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Research Paper: 
Relationship Between Personality Traits and Nursing 
Professionalism

Background: Professionalism is among the major concepts of nursing. Besides, nursing 
professionalism is often associated with attitudes, knowledge, and behaviors that underlie the 
successful clinical practice. Personality traits can affect various aspects of an individual’s life. 
Accordingly, the present study aimed to determine the relationship between personality traits and 
nursing professionalism. 

Methods: A cross-sectional correlational study was conducted on 205 nurses in teaching 
hospitals of Khoramabad City, Iran, in 2017. The study subjects were recruited by the stratified 
sampling method. NEO Personality Inventory and Goze Professional Behavior questionnaire 
were used to collect the required information. Then, the obtained data were analyzed by SPSS 
using descriptive and inferential statistics. 

Results: Nursing professionalism had a direct relationship with extraversion (r=0.330, P<0.05), 
conscientiousness (r=0.333, P<0.05), and agreeableness (r=0.172, P=0.014); it also had an 
inversed relationship with neuroticism (r=- 0.161, P=0.021). 

Conclusion: The Big Five personality traits are strongly related to nursing professionalism; 
with conscientiousness and extraversion as the most pronounced traits. Nurses’ attitudes are 
partly rooted in their personality traits and these attitudes affect the nurse-patient relationship. 
Therefore, it is suggested that these characteristics be considered in appointing nurses in different 
departments.
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1. Introduction

ursing as a career was started with the work 
of the British nurse Florence Nightingale. 
In the past decades, the trend of profes-
sionalism has been accelerating in nursing 
(Cant et al., 2011). The term profession-
alism refers to the behavior, quality, and 

goals that characterize the concept of nursing (Christman 
1986; Khachian et al., 2016). In another definition, it is 
stated that professionalism is often associated with atti-
tudes, knowledge, and behaviors that underlie successful 
clinical practice (Cornett 2006). The American Associa-
tion of Colleges of Nursing also addresses civility as a 
component of the professionalism and expected behav-
iors of nursing professionals (Lasiter et al., 2012). 

Nursing education has always aimed at inculcating stu-
dents with free and intellectual thinking, teaching ethics, 
and professional values. This is because professionalism 
in nurses leads to better care and patients’ greater satis-
faction (Vanlaere & Gastmans 2007). Nursing profes-
sionalism is hidden in the nursing curriculum (Karimi et 
al., 2014). Besides, nursing education always emphasizes 
professionalism and respects values and commitment to 
community service delivery (Kim-Godwin et al., 2010). 
The formation of nursing professionalism begins at the 
onset of nursing education and continues after gradua-
tion; accordingly, the highest level of professionalism is 
achieved 3-5 years after graduation (Paik & Cho 2004). 

It is very difficult to define a person’s professionalism. 
This is because it is affected by personal and profes-

sional behavior; however, in the 1980s, Miller offered 
a model for determining and evaluating professional 
behavior (Miller et al., 1993). Eight attributes that dem-
onstrate the degree of professionalism in nursing include 
the following: competence and continuing education; 
research development; assessment and evaluation; self-
regulation and autonomy; participation in professional 
organizations; publication and communication, as well 
as adherence to the American Nursing Association 
(ANA) codes of ethics, and community service (Miller 
et al., 1993; Adams et al., 1996; Adams & Miller 2001). 

A study on pharmaceutical students indicated that per-
sonality traits can affect behavior and professionalism 
(Jensen et al., 2014). Personality is referred to as a set 
of traits, characteristics, and qualities of sustainability 
that distinguish an individual from the others (Mangal 
2013). As a result, personality traits might be shared by 
different individuals concerning their thoughts, feelings, 
and actions; it may not always be easy to understand, due 
to biosocial pressures and circumstances (Francis et al., 
2004). Personality traits are divided into 5 groups, includ-
ing neuroticism, extraversion, openness to experience, 
agreeableness, and conscientiousness (Goldberg 1993). 

A neurotic individual is frequently upset, experiences 
a negative temper, and is prone to depression. An ex-
trovert individual is characterized by group desire, deci-
siveness, activity, excitement, and presenting openness 
towards new experiences. An agreeable person is ready 
to make sacrifices and remains warm, sympathetic, and 
benevolent. Conscientious individuals are efficient, reg-
ular, and responsible, and their actions are orderly, accu-

N

Highlights 

● Every profession requires particular personality traits.

● Professionalism is partly related to the type of personality.

● Professionalism in nursing is directly associated with conscientiousness, extraversion, and agreeableness. It has a 
negative association with neuroticism.

Plain Language Summary 

Human personality traits can affect all aspects of life, including interpersonal relationships and job performance. 
The nature of the nursing profession requires establishing a good relationship with the patients. Thus, determining 
the relationship between personality traits and nursing performance should be considered. This study suggested that 
professionalism in nursing was directly related to extroversion, conscientiousness, and agreeableness personality traits. 
This finding can be used in appointing nurses in different wards.

Masmouei B., et al., 2020. Relationship Between Personality and Nursing. JCCNC, 6(3), pp. 157-162.



August 2020. Volume 6. Number 3Client-Centered Nursing Care

159

rate, and sensible (Digman 1990). Furthermore, nurses 
frequently share common personality traits (Cupit & 
Sukal 2015). A study found that nurses with neuroticism 
and introverted traits are more exposed to burnout in the 
intensive care unit (Ntantana et al., 2017).

Nursing professionalism is essential in clinical care. Be-
sides, personality traits impact professional behavior. Thus, 
this study aimed to investigate the relationship between the 
Big Five personality traits and nursing professionalism.

2. Materials and Methods

This cross-sectional correlational study was conducted in 
all teaching hospitals in Khorramabad City, Iran. The re-
search sample consisted of 205 nurses working in teaching 
hospitals, i.e. selected by stratified sampling method based 
on Kim’s study (Kim & Kim 2016). The study inclusion 
criterion was having a bachelor’s degree in nursing.

The NEO Personality Inventory is a personality test 
introduced by Costa and McCrae in 1985 (Costa & Mc-
Crae 1988). The questionnaire consists of a long-form 
which contains 240 questions and a short form of 60 
items. Costa and McCrae stated that the correlation of 
the short form to long-form was 0.77 to 0.92 per domain 
(Costa & McCrae 1986). In the present study, the short 
form of the questionnaire was used. The validity and 
reliability of its short-form have been investigated in 
various studies, and the relevant Cronbach’s alpha coef-
ficient has been reported as 0.85 (Wachi et al., 2016; 
Fornés-Vives et al., 2016). The responses are scored on 
a five-point Likert-type scale, ranging from “1: Strongly 
disagree” to “5: Strongly agree”. 

In this inventory, 28 questions are scored reversely 
and each Big trait (neuroticism, extraversion, openness 
to experience, agreeableness, & conscientiousness) is 
examined by 12 questions. Scores for each attribute are 
divided into 3 levels; low, medium, and high. According-
ly, for each trait, a score between 12 and 24 indicates a 
minimum incidence of the symptoms or opposing signs 
of that trait; a score of 25 to 48 reflects moderate and 
stable, and a score of 49 to 60 indicates significant symp-
toms of that Big trait. To better understand the magnitude 
of any personality type, the score obtained in each area 
was classified into three groups of high, moderate, and 
low severity. The validity coefficients of the Persian ver-
sion of this questionnaire has been determined as 0.53 to 
0.64, i.e. at the significant level of P≤0.01; its reliability 
has been supported by the test-retest approach in the 5 
domains of neuroticism, extraversion, openness to ex-
perience, agreeableness, and conscientiousness as 0.81, 

0.73, 0.75, 0.79, and 0.83, respectively (Zare’ & Mo-
hammadzadeh 2012). In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient of the NEO Personality Inventory (NEO-PI) 
was calculated as 0.519.

The Goze professional behavior questionnaire was ap-
plied to assess nursing professional behavior. This ques-
tionnaire consists of 27 questions answered on a 5-point 
Likert-type scale, with “never” assigned to the score of 1 
and “always” to the score of 4. Additionally, in this ques-
tionnaire, one question asks nurses to express their inter-
est in the nursing profession, i.e. rated from zero to 10. 
The minimum and maximum obtainable scores on this 
questionnaire are 27 to 135; a higher score indicates bet-
ter nursing professionalism. The reliability and validity of 
this questionnaire have been demonstrated and its Cron-
bach’s alpha coefficient was measured as 0.95 (Goz & 
Geckil 2010; Khachian et al., 2016). In the present study, 
the reliability of this questionnaire was calculated as 0.899 
by Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. A demographic form was 
also used to collect the research subjects’ characteristics.

The achieved data were analyzed by descriptive and in-
ferential tests using SPSS. Kolmogorov–Smirnov test find-
ings determined that the data have a normal distribution. 
Therefore, the Pearson correlation coefficient was used to 
determine the correlations with a significance level of 0.05.

3. Results 

Most of the study participants were female (77.6%) 
and married (66%). The Mean±SD age of the research 
subjects was 30.82±6.98 years and their Mean±SD work 
experience was 84.16±83.149 months.

The Mean±SD score of professionalism was 
113.08±13.04. Furthermore, and the Mean±SD rate of 
the nurses’ interest in the nursing profession equaled 
7.13±2.74. Table 1 presents the relationship between 
the main variables and the demographic information of 
study participants. The scores of the subjects in each of 
the Big Five personality traits are listed in Table 2. Table 
3 presents the intercorrelations (Pearson’s r) among the 
Big Five personality traits and the professionalism score 
obtained by the research subjects. 

4. Discussion

Most of the research subjects were female with an aver-
age age of 30 years, i.e. in line with the study of Tanaka 
and Naami (Tanaka et al., 2014; Naami et al., 2014). 
Wynd reported a significant relationship between the level 
of work experience and professionalism (Wynd 2003). In 
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the present study, however, there was no significant rela-
tionship between professionalism and staffing experience, 
i.e. in accordance with Tanaka’s study; they documented 
no significant relationship between professionalism and 
work experience of up to 10 years (Tanaka et al., 2014). A 
study examined ethics and professional values in nursing 
students; accordingly, it was observed that students in the 
last year of academic education had more respect for eth-
ics and professional values (Bulut et al., 2015). However, 
this result was not supported in the present study. 

The current study data revealed that the highest mean 
score of the maximum number of subjects was in agree-
ableness and extraversion, which tallies well with the re-

sults of Pitt’s study; they reported that nurses obtained a 
higher score in empathy and narcissism, and were more 
communitarian in attitude (Pitt et al., 2014). We found no 
relationship between the main variables and workplace 
ward; however, Ong’s study revealed that extraversion 
and intellect/imagination were associated with the odds 
of choosing psychiatric nursing (Ong et al., 2017). 

The present study findings indicated that three Big 
personality traits –extroversion, agreeableness, and con-
scientiousness– were directly related to nursing profes-
sionalism; however, neuroticism presented an inversed 
relationship with nursing professionalism. A study 
demonstrated that professional ethics among medical 

Table 1. Relationship between the main variables and study participants’ demographic data

Variables
Neuroticism Extraversion Openness to 

Experience Agreeableness Conscientiousness Professionalism

P R P R P R P R P R P R

Age (y)* 0.053 -0.140 0.897 0.009 0.943 -0.005 0.294 0.077 0.580 -0.041 0.659 0.032

Work 
experience (y)* 0.018 -0.166 0.000 0.258 0.879 -0.011 0.563 0.041 0.002 0.218 0.142 0.106

Variables P P P P P P

Gender** 0.134 0.020 0.000 0.038 0.053 0.062

Marital status** 0.074 0.029 0.150 0.019 0.030 0.066

Workplace ward** 0.363 0.365 0.246 0.360 0.236 0.482

*Pearson correlation coefficient; **Eta Coefficient test

Table 2. The frequency of the score of the subjects in the Big Five personality traits

Total
Scores 49-60Scores 25-48Scores 12-24

Variables
Mean±SDNo. (%)Mean±SDNo. (%)Mean±SDNo. (%)

20350.33±1.5283 (1.6)35.20±5.881175 (86)20.64±2.61225 (12.4)Neuroticism

20350.96±2.01024 (11.7)41.10±4.369179 (87.3)00 (0)Extraversion

20350.50±2.1212 (1)35.50±4.264199 (98)24±02 (1)Openness to 
Experience

20351.68±2.31722 (10.8)40.14±5.115181 (89.2)00 (0)Agreeableness

20353.05±3.13276 (37.3)42.69±3.779127 (62.7)00 (0)Conscientiousness

Table 3. Pearson correlation test data between the big five personality traits and professionalism

ConscientiousnessAgreeablenessOpenness to 
ExperienceExtraversionNeuroticism

Variable
RPRPRPRPRP

0.3330.0000.1720.014-0.0740.2990.3300.000-0.1610.021Professionalism 
score
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staff was directly related to the four big traits of con-
scientiousness, agreeableness, openness to experience, 
and extraversion; however, it had a reverse relationship 
with neuroticism (Qasemi & Behroozi 2015). Except for 
openness to experience, the rest of their results were con-
sistent with the present study. Jasemi et al. argued that 
personality characteristics have substantial relationships 
with obedience to professional standards in nursing stu-
dents. They recommended that personality characteris-
tics be considered as a key standard for the employment 
of new students in nursing (Jasemi et al., 2020). 

Moreover, the current present data supported the find-
ings of other studies according to which personality 
traits impact professional performance and the provision 
of advanced services at the pharmacy (Rosenthal et al., 
2016; Niculită 2013). Shafii et al. stated that hospital 
executives can advance their nurses’ performance by 
strengthening staff accountability and hiring accountable 
personnel (Shafii et al., 2018).

5. Conclusion

The personality traits and nursing professionalism are 
closely linked; nursing professionalism is directly related 
to extraversion, conscientiousness, and agreeableness. 
However, it presented an inversed relationship with neu-
roticism. Finally, the personality traits of nurses are im-
portant factors in predicting their professional behavior.
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