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The Development of Personality Pertaining to Birth Order Sarah deLozier, Clemson University



Background and Introduction •  One of the first to propose a hypothesis concerning birth order in relation to personality was Alfred Adler (1956) •  Adler suggested that the first-born child was inclined to take on excessive responsibilities and feel the need to be in control, “middle” children were the most successful though the most likely to rebel, and the youngest child was spoiled and therefore lacked social empathy •  Frank Sulloway, a professor of psychology at the University of California, Berekely also spoke about the role of birth order in the development of personality. His book, Born to Rebel (1997) advocated the study of the Big Five personality traits •  I designed my hypotheses based on the work of Adler and Sulloway when I predicted to find a distinct pattern of personalities in each of the four categories of birth order: youngest, oldest, “middle,” and only children • I specifically hypothesized that the eldest children would exhibit higher levels of conscientiousness , the “middle” children would exhibit higher levels of neuroticism, the youngest would exhibit higher levels of extraversion, only children would exhibit lower levels of agreeableness, and “middle” children would exhibit higher levels of agreeableness



Table 1. Self-rated numbers of moderately accurate – accurate responses



Abstract The development of personality is an extremely interesting subject, especially in reference to siblings. Because my sister and I are constantly reminded how different our personalities are, I thought it would be productive to create a study in order to test the differences in personality, which arise simply as a result of birth order, according to many psychologists including Alfred Adler and Frank Sulloway. To test my hypothesis that birth order does in fact affect the development of personality, I created a survey composed of basic demographic questions as well as a short personality survey. I administered the study to 100 Clemson University students in four separate psychology courses (64 females and 36 males) and the results I obtained confirmed that birth order might indeed play a leading role in the development of personality. Methods



Participants 



•  Total of 100 participants from 4 different psychology classes at Clemson University •  64 Female, 36 Male •  Age range: 18- 24 (M=20.3, SD= .2)



Materials •  100 Personality Surveys consisting of both a multiple choice/fill-in-the-blank portion and a self-rating portion of 25 phrases • 5 phrases designed for each of the Big Five Personality traits • Openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism Only



Oldest



Youngest



Neither



62



78



63



54



Conscientiousness 61



65



61



62



Extraversion



54



76



69



88



Agreeableness



78



84



80



84



Neuroticism



45



41



40



30



Openness



Procedure



•  Permission was received from four psychology professors and a convenient date to administer the survey was decided upon. The morning of Monday, March 9, 2009, participants completed the survey in Brackett Hall at different times in four separate classrooms. Participants were given 10 minutes to complete the survey. After answering several demographic questions, participants were asked to rate the extent to which each of 25 phrases described him or her, based on a scale of 1 to 5 (1-very inaccurate, 2-moderately inaccurate, 3neither inaccurate nor accurate, 4-moderately accurate, 5- very accurate)



Results •  See Table for the percentages of participants who responded with moderately accurate or very accurate to specific trait related questions included in the survey



Openness I am full of ideas I am quick to understand things I have a rich vocabulary I have a vivid imagination I have excellent ideas Conscientiousness I am always prepared I am exact in my work I follow a schedule I get chores done right away I pay attention to details Extraversion I am the life of the party I like being the center of attention I feel comfortable around people I start conversations I talk to a lot of different people at parties Agreeableness I am interested in people I feel others' emotions I make people feel at ease I sympathize with others' feelings I take time out for others Neuroticism I am easily distracted I change my mood a lot I get irritated easily I often feel blue I have frequent mood swings



Only 24 19 11 27 28



Oldest 22 19 13 19 20



Youngest 12 15 9 13 8



Neither 19 17 7 9 10



22 23 31 12 19



11 8 17 20 22



7 9 11 14 14



12 9 17 20 13



19 26 19 21 10



14 9 24 24 20



17 8 18 14 5



18 23 23 23 14



35 25 20 35 21



24 12 23 18 24



18 10 15 18 11



23 17 15 20 22



19 18 16 9 17



19 10 10 3 7



12 3 2 6 13



5 9 7 10 3



Discussion •  Three out of five of my hypotheses were supported by the data I collected from my survey • Oldest children exhibited higher levels of conscientiousness and youngest children exhibited higher levels of both extraversion and agreeableness



References Bernacky, L. D. (2008). Birth order and selfesteem. Dissertation Abstracts International: Section B: The Sciences and Engineering. 69, 1941. h t t p : / / p r o x y. l i b . c l e m s o n . e d u / l o g i n ? url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx? direct=true&db=psyh&AN=2008-99180-244& site=ehost-live Sulloway, F. (1997). Born to Rebel. New York City, NY: Vintage Books U.S.A.
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