Expiry Date:  9/1/2019 

 
The Brock University Social Science Research Ethics Board has reviewed the above named research proposal 
and considers the procedures, as described by the applicant, to conform to the University’s ethical standards 
and the Tri-Council Policy Statement.  Clearance granted from 9/14/2018 to 9/1/2019.   
 
The Tri-Council Policy Statement requires that ongoing research be monitored by, at a minimum, an annual 
report.  Should your project extend beyond the expiry date, you are required to submit a Renewal form before 
9/1/2019.  Continued clearance is contingent on timely submission of reports. 
 
To comply with the Tri-Council Policy Statement, you must also submit a final report upon completion of your 
project.  All report forms can be found on the Research Ethics web page at 
http://www.brocku.ca/research/policies-and-forms/research-forms.   
 
In addition, throughout your research, you must report promptly to the REB: 

a) Changes increasing the risk to the participant(s) and/or affecting significantly the conduct of the study; 
b) All adverse and/or unanticipated experiences or events that may have real or potential unfavourable 

implications for participants; 
c) New information that may adversely affect the safety of the participants or the conduct of the study; 
d) Any changes in your source of funding or new funding to a previously unfunded project. 

 
We wish you success with your research. 
 

Approved: 
 

 
   
   

 

 
 

Note: Brock University is accountable for the research carried out in its own jurisdiction or under its auspices 
and may refuse certain research even though the REB has found it ethically acceptable. 

 

If research participants are in the care of a health facility, at a school, or other institution or community 
organization, it is the responsibility of the Principal Investigator to ensure that the ethical guidelines and 
clearance of those facilities or institutions are obtained and filed with the REB prior to the initiation of 
research at that site. 

 

 

Lynn Dempsey, Chair 
Social Science Research Ethics Board 

Robert Steinbauer, Chair 
Social Science Research Ethics Board 
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APPENDIX J: Brief HEXACO Inventory - Parent self-report (Study 3) 

 

Instructions: Please indicate to what extent you agree with the following statements 

about yourself, using the following answering categories: 

1 = strongly disagree 

2 = disagree 

3 = neutral (neither agree, nor disagree) 

4 = agree 

5 = strongly agree 

 

1. _____ I can look at a painting for a long time. 

2. _____ I make sure that things are in the right spot. 

3. _____ I remain unfriendly to someone who was mean to me. 

4. _____ Nobody likes talking with me. 

5. _____ I am afraid of feeling pain. 

6. _____ I find it difficult to lie. 

7. _____ I think science is boring. 

8. _____ I postpone complicated tasks as long as possible. 

9. _____ I often express criticism. 

10. _____ I easily approach strangers. 

11. _____ I worry less than others. 

12. _____ I would keep the money if a cashier gave me too much change. 

13. _____ I have a lot of imagination. 

14. _____ I work very precisely. 

15. _____ I tend to quickly agree with others. 

16. _____ I like to talk with others. 

17. _____ I can easily overcome difficulties on my own. 

18. _____ I want to be famous. 

19. _____ I like people with strange ideas. 

20. _____ I often do things without really thinking. 

21. _____ Even when I’m treated badly, I remain calm. 

22. _____ I am seldom cheerful. 

23. _____ I have to cry during sad or romantic movies. 

24. _____ I am entitled to special treatment. 
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APPENDIX K: Brief HEXACO Inventory – Child Observer-report (Study 3) 

 

Instructions: Please indicate to what extent you agree with the following statements 

about your child, using the following answering categories: 

1 = strongly disagree 

2 = disagree 

3 = neutral (neither agree, nor disagree) 

4 = agree 

5 = strongly agree 

 

1. _____ My child can look at a painting for a long time. 

2. _____ My child makes sure that his/her things are put away in the right spot. 

3. _____ My child remains unfriendly to someone who was mean to him/her. 

4. _____ Nobody likes talking with my child. 

5. _____ My child is afraid of feeling pain. 

6. _____ My child finds it difficult to lie. 

7. _____ My child thinks science is boring. 

8. _____ My child postpones difficult tasks as long as possible. 

9. _____ My child is often expressive about things he/she dislikes. 

10. _____ My child easily interacts with strangers. 

11. _____ My child worries less than others. 

12. _____ My child would not sneak a cookie/snack when they are told not to. 

13. _____ My child has a lot of imagination. 

14. _____ My child works very precisely. 

15. _____ My child tends to quickly agree with others. 

16. _____ My child likes to talk with others. 

17. _____ My child can easily overcome difficulties on their own. 

18. _____ My child wants to be popular and admired.  

19. _____ My child likes fantasy and science fiction. 

20. _____ My child often does things without really thinking. 

21. _____ Even when my child is treated unfairly, he/she remains calm. 

22. _____ My child is seldom cheerful. 

23. _____ My child cries during sad movies. 
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24. _____ My child feels entitled to receiving special treatment compared to other 

children. 
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APPENDIX L: Naturalistic Observations – Parent Behavior (Study 3) 

 

1. Communication  

Number of times observed: _____ 

Extremely 

low 

  Average   Extremely 

High 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

2. Affection 

Number of times observed: _____ 

Extremely 

low 

  Average   Extremely 

High 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

 

3. Hostility 

Number of times observed: _____ 

Extremely 

low 

  Average   Extremely 

High 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

4. Monitoring 

Number of times observed: _____ 

Extremely 

low 

  Average   Extremely 

High 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 
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5. Interaction with child 

Number of times observed: _____ 

Extremely 

low 

  Average   Extremely 

High 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

6. Sat on their own  

Number of times observed: _____ 

Extremely 

low 

  Average   Extremely 

High 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 
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APPENDIX M: Naturalistic Observations – Child Behavior (Study 3) 

 

1. Prosocial behaviours toward others 

 

Number of times observed: _____ 

Extremely 

low 

  Average   Extremely 

High 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

2. Antisocial behaviours toward others  

 

Number of times observed: _____ 

Extremely 

low 

  Average   Extremely 

High 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

3. Contact-seeking behaviours from parent 

 

Number of times observed: _____ 

Extremely 

low 

  Average   Extremely 

High 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

4. Extraversion/sociability toward others 

 

Number of times observed: _____ 

Extremely 

low 

  Average   Extremely 

High 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

5. Independence from parents 

 

Number of times observed: _____ 

Extremely 

low 

  Average   Extremely 

High 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

 

6. Creativity 

Number of times observed: _____ 



   

 
187 

Extremely 

low 

  Average   Extremely 

High 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

7. Energy level 

 

Number of times observed: _____ 

Extremely 

low 

  Average   Extremely 

High 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

8. Prudence  

 

Number of times observed: _____ 

Extremely 

low 

  Average   Extremely 

High 

 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 
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APPENDIX N: Post-hoc Study 1 results 

 

Table 1. Standardized and Unstandardized Direct Path Results Personality, Appeal, and Investment Engagement 

(measurement error corrected) 
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Table 2. Standardized and Unstandardized Indirect Significant Path Results from Personality, Appeal, and Investment 

Engagement (measurement error corrected) 
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APPENDIX O: Post-hoc Study 2 results 

 

Table 1. Standardized and Unstandardized Direct Path Results from Punishment for Accidental and Intentional Misbehavior  

(measurement error corrected) 
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Table 2. Standardized and Unstandardized Significant Indirect Path Results from Punishment for Accidental and Intentional 

Child Misbehavior Through Parental Discipline Attitudes (measurement error corrected) 
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Table 3. Standardized and Unstandardized Direct Path Results from Punishment for Younger and Older Child Misbehavior 

(measurement error corrected) 
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Table 4. Standardized and Unstandardized Significant Indirect Path Results from Punishment Younger Older Child 

Misbehavior Through Parental Discipline Attitudes (measurement error corrected) 

 

 


