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Introduction and Background 

Since the birth of psychology as a scientific discipline, researchers have strived to pinpoint 

“individual characteristics that would be quantitatively measurable” (Bernard, 2014) and that 

would help interpret how individuals adjust to, and even develop in different situations. To this 

end, many researchers have attempted to qualify this adjustment (to different situations) based 

on characteristics that are subject to variations over time and depending on contexts (e.g., 

feelings and emotions, beliefs, attitudes, and intentions; McAdams & Pals, 2007; Nolen & Ward, 

2008). Such characteristics are known to influence individuals’ behavior and, in fact, are 

considered to be fundamental motivational resources. On another hand, only a scarce 

proportion of these researchers have tried to make such estimations based on characteristics 

deemed relatively stable, such as temperament (Adamek et al., 2011; Schermerhorn et al., 

2013; Séguin & MacDonald, 2018) and personality traits (Kulig et al., 2019; Machimbarrena et 

al., 2019; Vreeke & Muris, 2012).
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The work on feelings and emotions, beliefs, attitudes and intentions has attracted 

significant interest by providing insights for evaluating the motivational resources available to 

students and for implementing conditions and interventions that could help students acquire 

such resources. The research that has focused on temperament and personality traits, on the 

other hand, has garnered much less interest. Perhaps, as Bandura (2012) suggested, this is 

because such studies have focused on describing behavioural tendencies, but without 

considering the influence of contexts or situations that could exacerbate, neutralize or 

mitigate them. 

Upon closer inspection, it does seem interesting to pay attention to certain personality 

traits, while attempting to evaluate individuals’ motivational dispositions (or conditions that 

may exert an influence on such traits). More or less favourable characteristics of this type 

may facilitate or hinder the acquisition of certain motivational resources. At the very least, 

studies (De Pauw et al., 2009; De Young et al., 2010; Mervielde et al., 2005) that linked pro- 

and anti-social behaviors with different combinations of specific traits leave to think that there 

may be also associations between traits and motivational orientations (since motivation is 

known to exert an influence on behavior) (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). This hypothesis, in 

conjunction with such data, may have inspired researchers to try to link certain personality 

characteristics with motivational factors (Busato et al., 1999; Komarraju et al., 2009; 

Komarraju & Karau, 2005; Matthews & Zeidner, 2004; Phillips et al., 2003). The present 

study is driven by a similar aim, but more finely analyzes the links between certain 

personality traits and a structured set of dimensions that are known to play a fundamental 

role in the motivation to learn. 

An expectancy-value approach to motivation 

Motivation to learn is the central construct of the present study. It is known to be a 

complex, dynamic and multidimensional process. As a matter of fact, different theoretical 

approaches can be used to analyze the motivation to learn and most of them are based on a 

social cognitive paradigm. The current study relies on an expectancy-value approach which 

posits that students’ interpretation of their likelihood of success regarding learning, and the 

value of learning, determine how they choose to behave, i.e., whether they engage and 

persist in order to achieve the learning in question (Schunk et al., 2008; Wigfield et al., 2016). 

A variant of this conceptualization, proposed by Pintrich and Schrauben (1992), allows not 

only to document the appraisal students make of their academic competence, as well as of 

the interest and the value of learning, but also their goal in relation to learning (e.g. mastery- 

and performance- approach orientations), which are subject to match the aforementioned 

appraisals. These dimensions are considered in this study. 

Sense of competence in itself can serve as a basis for inferring student expectations of 

success (Eccles et al., 1993; Eccles & Wigfield, 1995). This sense reflects students’ 

appraisal of their own skills in different areas of activity (Pinxten et al., 2014). Individuals’ 

positive or negative appraisals are thought to depend on the quality of the experiences they 

have had over time, in relation to objects and situations associated with one of these activity 

areas (Bouffard & Vezeau, 2015). Sense of competence could therefore have a significant 

bearing on interest in, importance assigned to, and goals related to learning (Smith et al., 

2017; Usher & Pajares, 2008), all of which are dimensions that help interpret the value 

students place on learning. Interest in learning refers to a short-lived or enduring 

psychological state that can be experienced by students when they engage in learning 

(Renninger & Hidi, 2011). This interest is thought to have both an affective and a cognitive 

dimension. It may be accompanied with positive feelings, increased attention, and a 

willingness to take action to learn (Renninger & Hidi, 2011). A related dimension, utility value 

of learning, refers to the personal meaning assigned to learning and the adoption of 

behaviors that should make it possible to carry it out (Wigfield et al., 2016). It seems 

important to note that perceived utility may depend on short-term or long-term goals (Wigfield 

et al., 2016). These goals may vary according to the situation (Putwain et al., 2013). 

Specifically, with respect to these goals, students may pursue mastery goals and thus 

demonstrate positive attitudes toward learning and focus on the acquisition of new 

knowledge and skills by mastering the tasks (Grant & Dweck, 2003). Students might also 

pursue performance goals, in which case their major focus will be on demonstrating higher 

levels of knowledge and skills when compared and being recognized (Grant & Dweck, 2003). 
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The “extraversion” and “emotional stability” traits of personality and their 

relationships with academic expectations and values 

The previous motivational dimensions help interpret whether students approach learning 

with confidence and enthusiasm. It may indeed be that, under the influence of personality 

traits, students develop a particular relationship to learning. At the very least, this is what is 

suggested by the notion that people with similar personality traits tend to act or react to 

situations in similar ways (Morizot & Miranda, 2007). To this effect, different theoretical 

approaches have been proposed to measure personality traits. This study more specifically 

examines two closely related traits (David et al., 1997; Lu et al., 1997), extraversion and 

emotional stability, that stem from a broader five-trait approach (that allows also to assess 

openness to experience, agreeability and conscientiousness). These two traits are known to 

be reliable predictors of positive and negative affect (Lucas & Fujita, 2000; Murray McNiel & 

Fleeson, 2006) and very similar trends (at a precise time point or time intervals) have been 

found in numerous studies (McCrae et al., 2000). For these aforementioned reasons, this 

study only focuses on these two traits. 

First, extraversion refers to a person’s relationship with others and is more specifically 

used to describe the degree to which they are sociable, gregarious, open, and assertive 

(McCrae & Costa, 2003). Individuals in whom this trait is dominant typically feel energized in 

situations where they are given an opportunity to interact with others. They also tend to be 

more likely to take risks and engage in thrill-seeking behaviours. Second, emotional stability 

refers to a person’s tendency to preserve a stable emotional state (i.e., to remain calm and 

collected) in situations that cause worry or frustration (McCrae & Costa, 2003). 

A few studies have attempted to establish connections between such traits and 

characteristics that call to mind the motivational dimensions we have described. The primary 

goal in these studies is to predict and explain why students experience varying motivational 

processes as they approach learning. The findings emerging from these studies are as 

follows. Heaven (1990), in his research with Australian high school students, found that 

students who viewed themselves as extraverted were more motivated to learn. Two years 

later, Little, Lecci and Watkinson (1992) made a similar observation regarding the 

experiences of Canadian first-year university students. In this study, a link was drawn 

between students’ personality traits and the content of their personal projects. Specifically, 

students who identified as extraverted more easily recognized the interest and importance of 

their various projects. That said, they preferred to devote themselves to projects involving 

social interaction over academic projects. Komarraju and colleagues (2005, 2009) made 

observations along similar lines in the context of two research projects in the United States. 

After observing that university students who were extraverted tended to display avoidance-

type motivation, they noted that these same extraverted students were more likely to be 

dependent on external regulation than to be self-determined. This observation is almost 

identical to a finding uncovered one year earlier by Kaufman, Agars and Lopez-Wagner 

(2008) and one year later by Clark and Schroth (2010). These last two teams found that 

students at this level who described themselves as intrinsically motivated were also rather 

extraverted. Similarly, de Feyter and colleagues (2012) found that extraversion explains 

some of the variance in students’ motivation to learn. These findings help to illustrate the 

influence that extraversion has on the different motivational dimensions considered in this 

study. 

Similarly, there is research that allow us to evaluate the influence of emotional stability on 

these same dimensions. The results of a few studies suggest that students with positive 

emotionality are likely to exhibit greater motivation for learning. Conversely, it has been 

observed that learners who perceive themselves as being emotionally unstable may feel that 

they have limited control over situations (Little et al., 1992; Phillips et al., 2003). This 

perceived lack of control could concern them to the extent of taking over their thoughts and 

making it difficult for them to mobilize their personal resources effectively (Matthews & 

Zeidner, 2004). That being said, it could be, as Norem and Cantor (1986) observed, that 

these concerns prompt such learners to step up their efforts, leading them to perform better 

than usual and, consequently, increasing their sense of competence. In addition, Little, Lecci 

and Watkinson (1992) observed that college students who displayed some emotional 

instability experienced less enjoyment in their interpersonal and academic undertakings. This 

finding is consistent with Watson and Hubbard’s (1996) finding that highly emotionally 

unstable college students are more likely to give up on their goals when under stress. 
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Busato, Prins, Elshout and Hamaker (1999), echoed and corroborated by Komarraju and 

Karau (2005), similarly suggest that emotional instability is detrimental to motivation, as it 

leads to the adoption of avoidance behaviors in learning situations. 

The present study 

For decades, researchers have been trying to identify factors that accurately assess 

students’ degrees of confidence and enthusiasm toward school activities in general or certain 

tasks more specifically. As we have mentioned, the research carried out in the field of 

motivation has made an especially valuable contribution in this regard. These studies have 

shown, among other things, that certain feelings, emotions, beliefs, attitudes, and intentions 

can shape how students respond to learning opportunities (Atkinson, 1957; Eccles-Parsons 

et al., 1983; Elliot et al., 2011; Pekrun, 1993; Pintrich & Schrauben, 1992; Rheinberg et al., 

2000). These individual resources are known to be permeable and subject to change in 

relation to various factors, which is reassuring. Indeed, this means interventions can be 

carried out to help students acquire a set of resources that lead them to welcome new 

learning opportunities. There are, however, individual characteristics that cannot be 

influenced. Yet this does not make such characteristics any less interesting.  

They remind us that certain interventions aiming to help students develop their motivational 

resources may require adjustments. To this end, psychology and education research often 

focuses on the adjustments that may be required by characteristics such as age (Ambady et 

al., 2001; Dotterer et al., 2009; Gottfried et al., 2009; Martin, 2009), sex (Fredricks & Eccles, 

2002; Frenzel et al., 2010) or race and ethnicity (Cohen et al., 1999; McKown & Weinstein, 

2008; Yeager et al., 2014). Characteristics, such as personality traits, receive much less 

attention. Yet, previously reported findings suggest that such characteristics may interact with 

motivation. These same findings, it must be acknowledged, have certain limitations. They 

allow only an approximate interpretation of the influence that different personality traits may 

have on characteristics that may be associated with motivational dimensions, since most of 

them are drawn from simple bivariate correlation analyses alone. If one were to attempt to 

interpret the characteristics of youths at the end of high school on the basis of such results, 

considerable caution would be required, as these results would be derived from data 

collected from adults rather than from high school-age youths (McCrae & Costa, 2006). 

In light of the above, this study will fill a gap in the literature by conducting an analysis of 

more subtle links that may exist between certain personality traits and motivational 

dimensions documented in students at the end of their high school careers. More specifically, 

this study has two objectives: 

1- To identify the unique and interactive effects of extraversion traits and emotional 

stability on dimensions that are revealing of value placed on learning (interest in learning, 

utility value of learning, mastery goals, and performance goals); and 

2- To examine the moderating effects of expectations of success (sense of competence) 

and gender in previous associations. 

 

Method 
Participants and procedure 

This study used a convenient sample of 303 adolescents (108 boys, 195 girls) from a high 

school in the greater Quebec City area in Canada. Of this total sample, 168 were 10th 

graders (Mage = 15.927 years, SD = .500) and 135, 11th graders (Mage = 16.700 years, SD = 

1.521). During January 2020, a trained research assistant administered the questionnaire 

during regular class time. Students were instructed to keep their answers confidential and it 

took less than 40 minutes for them to complete the questionnaire. As for the questionnaire 

itself, it comprised 90 items in French that measured the five dimensions of the students’ 

motivation and two personality traits, as well as dimensions of students’ psychosocial 

adjustment. In order to answer the two objectives of this study, only the answers to the 

motivational and personality measures were used for analyses. 

Measures 

Sense of competence: Participants responded to this 4-item subscale that assessed their 

appreciation of their school competence (adapted from the work of Ntamakiliro, Monnard, & 

Gurtner, 2000). Items (“I am proud of my grades at school”, “I’m as good as others at school”, 

“I am not very good at school”, and “I’m not as good as others at school”) were rated on a 
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scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The last two items were 

reverse coded and item scores were averaged to generate a score reflecting a sense of 

competence (M = 4.410, SD = 1.036, α = .85). 

Interest in learning: Participants responded to this 4-item subscale that assessed their 

interest in learning (Ntamakiliro, Monnard, & Gurtner, 2000). Item (“I’m interested in what we 

learn at school”, “I like going to school”, “What we do in class is interesting”, and “I’m often 

bored in class”) were rated on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 

agree). The last item was reverse coded and item scores were averaged to generate a score 

reflecting interest in learning (M = 3.290, SD = 1.000, α = .82). 

Utility value of learning: Participants responded to this 4-item subscale that assessed the 

degree to which they think school has utility value (Ntamakiliro, Monnard, & Gurtner, 2000). 

Items (“What we learn in school will be useful in life”, “What we learn in school will be helpful 

in the future”, “What we learn in school is useful”, and “What we learn in school is not useful”) 

were rated on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The last item 

was reverse coded and item scores were averaged to generate a score reflecting utility value 

of learning (M = 3.733, SD = 1.029, α = .87). 

Mastery goal orientation: Participants responded to this 3-item subscale that assessed their 

mastery goals at school (Bouffard et al., 1998). Items (“It’s important for me to understand 

what we’re learning at school”, “Understanding as much as possible is the most important 

thing for me at school”, and “I want to learn as much as possible at school”) were rated on a 

scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Item scores were averaged to 

generate a score reflecting mastery goal orientation (M = 4.220, SD = 1.019, α = .81). 

Performance goal orientation: Participants responded to this 4-item subscale that 

assessed their performance goals at school (Bouffard et al., 1998). Items (“My main goal in 

school is to be the best”, “It’s important to me to be one of the best in my class”, “My main 

goal in school is to get good grades”, and “It’s important to me to be better than other 

students”) were rated on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). 

Item scores were averaged to generate a score reflecting performance goal orientation (M = 

3.091, SD = 1.172, α = .86). 

Extraversion: Participants responded to this 10-item subscale of the Big Five Personality 

Trait Short Questionnaire (Morizot, 2014) that assessed their tendency to extraversion. An 

introductory phrase, “I see myself as someone who,” preceded ten statements (“Likes to talk 

and express their opinions”, “Is reserved or timid, and has difficulty reaching out to others”, 

“Is full of energy and likes to always be active”, “Is a leader capable of convincing others”, “Is 

rather calm and doesn’t talk much”, “Shows confidence and is able to assert himself/herself”, 

“Is timid and shy”, “Is extraverted and sociable”, “Likes exciting activities that provide thrills” 

and “Tends to laugh and have fun easily”. Each statement was rated on a scale from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Item scores were coded as a higher score means 

higher levels of extraversion and were averaged to generate a score reflecting this particular 

trait (M = 3.563, SD = .681, α = .75). 

Emotional stability: Participants responded to this 10-item subscale of the Big Five 

Personality Trait Short Questionnaire (Morizot, 2014) that assessed their tendency to be 

emotionally stable. An introductory phrase, “I see myself as someone who,” preceded ten 

statements (“Tends to get depressed and sad easily”, “Is generally relaxed and handles 

stress well”, “Can be tense and stressed”, “Worries a lot about many things”, “Is emotionally 

stable and not easily upset”, “Can be moody”, “Remains calm in tense or stressful situations”, 

“Can easily become nervous”, “Tends to feel inferior to others”, “Tends to be easily irritated”. 

Each statement was rated on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Item 

scores were coded as a higher score means higher levels of emotional stability and were 

averaged to generate a score reflecting this particular trait (M = 2.986, SD = .844, α = .85). 

Plan of Analyses 

All analyses were performed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 

v.26 software (IBM Corporation, 2019). Of the 308 participants, five had incomplete data and 

were therefore removed from our analyses, resulting in a final sample of 303 participants. As 

preliminary analyses, bivariate correlations were run among the study variables as well as 

independent t-tests to assess gender differences. Then, our main analyses consisted of two 

separate sets of hierarchical regression analyses. Each set had four identical models 
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predicting each of the four achievement motivation dependent variables: interest in learning, 

utility value of learning, performance goal orientation, and mastery goal orientation. 

In the first set of analyses, the first step of each of the four models included the 

independent variable (extraversion) and the potential moderators (emotional stability and 

gender) as predictors of the dependent variables examined separately (interest, utility value, 

performance goal orientation, or mastery goal orientation). In order to test whether emotional 

stability and/or gender could moderate the associations between extraversion and each of 

the dependent variables, two-way interaction terms (i.e., “extraversion * emotional stability” 

and “extraversion * gender”) were added to the second and the third steps of each model. In 

the final step of each model, the three-way interaction term “emotional stability * sense of 

competence * gender” was tested to examine if the previous associations could differ for 

boys and girls. 

In the second set of analyses, the first step of each of the four models included the 

independent variable (emotional stability) and the potential moderators (sense of 

competence and gender) as predictors of the dependent variables examined separately 

(interest, utility value, performance goal orientation, or mastery goal orientation).In order to 

test whether sense of competence and/or gender could moderate the relationship between 

emotional stability and each of the four dependent variables, two-way interaction terms (i.e., 

“emotional stability * sense of competence” and “emotional stability * gender”) were added in 

the second and the third steps of each model. In the final step of each model, the three-way 

interaction term “emotional stability * sense of competence * gender” was tested to examine 

if the previous associations could differ for boys and girls. 

All variables were z-standardized before performing the analyses and creating the 

interaction terms, with the exception of gender. When an interaction term was significant, 

Holmbeck’s procedure (2002) was used in order to illustrate the interaction effect when the 

independent variable was high (i.e., 1 SD above the mean) and when it was low (i.e., 1 SD 

below the mean). 

 

Results 
Preliminary analysis 

Table 1 depicted bivariate correlations between study variables. Emotional stability was 

positively associated with extraversion (r = .333, p < .01) and interest in learning (r = .143, p 

< .01). Sense of competence was positively correlated with all of the achievement motivation 

outcome variables, which includes performance goal orientation (r = .322, p < .01), mastery 

goal orientation (r = 265, p < .01), interest in learning (r = .376, p < .01), and utility value of 

learning (r = .195, p < .01). Lastly, all four of the outcome variables were positively correlated 

with one another (r’s > .142, p’s < .05). Independent t-tests revealed gender differences on 

only one study variable: emotional stability, t(300) = 8.29, p < .001. Boys (M =.63, SD = .87) 

reported more emotional stability than girls (M = -.26, SD = .91). 

Main analyses 

In the first set of analyses, the main effects and the interactions terms were not significant 

in predicting interest in learning, utility value of learning, and mastery goal orientation (results 

are not shown for parsimony). The model predicting performance goal orientation did, 

however, yield significant findings. As can be seen in Table 2, in the first step of the model, 

the independent variable (extraversion) and the moderators (emotional stability and gender) 

were not significant predictors of performance goal orientation. However, the two-way 

interaction term “extraversion * emotional stability” was a significant predictor of performance 

goal orientation (b = .241, SE = .056, p < .01). To illustrate this interaction, we examined the 

association between extraversion and performance goal orientation in two cases: when 

students’ level of emotional stability was high (1SD above the mean) and when it was low (1 

SD below the mean). As shown in Figure 1, the association between extraversion and 

performance goal orientation was only significant when students’ emotional stability levels 

were high (b = .215, SE = .082, p < .01). When students’ emotional stability levels were low, 

the association between extraversion and performance goal orientation was no longer 

significant (b = -.117, SE = .084, p = .154). Therefore, extroverted students had greater 

performance goal orientation but only when they also displayed high levels of emotional 

stability. When they had low levels of emotional stability, extraversion was not associated 
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with their performance goal orientation. The two-way and three-way interaction terms 

including gender were not significant predictors of performance goal orientation. Hence, boys 

and girls did not differ regarding the patterns of results. 

In the second set of analyses, the main effects and the interaction terms were not 

significant in predicting utility value of learning, performance goal orientation and mastery 

goal orientation (results are not shown for parsimony). The model predicting interest in 

learning did, however, yield significant findings. As can be seen in Table 3, emotional stability 

and sense of competence were both significant predictors of interest in learning (b = .153, SE 

= .059, p < .05, and b = .355, SE = .055, p < .001, respectively), though gender was not. The 

two-way interaction term “emotional stability * sense of competence” was also a significant 

predictor of interest in learning (b = .211, SE = .055, p = .01). To illustrate this interaction, we 

examined the association between emotional stability and interest in learning in two cases, 

when students’ sense of competence was high (1 SD above the mean) and when it was low 

(1 SD below the mean). As Figure 2 shows, the association between emotional stability and 

interest in learning was significant but only when students’ sense of competence was high (b 

= .333, SE = .094, p < .01). When sense of competence was low, the association between 

emotional stability and interest in learning was not significant (b = .026, SE = .076, p = .730). 

Therefore, emotionally stable students were more likely to be interested in their studies when 

they also had a good sense of competence. When they felt they were not competent, their 

emotional stability was not a predictor of their interest in learning. The two-way and three-

way interaction terms including gender were not significant predictors of interest in learning. 

Hence, boys and girls did not differ regarding the pattern of results. 

 

Table 1. Bivariate correlations [95% CI] among study variables. 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Extraversion — 

.333** 

[.221, 

.436] 

.039 

[-.078, 

.148] 

.041 

[-.061, 

.143] 

.018 

[-.097, 

.131] 

.036 

[-.081, 

.153] 

.043 

[-.074, 

.170] 

2. Emotional 

stability 
 — 

.102 

[-.008, 

.215] 

.143** 

[.029, 

.254] 

.109 

[-.017, 

.233] 

.011 

[-.109, 

.126] 

-.037 

[-.152, 

.076] 

3. Sense of 

competence 
  — 

.376** 

[.267, 

.467] 

.195** 

[.079, 

.304] 

.265** 

[.143, 

.372] 

.322** 

[.215, 

.425] 

4. Interest in 

learning 
   — 

.565** 
[.477, 

.648] 

.647** 
[.571, 

.719] 

.339** 

[.231, 

.437] 

5. Utility value 

of learning 
    — 

.491** 
[.401, 
.575] 

.142* 

[.022, 

.260] 

6. Mastery goal 

orientation 
     — 

.496** 

[.407, 

.573] 

7. Performance 

goal orientation 
      — 

Note. N = 303. * p < .05, ** p < .01 

Table 2. Hierarchical Regression Analyses Assessing the Moderating Role of Emotional 

Stability and Gender in the Association between Extraversion and Adolescents’ Performance 

Goal Orientation. 

Parameter Β SE R2 

Model 1   -.004 

  Extraversion .049 

[-.071, .167] 

.060  

  Emotional stability -.061 

[-.192, .071] 

.067  

  Gender .047 

[-.163, .356] 

.132  

Model 2   .033 
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  Extraversion*Emotional 

stability 

.237** 

[.056, .275] 

.056  

Model 3   .035 

  Extraversion*Gender .063 

[-.155, .357] 

.130  

Model 4   .037 

  

Extraversion*Gender*Emotional 

stability 

.093 

[-.168, .329] 

.126  

Note. N = 303. SE = Standard Error. 95% confidence intervals shown in brackets. Gender was 

coded as 0 = girls, 1 = boys. **p < .01. 

 

Table 3. Hierarchical Regression Analyses Assessing the Moderating Role of Sense of 

Competence and Gender in the Association between Emotional Stability and Adolescents’ 

Interest in Learning. 

Parameter Β SE R2 

Model 1   .159 

  Emotional stability .153* 

[.036, .269] 

.059  

  Sense of competence .355** 

[.255, .471] 

.055  

  Gender -.082 

[-.410, .070] 

.122  

Model 2   .178 

  Emotional 

stability*Sense of 

competence 

.186** 

[.034, .249] 

.055  

Model 3   .179 

  Emotional 

stability*Gender 

-.042 

[-.311, .174] 

.123  

Model 4   .181 

  Emotional 

stability*Gender*Sense 

of competence 

-.094 

[-.385, .132] 

.132  

Note. N = 303. SE = Standard Error. 95% confidence intervals shown in brackets. Gender 

was coded as 0 = girls, 1 = boys. *p < .05; **p < .01. 

 

Figure 1. The Relationship between Extraversion and Performance Goal Orientation, as 

moderated by Emotional Stability. 
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Figure 2. The Relationship between Emotional Stability and Interest in Learning, as 

moderated by Sense of Competence. 

                

                                        Discussion 

The results presented above shed light on the interrelationships between the two 

personality traits of extraversion and emotional stability and the five motivational dimensions 

of sense of competence, interest, utility value, and mastery and performance goal 

orientations. These results are interpreted in light of the pre-existing data which, again, is 

very limited. 

Interdimensional correlations between personality traits and motivational dimensions 

First, an analysis of the interdimensional correlations turned up associations that are 

already well-documented, both between personality traits and between motivational 

dimensions. Indeed, results show a significant and positive association between the traits of 

emotional stability and extraversion, corroborating much research that has shown that 

individuals who display high levels of outgoingness and sociability also tend to display 

positive emotionality (Morris et al., 2015; Speed et al., 2018; Van der Linden et al., 2010). 

Our analysis also indicates significant positive associations between the motivational 

dimensions of sense of competence, interest, utility value, mastery goal orientation, and 

performance goal orientation. Once more, a great deal of research has shown that students’ 

appraisal of the value of learning situations can be closely linked to their assessment of their 

ability to perform well in these situations (Gaspard et al., 2018; Kosovich et al., 2017; Smith 

et al., 2017). Moreover, another unsurprising link to emerge from our analysis is the 

association between emotional stability and gender. Specifically, boys were found to be more 

emotionally stable than girls. In many contexts, it has been observed that boys may show 

less emotional responsiveness than girls when exposed to the same experiences and 

situations (Costa et al., 2001; Ones & Anderson, 2002). Perhaps the most interesting result 

emerging from this first analysis is the significant positive association between emotional 

stability and interest in learning. This result echoes a finding that was shared almost thirty 

years ago by Little, Lecci and Watkinson (1992), who found that emotionally unstable 

learners experienced less enjoyment in learning activities. 

Influence of the personality traits on motivational dimensions revealing of value 

placed on learning 

Our main analysis consisted of finer modelling. This analysis generated results that better 

capture the influence of extraversion and emotional stability personality traits on motivational 

dimensions that are revealing of value placed on learning. 

These models show that extraversion interacts with emotional stability predicts the pursuit 

of performance goals. Specifically, students with extraverted tendencies appear more likely 
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to pursue performance goals when they are also highly emotionally stable. The same 

extraverted students, when they have low emotional stability, do not seem to have the same 

inclination to want to perform well in a learning situation. This result again highlights the fact 

that people who are outgoing and sociable often tend to display positive emotionality (Morris 

et al., 2015; Speed et al., 2018; Van der Linden et al., 2010). But most importantly, it 

indicates that it is more this combination of traits—rather than any one of them taken in 

isolation—that helps determine the type of behaviors that students tend to adopt in learning 

situations. Specifically, both personality and motivational characteristics seem to concurrently 

influence students’ inclination to demonstrate or secure social recognition for one’s ability. 

Thus, as a few researchers have previously observed, it would seem that students who 

display positive emotionality are more enthusiastic (Little, Lecci and Watkinson, 1992) about 

learning, are more inclined to set learning-related goals (Watson and Hubbard, 1996) and 

tend to want to approach rather than avoid learning situations (Busato et al., 1999; Komarraju 

& Karau, 2005). Of course, extraversion also seems to influence how students approach 

learning, but this association appears to be less strong and echoes contradictory results that 

have previously pointed to an ambiguous relation between extraversion and motivation to 

learn. Indeed, it has been observed that this trait can be favourable (Clark & Schroth, 2010; 

Heaven, 1990; Kaufman et al., 2008; Little, Lecci, & Watkinson (1992) or unfavourable (Clark 

& Schroth, 2010; Kaufman et al., 2008; Komarraju et al., 2009; Komarraju & Karau, 2005). In 

the latter case, it is possible that these students, who tend to be extraverted, are confronted 

with a “forced choice dilemma” (Smith et al., 2020) and ultimately choose to meet their need 

for social affiliation at the expense of their learning needs (Little, Lecci, & Watkinson, 1992). 

These models also show that emotional stability interacts with sense of competence and 

predicts interest in learning. Specifically, students with greater emotional stability appear to 

be more interested in learning when they also feel competent. This finding allows for a more 

refined interpretation of the relationship between sense of competence and interest in 

learning. As we have seen, it is well documented that students tend to value learning more 

when they feel they have the skills required to learn effectively (Gaspard et al., 2018; 

Kosovich et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2017). Our analyses show that positive emotionality 

combines with a strong sense of competence and leads to students welcoming new learning 

opportunities. This finding naturally mirrors Little, Lecci and Watkinson (1992), though their 

analyses only dealt with the relationship between emotional stability and enjoyment 

experienced in different kinds of situations. Given this finding, it is not surprising to observe 

that emotionally stable students show more interest in learning, just as those who are 

confident in their skills tend to show similarly high interest. 

Taken together, these results suggest that differences in students’ expectations of 

success, or in the value they place on learning, may in some way be related to personality 

traits such as extraversion and emotional stability. These findings should encourage teachers 

to consider how these traits impact their teaching methods, and how they can adapt the 

support they provide to their students and thus give them equal opportunities to acquire 

motivational resources that are conducive to their learning. Sensitivity to such characteristics 

could also facilitate teachers’ classroom management, since students with high motivation 

tend to adopt better behaviors. 

Limitations 

This being said, these results should be interpreted prudently. One of the limitations of this 

study is its concurrent nature. The interpretation of the associations between personality 

traits and motivational dimensions is based on data collected at a single time point and we 

cannot assume the stability of these relationships over time. Regardless, it is worth recalling 

that these results corroborate previous findings and there is reason to believe that they are 

not merely attributable to special circumstances or chance. 

Along these lines, it is possible that the associations we have found between personality 

and motivational characteristics in adolescents would not be replicated with younger or older 

learners. However prior research on older learners suggests that these associations do exist 

and may even last over time. 

Some research also suggests that personality traits may be more prevalent in some 

cultures and communities, perhaps because of differences in values (Lavine, 2009; 

Marchand, 2004; Triandis, 2001). These values may be related to individual characteristics, 

and together, these values and characteristics could produce and explain various 
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behavioural tendencies. Importantly, our sample is not representative of the cultural, ethnic, 

social and sexual diversity found in society and the results may be influenced by this fact. 

Most importantly, it should not be overlooked that our analyses focused on two personality 

traits drawn from a model that contains five (McCrae & Costa, 2003; the model also 

incorporates the traits of openness to experience, conscientiousness and agreeableness). 

However, the two traits in question are usually correlated, and more importantly, the findings 

of less precise analytical work (Smith et al., 2019) suggest that these traits could be more 

closely associated with the motivational dimensions considered in this study, which predict 

expectations of success and value placed on learning. 

Finally, our sample size was relatively small and homogeneous, which limits the 

generalizability of our findings. Future research should try to replicate previous results using 

larger diverse samples. 

Future directions 

This study has led to novel observations, namely that personality and motivational 

characteristics interact with one another to influence student approaches to learning. This 

provides interesting avenues for future research, including the use of a longitudinal design to 

assess how personality traits and motivational dimensions’ covary over time. In the event that 

a longitudinal design is chosen, it would be sound to include all of the Big 5 personality traits, 

since a new analytical undertaking of this type might generate results that could not emerge 

from cross-sectional analyses. Such a study may help identify hitherto unsuspected 

associations between personality traits and motivational dimensions and, consequently, 

provide a basis for better interpreting why students develop differing relationships with 

learning. 
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