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Abstract 

Though appraisals are recognised as an important cognitive-affective process linking traits to 

emotions, motivations, and behaviours, previous research on the relationship between 

personality traits and appraisals has been limited by not considering relevance/significance-

appraisals.  This study used 120 university students to investigate the relationship between 

conscientiousness, extraversion, and neuroticism, and pleasantness- and 

relevance/significance appraisals of academic-related words (in the categories of academic-

approach, academic-avoidance, performance-evaluative, and academic-neutral).  The results 

suggested that both pleasantness- and relevance/significance-appraisals were important for 

explaining the variation in personality traits.  Overall, stimuli-appraisals accounted for 35% 

of the variance in conscientiousness, and 49% of the variance in an aspect of 

conscientiousness related to approach/achievement. 

KEYWORDS: appraisal; academic; personality; Big Five; conscientiousness; extraversion; 

neuroticism 
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1. Introduction 

In the current, dominant theory of emotions termed appraisal theories (Reisenzein & 

Weber, 2009), the appraisal (i.e., the evaluation or assessment of an object, event, or 

situation) of the of stimuli is thought to be an integral component in emotions (Kuppens & 

Tong, 2010; Moors, Ellsworth, Scherer, & Frijda, 2013).  In these theories, individual 

differences in the subjective appraisal of stimuli is one of the causes of individual differences 

in emotional (including motivational) responses to particular events or stimuli (Kuppens & 

Tong, 2010; Moors et al., 2013; Sander, Grandjean, & Scherer, 2005).  As personality has 

been described as the integration over time of emotional components (including appraisal and 

motivational tendencies; Revelle & Scherer, 2009), it stands to reason that appraisal 

processes would be an important personality process leading to individual differences in 

behaviour.   

For instance, Whole Trait Theory (Fleeson, 2001; Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015) 

proposes that traits have both a descriptive (TraitDES) and an explanatory (TraitEXP) side.  

TraitDES is formulated as a density distribution of states.  Consequently, what is generally 

measured by personality questionnaires is the average of a distribution of states over time.  

TraitEXP comprises the cognitive-affective processes which lead to the expression of 

personality states and trait-manifesting behaviour.  In Whole Trait Theory, an interpretive 

(i.e., appraisal) process is proposed as one of the dynamic processes which leads to trait-

expressions and trait-manifesting behaviour (Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015).   

While the exact appraisal processes differ across appraisal theories of emotion, of 

importance is the appraisal of the relevance/significance of the stimuli to the person (Moors 

et al., 2013).  If a stimulus is appraised as being irrelevant to a person or their goals, a 

subsequent emotional or behavioural response is unlikely.  For instance, the Component 

Processes Model of emotion proposes a series of stimuli evaluation checks that occur in 
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stimuli-appraisal: relevance, implications/consequences, coping potential, and norm 

comparability (Sander et al., 2005; Scherer, 2013).  Importantly, in the early-onset relevance 

appraisal check, the appraisal of pleasantness and goal/need relevance of stimuli are viewed 

as distinct (Scherer, 2013). 

Perhaps as evidence of their importance, pleasantness and relevance/significance 

appraisals as investigated in the current study have some degree of overlap with other 

appraisal-based models of emotion and motivation.  For instance, Pekrun (2006) has detailed 

a control-value theory of achievement emotions.  In the control-value theory, two broad 

categories of appraisal of tasks—control appraisals and value appraisals—interact to lead to 

different types of achievement-related emotions (e.g., pride, shame, anger).  Control 

appraisals are related to degree of control over activities and their related outcomes.  Value 

appraisals are related to the perceived subjective value of activities and outcomes, and can be 

further narrowed down by appraisals of intrinsic value (i.e., the value of the activity for its 

own sake), and extrinsic value (i.e., the value of the activity because it may lead to other 

important goals).   

In the similar, but broader, expectancy-value theory, motivation is related to 

expectancy and value appraisals (see Wigfield & Cambria, 2010).  Expectancy is related to an 

individual’s belief that they will do will in a task.  As with control-value theory, in 

expectancy-value theory, value is the subjective appraisal of a task and can be further broken 

down into narrower components.  Intrinsic value is the pleasantness or interest in the task 

itself.  Attainment value is related to the importance of doing well on the task, and is related 

to aspects of self-identity (i.e., whether the task is central or important to an individual’s idea 

of self).  Utility value is how relevant the task is to other goals, and finally cost value is 

whether anything is needed to be given up in order to complete the task.   

While only focused on activities and their outcomes, across both control-value and the 
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broader expectancy-value theory, there is a concept of intrinsic value appraisal, or how 

pleasant the activity is, and a consideration of the activity’s relevance/significance to the 

individual.  In control-value theory this relevance/significance is termed extrinsic value, 

while in expectancy-value theory this is further broken down to attainment and utility value. 

Consequently, while by no means a complete taxonomy of types of appraisals, we 

believe the distinction between pleasantness and relevance/significance appraisals (or related 

constructs) may be important for personality researchers for two main reasons.  Firstly, 

personality researchers are increasingly using cognitive-affective tasks, such as attentional 

bias tasks (Paelecke, Paelecke-Habermann, & Borkenau, 2012) and chronic accessibility 

tasks (Borkenau, Paelecke, & Yu, 2010) to investigate personality processes.  Typically the 

stimuli used differ on the dimension of pleasantness, without an explicit consideration of 

stimuli-relevance/significance.  However, researchers in other fields are beginning to 

recognise the importance of stimuli-relevance/significance in these cognitive-affective tasks 

(Purkis, Lester, & Field, 2011).  As such, personality research may benefit from the 

investigation of the relationship between personality and relevance/significance-appraisals, in 

addition to pleasantness-appraisals.  Secondly, the relationship between personality traits and 

stimuli-appraisal is likely to be an important process when considering outcomes, such as 

emotional/motivational responses and trait-manifesting behaviours.  By not considering 

stimuli relevance-appraisals, we may be missing important components in the relationship 

between personality, appraisals, and outcomes.   

1.1. Appraisals and Personality Traits 

Despite the theoretical importance of stimuli-appraisals for personality and 

personality processes, relatively few studies have investigated the relationship between Big 

Five traits and appraisals, and only one (Tong et al., 2006) appears to explicitly investigate 

the relationship between personality traits and a type of relevance/significance-appraisal.  
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Tong et al. (2006) investigated the relationship between Big Five traits and a variety of 

appraisals (pleasantness, goal-conduciveness, effort, perceived control, certainty, agency-self, 

agency-others, agency-circumstances, unfairness, moral violation, and relationship-

involvement) of natural daily events by police officers, using experience sampling 

methodology.  Results indicated that neuroticism and conscientiousness were the strongest 

personality predictors of appraisals of events.  However, while this study was comprehensive 

and ecologically valid, the events/stimuli that the participants experienced (and therefore 

appraised) were not controlled, and the appraisals were averaged over the day.  Therefore, no 

information is provided on the relationship between appraisals and different types of 

events/stimuli, and it is possible that differences in personality traits caused different events 

to be experienced, thus leading to different event-appraisals. 

Most research on personality and appraisal has attempted to link Big Five traits 

(predominantly extraversion and neuroticism) to the appraisal of events, largely following 

Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional model of stress and coping.  This stream of 

research investigates relationships between personality traits and the appraisal of events as 

threatening, stressful, demanding, or unpleasant (primary appraisal), and coping resources 

(secondary appraisal).  Results have typically found that neuroticism is associated with 

appraisal of events as more stressful, demanding, or unpleasant, and coping resources as 

lower (e.g., Gallagher, 1990; Hemenover & Dienstbier, 1996; Schneider, Rench, Lyons, & 

Riffle, 2012; Shewchuk, Elliott, MacNair-Semands, & Harkins, 1999).   

However, these studies have a number of limitations.  Firstly, even when specifically 

considering academic events (e.g., Gallagher, 1990; Hemenover & Dienstbier, 1996) these 

studies have largely focused on neuroticism and extraversion, and have not included other 

Big Five traits, such as conscientiousness (c.f., Shewchuk et al., 1999).  This is problematic, 

as conscientiousness is the strongest personality predictor of academic performance (Poropat, 
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2009).  To the extent that stimuli appraisal is important in understanding the relationships 

between personality traits and trait-manifesting behaviour (Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2015) 

and emotional responses (including motivation; Sander et al., 2005; Scherer, 2013), the lack 

of inclusion of conscientiousness when considering appraisal of academic-related stimuli 

seems like an oversight.   

Secondly, most of the studies on relationships between personality and appraisal 

typically only focus on primary and secondary appraisal, following Lazarus and Folkman’s 

(1984) transactional model of stress and coping, and only Tong et al. (2006) included a 

version of relevance/significance appraisal.  As discussed, the relevance/significance of 

stimuli is an important theoretical component of the appraisal process, and is often not 

directly assessed.  It may be that relevance/significance-appraisals can add to explanations of 

the relationships between personality traits and appraisal processes.  For instance, as 

neuroticism is associated with the appraisal of events as more negative (Tong, 2010) it may 

be that people high in neuroticism view possible negative academic outcomes as less 

pleasant, and thus to be avoided.  However, neuroticism is also associated with avoidant 

academic-goal orientations (Corker, Oswald, & Donnellan, 2012).  As such, people high in 

neuroticism may instead (or also) view possible negative academic outcomes as more 

relevant/significant, as they are associated with their avoidant academic-goals. 

Finally, many previous studies do not analyse relationships between personality and 

appraisal of different types of stimuli.  Using the above example, while neuroticism may be 

associated with the appraisal of negative academic outcomes, as neuroticism is not as 

strongly associated with approach academic-goal orientations, there may be no correlation 

between neuroticism and relevance/significance-appraisals of positive academic outcomes.   

Consequently, previous research may have missed important subtleties in the 

relationships between personality traits and stimuli-appraisals due to a restriction on both 
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appraisal types and stimuli types.  This may have led to an incomplete understanding of the 

theoretical relationships between personality traits and appraisal of stimuli types, non-optimal 

stimuli (or the misinterpretation of results) in other cognitive-affective tasks, and a restricted 

investigation between the relationship between personality traits, stimuli-appraisal, and 

associated outcomes. 

1.2. This Study 

The first aim of this study was to investigate relationships between the pleasantness- 

and relevance/significance-appraisals of academic-related stimuli and the personality traits of 

neuroticism, extraversion, and particularly conscientiousness.  In contrast to previous studies 

which have used scenarios or vignettes, this study used single-word stimuli.  This was for 

three reasons.  Firstly, it enables stimuli to be easily sorted into distinct categories.  Secondly, 

it enables the methodology and instructions to be consistent with those used to find valence, 

arousal, and dominance norms of word lists (e.g., Warriner, Kuperman, & Brysbaert, 2013), 

and is similar to other recent studies on differences in stimuli-appraisals (Gantiva, Delgado, 

& Romo-Gonzalez, 2015).  Finally, single-word stimuli is consistent with other cognitive-

affective tasks, such as chronic accessibility (e.g., Borkenau et al., 2010) and attentional bias 

(e.g., Paelecke et al., 2012).  In order to examine differences in appraisal for different 

categories of stimuli, this study used four categories of academic-related words: academic-

approach (e.g., success, brilliant), academic-avoidance (e.g., fail, idiot), performance-

evaluative (e.g., exam, assignment), and academic-neutral words that do not fall into the 

above categories (e.g., student, class).   

Conscientiousness is the strongest personality predictor of academic performance 

(Poropat, 2009).  However, to the authors’ knowledge, no research has investigated the 

relationship between conscientiousness and the appraisal of specific academic stimuli, and 

there is limited theoretical links between conscientiousness and the emotional processing of 
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stimuli (Reisenzein & Weber, 2009).  Furthermore, researchers have noted that the approach-

avoidance motivational drive of conscientiousness is currently unclear (Corr, DeYoung, & 

McNaughton, 2013).  That is, conscientiousness behaviours may be motivated by either (or 

both) a desire to approach positive outcomes, or avoid negative outcomes.  As such, while we 

predicted that conscientiousness would be associated with both pleasantness- and 

relevance/significance-appraisals of academic-related stimuli, we made no category specific 

predictions.   

Perhaps because of the motivational ambiguity of conscientiousness, other researchers 

(e.g., MacCann, Lipnevich, Poropat, Wiemers, & Roberts, 2015) have begun separating 

conscientiousness facets into those relating to approaching tasks (e.g., industriousness, self-

discipline), and those relating to avoidance of mistakes (e.g., control, tidiness).  The exact 

nature of conscientiousness facets as reflecting approach or avoidance tendencies is unclear, 

however such a distinction is conceptually similar to previous distinctions of 

conscientiousness into achievement and dependability aspects (LePine, Colquitt, & Erez, 

2000).  As our stimuli were in an achievement-related context, we predicted that an 

approach/achievement related aspect of conscientiousness would have a stronger correlation 

with stimuli-appraisals than an avoidance/dependability related aspect. 

Extraversion is often associated with the processing of positive information, and 

neuroticism associated with the processing of negative information (Rusting & Larsen, 1998).  

Consequently, as neuroticism is associated with the appraisal of events as more negative 

(Tong, 2010), we predicted that neuroticism would be negatively correlated with the 

pleasantness-appraisal of academic-avoidance stimuli.  Additionally, as neuroticism is 

associated with avoidant academic-goal orientations (Corker et al., 2012), we predicted that 

neuroticism would be positively correlated with the relevance/significance-appraisal of 

academic-avoidance stimuli.  As extraversion is associated with the appraisal of pleasant 
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events as more positive (Lucas & Diener, 2001) we expected that extraversion would be 

correlated with pleasantness-appraisals of academic-approach stimuli.  However, research has 

suggested that extraversion is not correlated with performance-approach academic-goal 

orientation, and only marginally associated with mastery-approach academic-goal orientation 

(Corker et al., 2012).  As such, we made no predictions on the relationship between 

extraversion and relevance/significance-appraisals of academic-approach stimuli. 

2.  Method 

2.1.  Participants 

Participants were 120 first year undergraduate psychology students at a large urban 

Australian university, who gained partial course credit for participation.  The age range was 

17 to 61 (M = 22.75, SD = 8.19), 89 were female, 30 were male, and one indicated other.  The 

study was granted university ethics approach, and abided by APA ethical guidelines.  

Informed consent was obtained from all participants. 

2.2.  Measures 

2.2.1.  Personality.  As conscientiousness was the focus of this study, it was 

measured by the 60 conscientiousness items (e.g. item, “Carry out my plans”) of the IPIP 

NEO-PI-R, while neuroticism (e.g. item, “Often feel blue”) and extraversion (e.g. item, 

“Make friends easily”) were each measured by 10 items of the IPIP version of the NEO-FFI 

(Goldberg, 1999).  Following other research (LePine et al., 2000; LePine, Erez, & Johnson, 

2002), in order to obtain scores for conscientiousness approach/achievement we averaged 

scores from the achievement striving, self-discipline, and self-efficacy facets.  Similarly, in 

order to obtain scores for conscientiousness avoidance/dependability, we averaged scores 

from the order, dutifulness, and cautiousness facets.  As we had no specific research 

questions relating to agreeableness or openness to experience, in order to reduce unnecessary 

participant burden we did not include items measuring these traits. 
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2.2.2.  Ratings of Stimuli.  We used 80 words which were previously used by  

Cummings, Poropat, and Loxton (2016) as our academic word-stimuli.  Of these 80 words, 

there were 10 words each in the categories of academic-approach, academic-avoidance, 

performance-evaluative, and academic-neutral (see Table 1).  Additionally, there were 40 

non-academic/neutral words which were used as filler words, and not included in subsequent 

analyses.  Words were presented in a fixed random order, with one word for each word-

category at the beginning of the list to serve as a calibration.  Participants were first presented 

the complete word list and asked to rate the words’ pleasantness.  Subsequently, they were 

presented with the word list a second time, and asked to rate the words’ 

relevance/significance. 

Table 1 

List of Target Word-stimuli used in this Research 

Academic-approach Academic-avoidance 
Performance-

evaluative 
Academic-neutral 

capable dropout test campus 

expert flunk mark semester 

intelligent idiot grade university 

smart unqualified exam class 

competence quit assignment textbook 

proficient defeat essay tutor 

excellent dumb assessment lecture 

success loser evaluation chapter 

accomplish stupid report student 

brilliant fail performance lesson 

 

Participants were instructed to rate the words’ pleasantness and relevance/significance 

on a scale from 1 to 9.  Instructions for the pleasantness ratings followed that of Warriner et 

al. (2013) for their valence ratings of their word lists, and was rated from 1 (unhappy, 

annoyed, unsatisfied, melancholic, despaired, or bored) to 9 (happy, pleased, satisfied, 

contented, or hopeful).  Instructions for ratings of relevance/significance used a modified 

version of the pleasantness instructions, and are as follows.  “For the following words, you 
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will will use a scale to rate how relevant / significant each word is to you.  |  The scale 

ranges from 1 (irrelevant / not significant) to 9 (relevant / significant).  |  At one extreme 

of this scale, these words are relevant, significant, important, critical, or essential.  When 

these words are completely relevant / significant to you, you should indicate this by choosing 

rating 9.  |  The other end of the scale, these words are irrelevant, not significant, unimportant, 

trivial, or not necessary.  You can indicate that these words are not relevant / significant to 

you by selecting 1.  |  The numbers also allow you to describe intermediate feelings of 

relevance / significance, by selecting any of the other numbers.  If you feel completely 

neutral, the words are neither relevant /significant nor irrelevant / not signifcant to you, select 

the middle of the scale (rating 5).  |  Please work at a rapid pace and don't spend too much 

time thinking about each word.  Rather, make your ratings based on your first and immediate 

reaction as you read each word.” 

Ratings for each word category were averaged for pleasantness and 

relevance/significance to form individual scales.   

2.3.  Procedure 

Participants completed the online survey individually in a quiet room.  The University 

ethics committee granted study approval, and the study adhered to APA ethical guidelines. 

3.  Results 

3.1. Relationships Between Traits and Appraisals 

Descriptive results are presented in Table 2. To test the relationship between 

personality traits and appraisals, correlation analyses were conducted.  Results for 

intercorrelations between the appraisal categories are presented Table 3, while results for 

correlations between personality traits and appraisals are presented in Table 4.  There were 

high correlations between appraisals of academic-neutral and performance-evaluative stimuli 

for both appraisal types.  However, as we consider these stimuli categories as theoretically 
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distinct, and they had been categorised by raters into distinct categories a priori (see 

Cummings et al., 2016), they were kept separate in subsequent analyses.   

Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables 

Variable α M SD 

Pleasantness appraisal    

Academic-approach 0.93 6.86 1.27 

Academic-Avoidance 0.91 2.25 1.06 

Performance-evaluative 0.93 4.86 1.47 

Academic-neutral 0.93 5.66 1.34 

Relevance/significance appraisal    

Academic-approach 0.93 6.64 1.61 

Academic-Avoidance 0.92 3.63 1.90 

Performance-evaluative 0.91 7.08 1.34 

Academic-neutral 0.93 7.20 1.40 

Conscientiousness 0.94 3.49 0.45 

Conscientiousness-Achievement 0.93 3.44 0.55 

Self-efficacy 0.81 3.63 0.51 

Achievement striving 0.86 3.66 0.64 

Self-discipline 0.88 3.05 0.72 

Conscientiousness-Dependability 0.88 3.54 0.47 

Order 0.79 3.39 0.62 

Duty 0.74 4.02 0.46 

Cautiousness 0.84 3.20 0.65 

Neuroticism 0.9 2.90 0.93 

Extraversion 0.87 3.37 0.71 
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Table 3 

Intercorrelations Between Appraisal of Academic Stimuli 

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 

Pleasantness appraisal        

1. Academic-approach -       

2. Academic-Avoidance -.44*** -      

3. Performance-evaluative .54*** -.14 -     

4. Academic-neutral .54*** -.28** .77*** -    

Relevance/significance appraisal        

5. Academic-approach .62*** -.34*** .35*** .49*** -   

6. Academic-Avoidance -.34*** .12 -.40*** -.26** -.14 -  

7. Performance-evaluative .50*** -.45*** .21* .42*** .73*** .09 - 

8. Academic-neutral .43*** -.27** .22* .40*** .60*** -.09 .82*** 

Note.  *p < .05.  **p < .01.  ***p < .001. 
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Table 4 

Correlations Between Personality Traits and Appraisal of Academic-stimuli 

 Pleasantness  Relevance/significance 

  

Academic-

approach 

Academic-

Avoidance 

Performance-

evaluative 

Academic-

neutral   

Academic-

approach 

Academic-

Avoidance 

Performance-

evaluative 

Academic-

neutral 

Conscientiousness .36*** -.13 .49*** .43***  .42*** -.34*** .30*** .32*** 

ConApp/Ach .46***a -.22**a .57***a .54***a  .53***a -.40***a .35***a .37***a 

Self-efficacy .48*** -.15 .56*** .39***  .46*** -.42*** .22* .26** 

Achievement 

striving 
.47*** -.24** .50*** .53***  .49*** -.37*** .37*** .40*** 

Self-discipline .30*** -.18* .46*** .49***  .44*** -.29** .31*** .30*** 

ConAvo/Dep .15 .01 .28** .18*  .19* -.17 .18 .19* 

Order .22* .04 .21* .15  .23* -.15 .19* .24** 

Dutifulness .14 -.06 .29** .28**  .16 -.16 .22* .23* 

Cautiousness .02 .02 .20* .06  .06 -.11 .04 .02 

Neuroticism -.18* -.02 -.35*** -.26**  -.17 .32*** -.04 -.10 

Extraversion .30*** -.10 .27** .16  .17 -.26** .06 .14 

Note.  ConApp/Ach = Conscientiousness approach/achievement.  ConAvo/Dep = Conscientiousness Avoidance/Dependability. aSignificantly 

different from Conscientiousness Avoidance/Dependability.   
*p < .05.  **p < .01.  ***p < .001.  
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As can be seen in Table 4, there were significant correlations between 

conscientiousness and all appraisal categories.  As the relationships between 

conscientiousness and relevance/significance appraisals for academic-avoidance stimuli 

appear to be different to the other appraisal categories, Steiger’s (1980) z-test was used to test 

for differences in correlations.  Results indicated that there was a significant (p < .05) 

difference in the correlation between conscientiousness and relevance/significance appraisals 

of academic-avoidance stimuli to other appraisal types, except for pleasantness appraisals of 

academic-avoidance stimuli.   

Similarly, Steiger’s (1980) z-test was used to test for differences in correlations 

between conscientiousness approach/achievement and conscientiousness 

avoidance/dependability.  Conscientiousness approach/achievement had significantly (p < 

.05) stronger correlations across all stimuli categories and appraisal types than 

conscientiousness avoidance/dependability. 

As expected, there was a significant positive correlation between neuroticism and 

relevance/significance appraisals of academic-avoidance stimuli, however unexpectedly there 

was no significant relationship between neuroticism and pleasantness appraisals of academic-

avoidance stimuli.  Steiger’s (1980) z-test indicated that the positive correlation between 

neuroticism and relevance/significance appraisals of academic-avoidance stimuli was 

significantly different (p < .05) to the other correlations between neuroticism and appraisal 

categories. 

While extraversion was associated with a significant positive correlation with 

pleasantness appraisals of academic-approach stimuli, it was not associated with a significant 

correlation with relevance/significance appraisals of academic-approach stimuli, though 

Steiger’s (1980) z-test indicated that these differences were not significant (p > .05). 
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Due to the large correlations between stimuli-appraisals and conscientiousness, and 

particularly conscientiousness approach/achievement, additional regression analyses were 

conducted to investigate the overall variance of conscientiousness and conscientiousness 

approach/achievement explained by appraisals.  Due to the significantly lower observed 

bivariate correlations between stimuli-appraisals and conscientiousness 

avoidance/dependability, we did not conduct a regression analysis on this conscientiousness 

aspect.  A secondary purpose of these analyses was to see whether relevance/significance-

appraisals explained additional variance to pleasantness-appraisals when predicting 

conscientiousness and conscientiousness approach/achievement.  Results for the stepwise 

regression for conscientiousness is reported in Table 5, and for conscientiousness 

approach/achievement in Table 6.  Though regression coefficients are reported, we would 

caution against their over-interpretation due to high collinearity (see Tables 3 and 4) between 

the variables (which does not affect R2).  The results indicated that appraisal of stimuli 

explained a large portion of the variance for conscientiousness (F(8,111) = 7.43, p < .001, R2 

= .35, R2
Adjusted = .30) and conscientiousness approach/achievement (F(8,111) = 13.53, p < 

.001, R2 = .49, R2
Adjusted = .46). 
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Table 5 

Stepwise Regression for Appraisals in Predicting Conscientiousness 

  B SE B β ΔR2 

Step 1    0.26*** 

Pleasantness appraisals     

Academic-approach 2.46 2.28 0.12  

Academic-avoidance -0.16 2.35 -0.01  

Performance-evaluative 6.81 2.45 0.37**  

Academic-neutral 1.59 2.68 0.08  

Step 2    0.09** 

Pleasantness appraisals     

Academic-approach -2.31 2.51 -0.11  

Academic-avoidance 0.59 2.44 0.02  

Performance-evaluative 7.25 2.49 0.39**  

Academic-neutral -0.95 2.73 -0.05  

Relevance/significance appraisals     

Academic-approach 4.25 2.16 0.25  

Academic-avoidance -2.73 1.37 -0.19*  

Performance-evaluative 1.29 3.88 0.06  

Academic-neutral 1.73 2.88 0.09  

Note.  *p < .05.  **p < .01.  ***p < .001. 

 

Table 6  

Stepwise Regression for Appraisals in Predicting Conscientiousness 

Approach/Achievement  

  B SE B β ΔR2 

Step 1     

Pleasantness appraisals    0.38*** 

Academic-approach 0.07 0.04 0.16  

Academic-avoidance -0.03 0.04 -0.05  

Performance-evaluative 0.13 0.05 0.33**  

Academic-neutral 0.08 0.05 0.18  

Step 2    0.12*** 

Pleasantness appraisals     

Academic-approach -0.04 0.04 -0.09  

Academic-avoidance -0.03 0.04 -0.05  

Performance-evaluative 0.13 0.04 0.34**  

Academic-neutral 0.03 0.05 0.06  

Relevance/significance appraisals     

Academic-approach 0.13 0.04 0.38**  

Academic-avoidance -0.06 0.02 -0.20*  

Performance-evaluative -0.03 0.07 -0.08  

Academic-neutral 0.05 0.05 0.12  

Note.  *p < .05.  **p < .01.  ***p < .001.  

 

4.  Discussion 

The first purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between personality 
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traits and pleasantness- and relevance/significance-appraisals of different categories of 

academic stimuli.  Contrary to our prediction, neuroticism was not associated with 

pleasantness-appraisals of academic-avoidance stimuli.  However, neuroticism was 

associated with relevance-significance appraisals of academic-avoidance stimuli, and this 

correlation was significantly different from correlations with other appraisal and stimuli 

categories.  As such, it may be that the association between neuroticism and academic 

avoidant-goal orientations (Corker et al., 2012) is reflected in the appraisal of academic-

avoidance stimuli as more relevant/significant, not as more unpleasant.  However it is of note 

that neuroticism was negatively correlated with the pleasantness-appraisal of academic-

approach, performance-evaluative, and academic-neutral stimuli.  This suggests that while 

neuroticism may be associated with the appraisal of events in general as more negative, the 

relationship between neuroticism and appraisal of specifically related negative-stimuli may 

be more correctly captured by relevance/significance appraisals. 

As we predicted, extraversion was positively correlated with the pleasantness-

appraisal of academic-approach stimuli, but not with relevance/significance appraisal, though 

there was not a significant difference in these correlations.  As extraversion has not been 

strongly associated with academic approach-goal orientations in previous studies (Corker et 

al., 2012) it may be that while people high in extraversion view academic-approach stimuli as 

more positive, they do not consider them to be of personal relevance/significance.  

Extraversion was negatively correlated with relevance/significance-appraisals of academic-

avoidance stimuli.  This is consistent with some research that has found that extraversion has 

a stronger (negative) relationship with performance-avoidance academic-goal orientation than 

performance-approach academic-goal orientation (Zweig & Webster, 2004).  Consequently, 

the results of this study may provide a partial, appraisal-based explanation of the relationship 

between extraversion and academic-goal orientations. 
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Conscientiousness was positively correlated with all appraisal types, with the 

exception of pleasantness-appraisals of academic-avoidance stimuli.  It is of note that stimuli-

appraisals accounted for 35% of the variance in conscientiousness, and 49% of the variance 

in conscientiousness approach/achievement.  This was surprisingly large, particularly 

considering that conscientiousness is not normally associated with the processing of 

emotional stimuli (Reisenzein & Weber, 2009).  As such, it appears as though stimuli-

appraisals may be an important cognitive-affective process in personality traits, beyond those 

traits traditionally associated with the processing of emotional information (i.e., extraversion 

and neuroticism).   

As expected, conscientiousness approach/achievement was more strongly correlated 

with appraisals than conscientiousness avoidance/dependability.  It is surprising that 

conscientiousness avoidance/dependability was not more strongly related to appraisal of 

academic-avoidance words.  It may be that these facets do not measure avoidance tendencies 

or motivation more broadly, and are instead more related to the control of, and inhibition of, 

tendencies. 

The inclusion of relevance/significance appraisals explained an additional 9% of the 

variance of conscientiousness and 11% of the variance of conscientiousness 

approach/achievement, indicating that relevance/significance appraisals have statistical 

importance in addition to pleasantness appraisals, for at least some personality traits.  

Furthermore, analysis of both pleasantness- and relevance/significance-appraisals enabled a 

more detailed theoretical analysis of the relationship between neuroticism and extraversion, 

and stimuli-appraisals.  As such, this study found that the inclusion of relevance/significance 

appraisals in addition to pleasantness-appraisals was important both statistically and 

theoretically. 
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4.1. Implications 

There are a number of implications of this research.  Firstly, the results of this study 

have provided support for the hypothesis that pleasantness and relevance/significance 

appraisals should be considered related, but distinct.  This provides further evidence for 

appraisal theories of emotion, and indirectly, other appraisal theories, such as control-value 

theory and expectancy-value theory. 

Secondly, the finding that relevance/significance appraisals are, in some instances, 

perhaps more important than pleasantness appraisals has implications for the type of stimuli 

chosen in other tasks.  As previously mentioned, many studies using word-stimuli to 

investigate relationships between traits and cognitive-affective processes typically use words 

which differ on the dimension of pleasantness, without considering the word’s relevance to 

the participants, and the trait.  The findings of the current study suggest that this approach 

may neglect important stimuli attributes which could affect the results and their 

interpretation. 

Thirdly, the large correlations between stimuli appraisals and conscientiousness, 

particularly conscientiousness approach/achievement, indicates that previous research which 

has not considered conscientiousness to be highly related to the affective processing of 

stimuli (Reisenzein & Weber, 2009) may be incorrect.  Instead, the results of this study 

suggest that conscientiousness may be strongly related to the affective processing of stimuli 

that is relevant/significant to those scoring high on the trait. 

Finally, we expect that these results may have practical implications.  For instance, 

interventions seeking to change motivation or emotions may benefit from greater specificity 

in their approach.  For instance, the finding that personality traits are associated with 

particular patterns of stimuli appraisals indicates that interventions may benefit from being 

targeted to change trait-dependent specific attitudes towards activities or outcomes. 
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4.2. Limitations and future directions 

There are four main limitations to this study.  Firstly, using single-word stimuli to 

investigate appraisals is somewhat unconventional compared to other studies which typically 

use vignettes or experience sampling methodology.  While there are benefits to the approach 

utilised in this study (as outlined in the introduction), this comes at a cost of broader 

ecological validity.  For instance, while this study investigated relationships between 

personality traits and general appraisal tendencies of particular categories of stimuli, it is not 

clear whether this will transfer to appraisals of tasks or outcomes.  Consequently, research 

seeking to further investigate the relationship between personality traits and appraisals of 

different types of stimuli may benefit from utilising vignettes created to match to the stimuli 

categories of interest.   

Secondly, as this was an initial study, we only investigated bivariate relationships 

between personality traits and stimuli appraisals.  As this study found that personality traits 

are related to pleasantness and relevance/significance appraisals, and control-value theory 

and expectancy-value theory propose that appraisals are related to emotional and 

motivational outcomes respectively, it would be possible to investigate whether appraisals 

mediate the relationship between personality traits and emotional/motivational outcomes.   

Furthermore, as Whole Trait Theory proposes that cognitive-affective processes, such as 

appraisals, are one of the dynamic processes which interact with the environment to lead to 

trait manifesting behaviour, it would be possible to investigate whether appraisals mediate the 

relationship between self-reported traits and trait-related behaviour, which would provide 

evidence for the fact that cognitive-affective processes are an important component leading to 

trait-related outcomes. 

Thirdly, some appraisal categories were highly correlated with each other.  As there 

are theoretical reasons to consider these categories distinct (e.g., someone may view 
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assessment as unpleasant, but not view class as unpleasant), and as they were sorted into 

distinct categories a priori, we kept them as distinct stimuli categories in these analyses.  

However, caution must be made in the interpretation of the results, particularly for the 

regression analyses. 

Finally, this study chose to focus on pleasantness- and relevance/significance- 

appraisals.  Some models of evaluation of stimuli include arousal and dominance in addition 

to pleasantness (e.g., Warriner et al., 2013) while different appraisal theories include different 

appraisal processes beyond that used in this study (Moors et al., 2013).  We chose to focus on 

pleasantness- and relevance/significance-appraisals as we thought they were of most utility to 

the current research, particularly as we were using context-specific stimuli.  Furthermore, we 

did not wish to overburden participants with more appraisal types.  However, future research 

may benefit from expanding the appraisal domain past pleasantness and 

relevance/significance. 

4.3. Conclusion 

This study investigated the relationship between the personality traits of 

conscientiousness, neuroticism, and extraversion, and the pleasantness- and 

relevance/significance-appraisal of academic-related stimuli.  The results indicated that 

relevance/significance-appraisals may be an important addition when understanding the 

relationship between personality traits and appraisal of stimuli.  Future research may benefit 

from investigating the relationship between traits, different appraisal types, different stimuli 

types, how these relate to trait-related outcomes. 
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