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Individual Differences at Work

Learning objectives. After completing this lecture, you should be able to:

• Identify the major individual variables that influence work behavior.

• Explain how organizations can leverage employee diversity.

• Differentiate between abilities and skills.

• Describe what an attitude is and identify its three components.

• Discuss the relationship between job satisfaction and performance.

• Identify the Big Five personality dimensions.

• Summarize the dimensions of emotional intelligence.
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Why Individual Differences Matter

Individual differences are important in studying organizational behavior and

management because they have a direct effect on behavior. Every person is

unique because of their background, individual characteristics, needs, and

how they perceive the world and other individuals. People who perceive

things differently behave differently. People with different personalities

interact differently with supervisors, team members, co-workers,

subordinates, and customers.
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Why Individual Differences Matter

Each individual is different from every

other individual in many respects.

Effective managers need to ask how

such differences influence the behavior

and performance of employees. This

chapter highlights some of the

important individual differences that

can help explain why one person is a

significantly better or poorer performer

than another person.
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Individual Differences Influence Work Behavior

• A person’s behavior at work, in school, or at home is influenced by the

variables depicted in Exhibit 1

• This graphical portrayal of individual differences is only a starting point and

shows some of the large number of variables that influence behavior.

Exhibit 1 suggests that effective managerial practice requires that

individual behavior differences be recognized and, when feasible,

considered while managing organizational behavior. To understand

individual differences, a manager must (1) observe and recognize the

differences and (2) study relationships among variables that influence

individual behavior.
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Figure 1
Individual Differences Affect Workplace Behavior
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Diversity

Diversity refers to those attributes that make people different from one

another. The six primary (and stable) dimensions include age, ethnicity,

gender, physical attributes, race, and sexual/affectional orientation.

Secondary (and changeable) dimensions include educational background,

marital status, religious beliefs, health, and work experience
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Organizations that commit to diversity and create a culture of inclusiveness 
can gain several important benefits
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Understanding diversity

Understanding diversity in the
global marketplace is equally as
important as understanding it in the
United States. As the Global OB on
page 62 illustrates, global
managers must develop a keen
understanding of differences
among cultures to be successful in
their international business
endeavors. In addition to
understanding the impact of racial,
ethnic, and gender differences at
the workplace, managers also need
to be aware of these other ways
that employee diversity can
manifest itself:
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Abilities and Skills

• Some employees, though highly motivated, simply do not have the abilities

or skills to perform well. Abilities and skills play a major role in individual

behavior and performance. Ability is a person’s talent to perform a mental

or physical task. Skill is a learned talent that a person has acquired to

perform a task. A person’s ability is generally stable over time. Skills

change as one’s training or experience occurs. A person can be trained

and consequently acquire new skills.
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Mental ability and tacit knowledge

• Mental ability and tacit knowledge have been identified as important
factors in helping to differentiate between higher- and lower-performing
employees. When selecting candidates for a particular position, one of the
better predictors of training proficiency and job success is mental ability.
Often referred to as intelligence, mental ability can be divided into several
subcategories: verbal fluency and comprehension, inductive and
deductive reasoning, associative memory, and spatial orientation.

• Tacit knowledge refers to work-related practical know-how that employees
acquire through observation and direct experience.23 By gaining hands-
on work experience, successful employees learn the ins and outs of their
jobs, the norms of their work teams, and the values of the organizational
culture. For example, a customer service representative from a large
cable television company learned over the years that it’s best not to
interrupt irate customers while they are upset and venting their problems.
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5-minute break
Wonderlic Test Online

• https://beatthewonderlic.com/take-a-free-wonderlic-test-online/
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Tacit knowledge

According to Robert J. Sternberg, people who develop and use tacit knowledge will
increase their chances of success within organizations. He believes that leaders and
managers with practical intelligence tend to:

• Capitalize on their own strengths and overcome their weaknesses.

• Realize they are not good at everything.

• Overcome negative expectations set by others around them.

• Learn from their positive and negative experiences.

• Have can-do attitudes.

Although far from conclusive, research supports such claims about the virtues of practical
intelligence. For example, in a study of the leadership effectiveness of 562 military leaders,
those with higher levels of tacit knowledge were perceived as more effective than those with
lower amounts of practical, experience-based knowledge.
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Attitudes

• An attitude is a mental state of readiness learned and organized through

experience, exerting a specific influence on a person’s response to people,

objects, and situations with which it is related. Each person has attitudes on

numerous topics—online dating, jogging, restaurants, friends, jobs, religion,

politics, elder care, crime, education, income taxes, and so on.

• This definition of attitude has certain implications for the manager. First, attitudes

are learned. Second, attitudes define one’s predispositions toward given aspects

of the world. Third, attitudes provide the emotional basis of one’s interpersonal

relations and identification with others. And fourth, attitudes are organized and

are close to the core of personality. Some attitudes are persistent and enduring.

Yet, like each of the psychological variables, attitudes are subject to change.
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Attitudes

• The cognitive component of an attitude consists of the person’s perceptions,
opinions, and beliefs. It refers to the thought processes with special
emphasis on rationality and logic. An important element of cognition is the
evaluative beliefs held by a person. Evaluative beliefs are manifested in the
form of favorable or unfavorable impressions that a person holds toward an
object or person.

• Affect is the emotional component of an attitude and is often learned from
parents, teachers, and peer group members. It is the part of an attitude that
is associated with “feeling” a certain way about a person, group, or situation.
The behavioral component of an attitude refers to the tendency of a person
to act in a certain way toward someone or something. A person may act in a
warm, friendly, aggressive, hostile, teasing, or apathetic way, or in any
number of other ways. Such actions could be measured to examine the
behavioral component of attitudes.
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Attitudes

• Sometimes there may be discrepancies between attitudes and behaviors.

This kind of discrepancy is called cognitive dissonance. An individual who

has the attitude that smoking is bad for one’s health but who continues to

smoke anyway would probably experience cognitive dissonance. Such an

inconsistency between beliefs and behavior is thought to create discomfort

and a desire on the part of the individual to eliminate or reduce the

inconsistency.
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Work environment factor

• Exhibit 3.2 illustrates how a work environment factor (e.g., manager’s

style) can influence the three components of attitudes. This stimulus

triggers cognitive (thought), affective (emotional), and behavior responses.

In essence, the stimulus results in the formation of attitudes, which then

lead to one or more responses.
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EXHIBIT 2 The Three Components of Attitudes: Cognition, Affect, and Behavior
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Attitudes and Job Satisfaction
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Job satisfaction is an attitude people have about their jobs. It results from their perception of

their jobs and the degree to which there is a good fit between them as individuals and the

organization. A number of factors have been associated with job satisfaction. Among the more

important ones are these:

• Pay

• Work itself

• Promotion opportunities

• Supervision

• Co-workers

• Working conditions.

• Job security.



Superjob

Many organizations recognize the importance of the potential link
between job satisfaction and a number of desirable organizational
outcomes. For example, Airbnb, the San Francisco– based online
lodging marketplace, was recently named the Best Place to Work in
2016 by Glassdoor, the online jobs and recruiting site. The poll,
conducted by collecting anonymous employee reviews, revealed that
Airbnb employees gave the company an overall rating of 4.6 on a scale
of 5 for creating a great company culture, maintaining a workplace
where employees feel they belong, making a difference to the guests
and hosts who use the service, and providing exceptional employee
benefits—including quarterly vouchers to use Airbnb lodging
themselves
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Satisfaction and Job Performance

One of the most widely debated and controversial issues in the study of job

satisfaction is its relationship to job performance or effectiveness. Three

general views of this relationship have been advanced:

(1) job satisfaction causes job performance;

(2) job performance causes job satisfaction; and

(3) the job satisfaction–job performance relationship is moderated by other

variables such as rewards.

Exhibit 3 shows each of these viewpoints.
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EXHIBIT 3 Satisfaction– Performance Relationships: Three Views
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Performance–satisfaction relationship

• The first two views have mixed, but generally weak, research support.

Most studies dealing with the performance–satisfaction relationship have

found low association between performance and satisfaction. The

evidence is rather convincing that a satisfied employee is not necessarily a

high performer. Managerial attempts to make everyone satisfied will not

necessarily yield high levels of productivity. Likewise, the assumption that

a highperforming employee is likely to be satisfied is not well supported.
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Performance–satisfaction relationship

The third view suggests that satisfaction and performance are related only

under certain conditions. A number of other factors, such as employee

participation, have been suggested as affecting the relationship. Most

attention, however, has focused on rewards as influencing the relationship.

Generally, this view suggests that the rewards one receives as a

consequence of good performance, and the degree to which these rewards

are perceived as reasonable or equitable, affect both the extent to which

satisfaction results from performance and the extent to which performance

is affected by satisfaction. This means that if an employee is rewarded for

good performance and if the reward is deemed fair by the employee, job

satisfaction will increase (or remain high). This in turn will have a positive

effect on performance, leading to additional rewards and continued higher

levels of job satisfaction.
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Personality

The relationship between behavior and
personality is perhaps one of the most complex
matters that managers have to understand.
When we speak about an individual’s personality
we are referring to a relatively stable set of
feelings and behaviors that have been
significantly formed by genetic and
environmental factors. Although many aspects of
personality formation, development, and
expression are not perfectly understood, certain
principles are generally accepted as being true.

28
• Appears to be organized into patterns that

are, to some degree, observable and
measurable.

• Has superficial aspects, such as attitudes
toward being a team leader, and a deeper
core, such as sentiments about authority or a
strong work ethic.

• Involves both common and unique
characteristics. Every person is different from
every other person in some respects and
similar to other persons in other respects.



Myers-Briggs Type Inventory

Despite the concern over the potential misuse of personality tests, more researchers continued
to ask the question, “Does an individual’s personality affect his or her behavior at work?” To
many, the answer was “yes.” In addition, many companies today use personality testing to help
make selection, career planning, training, and team assignment decisions. For example, one
popular personality test, the Myers-Briggs Type Inventory (MBTI), is used by many companies to
assist in team building, management development, decision making, leadership, and career
development. For example, Southwest Airlines uses the MBTI as a diagnostic tool to help its
employees and work teams communicate and work together more effectively.34 It has been
reported that more than 3 million individuals complete the MBTI each year.35 Although the
validity of some of the uses of MBTI has been questioned,36 the large number of companies
and people using this personality test is indicative of the increasing popularity of personality
tests in general.
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https://www.crystalknows.com/jung-myers-and-briggs-
personality-test
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Task1. Please, take the test to determine the personality according to the 
Myers-and-Briggs-personality test by following the link:
https://www.16personalities.com/
https://www.crystalknows.com/jung-myers-and-briggs-personality-test
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The Big Five Personality Dimensions

Literally hundreds of personality dimensions or traits have been
identified by psychologists over the past century. However, within the
past 30 years or so, a consensus has emerged that, for the most
part, the human personality can be described by five dimensions or
factors. The Big Five personality dimensions include:

• extroversion,

• emotional stability,

• agreeableness,

• conscientiousness, and

• openness to experience.

Each of the five factors is briefly described below. As you get the
descriptions, ask yourself the following question, “To what extent
does this factor describe my personality?”
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The Big Five Personality Dimensions

35



天津外国语大学(天外)
Tianjin Foreign Studies University 

(TFSU)

Organizational Behaviour

Online class starts at 08:00

(Beijing Time, GMT+8)

Ivan Monich, PhD

March 23, 2023

36



Extroversion

It refers to the tendency to be sociable, gregarious,
assertive, talkative, and active. People high in
extroversion tend to enjoy talking and interaction with
co-workers, and they gravitate toward jobs that have a
good deal of social interaction. Research indicates that
extroverted people tend to perform well in sales and
managerial jobs, tend to do better in training programs,
and tend to have higher levels of overall job
satisfaction.This suggests that organizations such as
Avon and The Sharper Image, both of which rely heavily
on the successful training and performance of their
salespeople, would benefit from using a valid personality
test to measure extroversion as part of an overall
selection program.
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Emotional stability

Emotional stability is the tendency to experience
positive emotional states, such as feeling
psychologically secure, calm, and relaxed.
Anxiety, depression, anger, and embarrassment
are characteristics of low emotional stability. The
low-stability individual is more likely to
experience job-related stress, a topic discussed
in detail in Chapter 9. Although the link between
emotional stability and job performance does not
appear to be a strong one, some interesting
research findings relate to other important work
behaviors.
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Agreeableness

Being courteous, forgiving, tolerant, trusting, and
softhearted are traits associated with agreeableness.
The employee described as “someone who gets along
with others” is high on agreeableness. It is a
dimension that can help make someone an effective
team player and can pay off in jobs where developing
and maintaining good interpersonal relationships and
helping fellow employees is important. Individuals low
on agreeableness are often described as rude, cold,
uncaring, unsympathetic, and antagonistic. Jobs and
professions that require individuals high in
agreeableness include customer service, sales,
auditing, nursing, teaching, and social work.
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Conscientiousness

Conscientiousness is exhibited by those who are described
as dependable, organized, thorough, and responsible.
Individuals who are conscientious also tend to persevere,
work hard, and enjoy achieving and accomplishing things. It is
not hard to understand why this trait is highly valued by all
organizations. Employees who are low in conscientiousness
tend to be sloppy, inefficient, careless, and even lazy. From a
research perspective, conscientiousness is the most closely
linked dimension to job performance. Put succinctly,
conscientious employees perform better across a wide variety
of occupations. Emerging research also indicates that
conscientious individuals tend to exhibit higher levels of
motivation and job satisfaction, as well as other important
work behaviors (retention, attendance, and fewer
counterproductive behaviors).
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Openness to experience

The final personality dimension is openness to experience. This
dimension reflects the extent to which an individual has broad
interests and is willing to take risks. Specific traits include curiosity,
broad-mindedness, creativity, imagination, and intelligence.
People high in openness to experience tend to thrive in
occupations where change is continuous and where innovation is
critical. For example, people who create spectacular special
effects for large-budget action films need to possess high levels of
this personality dimension. This holds true for employees of
Double Negative, the London-based special effects firm that
created many of the cutting-edge special effects in such hit movies
as Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, Iron Man, and
Interstellar. Individuals low in openness to experience (i.e.,
unimaginative, conventional, and habit-bound) would not fit in well
at Double Negative, where change and innovation are critical for
organizational survival.
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As Exhibit 4 indicates, research on the Big Five personality dimensions is

promising due to the evidence that shows personality does influence

important work behaviors such as job performance, training proficiency, and

job satisfaction. This personality model also has implications for global

management and organizational behavior. The five factors have been found

in different cultures and using different languages.43 So, it is not surprising

that relationships among the Big Five dimensions and job performance also

apply across country borders. The existence of very similar relationships has

been demonstrated in Great Britain, Germany, France, the Netherlands,

Norway, and Spain
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The Big Five Personality Dimensions: A Summary
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We now will look at three such personality traits of interest to 
many organizations: locus of control, self-efficacy, and creativity.

In addition to assessing applicants and employees on certain dimensions of

the Big Five, organizations often choose a few relevant personality traits that

they believe are closely linked to performance in certain jobs and in their

organization
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Locus of Control

The locus of control of individuals determines the degree to which they

believe their behaviors influence what happens to them.45 Some people

believe they are autonomous—that they are masters of their own fate and

have personal responsibility for what happens to them. When they perform

well, they believe it is because of their effort or skill. They are called

internals. Others view themselves as helpless pawns of fate, controlled by

outside forces over which they have little, if any, influence. When they

perform well, they believe it is due to luck or because it was an easy task.

They are referred to as externals
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Self-Efficacy

Self-efficacy relates to personal beliefs regarding competencies and

abilities. Specifically, it refers to one’s belief in one’s ability to successfully

complete a task. Individuals with a high degree of self-efficacy firmly believe

in their performance capabilities. The concept of self-efficacy includes three

dimensions: magnitude, strength, and generality.
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Magnitude

Magnitude refers to the level of task difficulty that individuals believe they
can attain. For example, Jim may believe he can put an arrow in the archery
range target six times in 10 attempts. Sara may feel she can hit the target
eight times; thus Sara has a higher magnitude of self-efficacy regarding this
task than Jim. Strength refers to whether the belief regarding magnitude is
strong or weak. If in the previous example Jim is moderately certain he can
hit the target six times, while Sara is positive she can achieve eight hits,
Sara is displaying greater strength of belief in her ability than is Jim. Finally,
generality indicates how generalized across different situations the belief in
capability is. If Jim thinks he can hit the target equally well with a pistol and
rifle and Sara does not think she can, Jim is displaying greater generality
than is Sara.
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Implication

According to an analysis of self-efficacy by Gist and Mitchell,48 research on
self-efficacy has led to several consistent findings. They indicated that self-
efficacy is associated with work-related performance, career choice, learning
and achievement, and adaptability to new technology, and they noted that
certain training methods could enhance self-efficacy in individual trainees. A
related large-scale research study found that individuals high in self-efficacy
tended to perform at a higher level.49 Also supporting these conclusions is
the research by Bandura and Locke, who found that, when combined with
goal setting, individuals with high levels of self-efficacy tend to display higher
levels of motivation and performance. Thus, feelings of self-efficacy have a
number of managerial and organizational implications:
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Feelings of self-efficacy have a number of managerial and 
organizational implications:

• Selection decisions—Organizations should select individuals who have a strong sense of
self-efficacy. These individuals will be motivated to engage in the behaviors that will help
them perform well. A measure of self-efficacy can be administered during the
hiring/promotion process. ∙

• Training programs—Organizations should consider employee levels of self-efficacy when
choosing among candidates for training programs. If the training budget is limited, then
more return (i.e., performance) on training investment can be realized by sending only
those employees high in self-efficacy. These individuals will tend to learn more from the
training and, ultimately, will be more likely to use that learning to enhance their job
performance. ∙

• Goal setting and performance—Organizations can encourage higher performance goals
from employees who have high levels of self-efficacy. This will lead to higher levels of
performance from employees, which is critical for many organizations in this era of
hypercompetition.
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Creativity

• Creativity is a personality trait that involves the ability to break away from

habit-bound thinking and produce novel and useful ideas. Creativity

produces innovation, and innovation is the lifeblood of a growing number

of corporations. The 3M company is famous for its creativity and product

innovations. Rubbermaid introduces one new product a day. These

companies and others, such as Walt Disney company, Zappos, Google,

IDEO, Tesla Motors, Salesforce.com, and Apple are well known for their

efforts to stimulate creativity.
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Emotions

Why is it that some co-workers, customers, or managers
always appear calm and rational, while others can get
excited or angry at the drop of a hat? People are different
in terms of how they experience and exhibit emotions.
Are certain people—like airline pilots, ICU nurses, police
officers, surgeons, and firefighters—supposed to be calm
under stressful situations? The answer is yes. Defined as
a state of physiological arousal accompanied by changes
in facial expressions, gestures, posture, and subjective
feelings, emotions play an important role at the
workplace.
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Primary emotions

Research suggests that there are eight
primary emotions:

surprise, joy, anticipation, acceptance, fear,
sadness, disgust, and anger.

Is it common to see these emotions at
work? Absolutely. Perhaps you were
surprised when you were given a
prestigious employee award this year. Or,
maybe a co-worker was angry about
management’s recent decision to cut her
department’s budget by 15 percent. Such
emotional reactions are a normal part of
organizational life.
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Moods

The mildest forms of emotions are called moods. A mood is a low-intensity,

long-lasting emotional state. Moods act as subtle emotional factors that

affect day-to-day behavior. For example, when a team member is in an

irritable mood, he may react angrily to any request made to pitch in on a

specific job task. When the same person is in a good mood he is more likely

to help with the request.
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Emotional Labor

Managing emotions in order to perform one’s job is called emotional labor. In
organizations emotional labor may involve enhancing, faking, or suppressing
emotions in an effort to keep them under control. The rules or norms
regarding expectations about emotional expression may be acquired by
observing colleagues or they may be stated in selection or training material.
For example, an employee working in customer service may be encouraged
to smile, listen attentively, and show respect to even the most belligerent
customers. On the other hand, a person attempting to collect an accounts
receivable payment may be instructed to be firm, somewhat angry, but polite
in attempting to secure the overdue payment. In these cases the employee
is managing and modifying the emotions that the organization believes are
most effective.
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5-minute break
Emotional Intelligence

Can managing your and others’ feelings make you a better manager or

leader? What is the precise nature of this ability and how can it be measured

accurately? Is managing emotions an innate ability or can it be learned on

the job? These questions (and others) are at the core of a popular though

controversial area of research known as emotional intelligence. Emotional

intelligence (EI) is the ability to manage one’s own and others’ emotions in

order to guide one’s behavior and achieve goals
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While there are several different ways to conceptualize emotional intelligence, a popular 
approach suggests that EI consists of the following four dimensions:

1. Self-awareness: Emotionally intelligent individuals have a greater awareness of their own emotions and feelings. By
accurately assessing their feelings, these individuals are in a better position to act in a way that fits with their
emotions. For example, if an employee has enjoyed working with a certain manager on successful projects in the
past, then that employee can act on this awareness by volunteering to work with the manager again in the future.

2. Social awareness: Individuals with higher levels of EI are better at demonstrating empathy or relating to other people.
They are more likely to meet other people’s needs and understand the needs of the organization. For example, a
manager who is aware that one of her best employees is currently taking care of an ill parent may allow the
employee to be on a flexible schedule so he can balance between work and caring responsibilities.

3. Self-management: An important aspect of having EI is not letting your emotions or mood swings disrupt your
productivity or relationships with your supervisor, co-workers, or customers. Maintaining self-control, even when you
feel like acting in a different manner, helps managers or leaders maintain a reputation for being adaptable,
trustworthy, and good under pressure.

4. Relationship management: Maintaining positive and productive relationships with people at work requires that we
listen to their needs, communicate in a positive manner, collaborate with them on projects, and support their ideas
and initiatives. Feeling connected with others at work leads to a more productive and respectful work environment.
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EI and Career Success

• A major reason EI interests people is that it has been proposed to be
important for career success. Salovey and Mayer temper any claims about
the link between EI and career success. They dispute the claim that “if
intelligence predicts 20 percent of success, EI can fill in the 80 percent gap

• Even if EI is important for career success, it works in conjunction with other
factors: integrity, persistence, passion, and general intelligence. Over the
course of a career, EI seems to increase. Learning about emotional skills
and how to apply them is an exciting idea. It suggests a maturation
process: A person starting a career with moderate or poor EI can learn to
improve his or her emotional management skills. Over time, better EI may
indeed mean more career success.
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Review and Discussion Questions

1. So many factors influence an individual’s behavior that it is impossible to
accurately predict what that behavior will be in all situations. Why then should
managers take time to understand individual differences?

2. What are some of the best ways to acquire tacit knowledge? How can
mentoring help?

3. Have you ever had a “bad attitude” toward a situation, a certain course that you
didn’t like, or a boring job assignment? How did that attitude affect your
behavior (i.e., performance, attendance, and so on)? How did you attempt to
improve your attitude?

4. Think of an important attitude you have regarding a career. Identify the three
components of that attitude and indicate what each outcome response would
be.
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Review and Discussion Questions

5. As the workforce becomes much more diverse, what implications will that

have for managers as they attempt to create and maintain a work

environment that allows all types of employees to contribute to the

organization? How should employees’ individual differences be treated:

accepted/valued or assimilated into the organization culture?

6. The text identified job satisfaction as an important attitude. What other

attitudes might be important in work settings?

7. Are you an internal or an external? Would you rather have a boss老板
who is an internal or an external? Why?
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Review and Discussion Questions

8. Of the Big Five personality dimensions, conscientiousness is the most

important factor in predicting job performance across most occupations.

How can a person develop a greater amount of conscientiousness in his

or her work? What steps can you as a manager take to encourage

employees to be more conscientious?

9. As a manager, how might you increase a subordinate’s feelings of self-

efficacy regarding a job assignment? How might you attempt to increase

the creativity of your subordinate?

10.What steps can you take to increase your level of emotional intelligence?
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Case-studies and exercises

Exercise 1: Personality Insights

Case 1: Personality Testing: Yes or No?
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Thank you
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