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correspondingly, the different interpretive evaluations of the situation are likely to
lead to different behaviors. Therefore, trait descriptions may serve to not only
indicate how a person behaves on average but also how a person is likely to interpret
a situation, or what part of a situation will be most significant or salient to a person.
In sum, as described in Section 1, the different trait dimensions of the Big Five model
generally correspond to different types of situations; and an individual’s trait ratings
reflect the extent to which the different types of situations will ultimately prove
salient for the individual in influencing behavior.

Finally, our model includes the interactive relation between the five dimensions of
the Big Five model when considering how each relates to a specific behavior in a
specific situation. As already described, the Big Five model as a top-down taxonomy
consists of orthogonal trait dimensions; however, as behavioral determinants, these
trait dimensions interact. As described above, we propose that the different trait
dimensions of the Big Five model are related to, or correspond with, different classes
of situations. When a person encounters and attends to a personally salient facet of a
situation (facet A), which can be said to have “activated” the relevant trait
dimension (and thus led the trait dimension to influence behavior), other trait
dimensions possibly relevant to other salient situational facets of the overall
situational context (facet B, C, or D) are not likely to be activated until the person is
no longer engaged in the initial situational facet (facet A). The different dimensions
of the Big Five model interact in a manner, determined by the temporal ordering of
potentially salient situational facets, that determines which facet of a sitnation a
person will attend and respond to. _

To illustrate, for the characteristically helpful person described earlier who
encounters a help-needed situation, the other possible preceding aspects of the
situational context were that he or she was late for an appointment or preoccupied
with a recent argument. We are proposing that these other temporally preceding
facets of the overall situational context may be relevant to other trait dimensions
(other than the dimension related to being helpful), and that these other dimensions
interact with the dimension responsible for helpfulness in a way as to interfere with
or suppress the person actually helping, thus leading this normally helpful person to
be less likely to help in this particular instance.

This model is especially relevant to these types of circumstances where a person
has to choose between incompatible behaviors elicited by different situational facets.
Under these conditions, a person presumably is not capable of responding
simultaneously to all aspects of a complex situation. We are arguing that the person
is most likely to attend to the first personally salient feature of a situation until that
specific situation is resolved in some way—even if at the expense of responding to
other potentially important aspects of the overall situational context.

3. An illustrative example

In 1973, Darley and Batson published what has become a classic study
demonstrating situational influence on helping behavior. The participants were 40
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as highly agreeable were trustful, affectionate, warm, and tender; and that those
who were not agreeable were explosive, wild, scheming, sly, and insincere. These
are only some of the trait characteristics Goldberg found to be related to the Big
Five dimensions of Conscientiousness and Agreeableness, but they are the
adjectives within these two factors we think relate most to the Darley and Batson
(1973) situation. More specifically, it seems that conscientiousness is most relevant to
the high-hurry facet of the situation such that the more conscientious the participant,
the more likely he would be to hurry to the second part of the study and thus
not help. Also, it seems that characteristics of agreeableness are relevant to the
help-needed facet of the situation so that the more agreeable the participant,
the more likely he would be to offer help and thus not hurry to the second part of the
study.

Ross and Nisbett (1991) speculated that an important component of the situation
for the Seminary students may have been that the high-hurry condition led
participants to feel “harried and nervous™ about getting to and completing the
second part of the study, enough so to perhaps preclude them from paying attention
to the victim. Conversely, they thought the low-hurry group may have been paying
more attention to the surroundings and perhaps even welcomed the diversion of the
confederate. We would agree that the high-hurry condition was probably more
stressful and distracting than the low-hurry condition. However, as described earlier,
part of what would make the high-hurry situation influential would be that it was
interpreted as important by individuals rated as highly conscientious. The situational
influence of being late may not have been so convincingly demonstrated had less
conscientious participants been selected who did not find being late particularly
distressing or important, as perhaps the 10% of the high-hurry participants who
stopped to help did not.

While Darley and Batson’s (1973) findings did illustrate the strong influence of the
situation on helping behavior, it is our supposition that the participants were of a
dispositional character to allow for such findings. As put forth in this example, the
different trait dimensions of Agreeableness and Conscientiousness were related to
helping behavior. In the non-hurry situation, participants rated as highly agreeable
(as we believe most of Darley and Batson’s participants would have been) would be
likely to help in the absence of other preceding salient facets of the situational
context. However, under the high-hurry condition, participants rated as highly
conscientious would be more likely to respond to the high-hurry facet of the
situation because it would be personally salient (reflected in high ratings of
conscientiousness), and it preceded the help-needed facet of the situation. Under
this high-hurry condition, otherwise helpful participants would be less likely to
help due to their behavioral tendency towards conscientiousness “interfering” with
their tendency towards agreeableness, thus leading to behavior more oriented to the
high-hurry facet of the situation over the help-needed facet of the situation.
Conversely, for participants characterized as less conscientious, this high-hurry
condition would influence behavior less (not being as personally salient), and
such participants would be more likely to help—provided they were also highly

agreeable.
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Levene’s test of homogeneity of variance showed that the assumption of
- homogeneous variance was violated for the Surgency and Agreeableness factors.

More importantly, the model predicts that when the participant is put in a more
complex situation involving both being in a hurry and encountering a person that
needs help, overall Conscientiousness factor ratings should discriminate between

‘participants who do or do not help, whereas overall Surgency, Agreeableness and
Intellect factor ratings should not. Again, using Wilks’ criterion, the combined
dependent variables were significantly related to helping behavior responses, -
multivariate F(5,327) = 2.75, p<0.05. Table 2 shows the corresponding umnivariate
F-tests. Conscientiousness was the only factor score that significantly differed
between participants who reported that they would help or not help when in a hurry.
Participants who reported that they would not help when in a hurry rated themselves
higher in conscientiousness than those who reported they would help.

Though the effects sizes were small (see Tables 1 and 2), which we attribute in part
to the vignette method of data collection, the pattern of these results do support
hypotheses derived from the proposed model. In a simple situation eliciting helping

* behavior, the most significant personality determinants of helping were traits from

the Big Five Surgency, Agreeableness, and Intellect factors—with the Agreeableness
factor seeming to be most important. However, when the situation was changed such
that the potential helper was in a hurry, personality traits from the Big Five

Conscientiousness factor were most important in predicting reported behavior.

Being on time or finishing an important task seems to have superceded the tendency

to be helpful only for people who were rated as particularly conscientious—even if

Table 2
Univariate F-tests of Big Five factor total scores between participants who reported helping and not

helping when in a hurry

Trait factor Helping response Means SD Univariate F 7

Surgency Help 112.1 20.77 0.90 0.003
No help 110.0 19.98

Agreeableness Help 133.0 15.40 1.73 0.005
No help 130.5 18.31

Conscientiousness Help 115.0 18.71 4.74* 0.014
No help 119.5 18.66

Emotional Stability Help 090.0 19.08 0.12 0.000
No help 089.0 17.88

Intellect Help 1208 17.63 2.50 0.007
No help 117.6 19.62

Note: 181 participants indicated that they would help and 152 indicated that they would not help.
a
p<0.05.
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