
Beliefs That Influence Personality Likely Concern a
Situation Humans Never Leave

Jeremy D. W. Clifton1 and Alia J. Crum2

1 Department of Psychology, University of Pennsylvania
2 Department of Psychology, Stanford University

Many of us—60% of humanity, according to one study—would like to change some of our
personality traits, such as decreasing pessimism or neuroticism. Dweck (2008) proposed that
traits might be altered by changing beliefs. However, novel beliefs must be identified, she
contends, because currently studied beliefs are empirically inadequate (e.g., low correlations to
broad personality traits) and because a belief’s influence on behavior is usually confined to a
particular situation or topic. When psychologists refer to the psychological impact of beliefs
about situations, they typically mean local situations: situations individuals can enter and leave
(e.g., “This neighborhood is dangerous”). The novel theoretical suggestion of this article is that
a person’s basic beliefs about a situation they never leave such as the world (e.g., “This world is
dangerous”) are uniquely suited to impact cross-situational behavior patterns often associated
with broad personality traits. Historically, general beliefs about the world (termed “primal world
beliefs”) were understudied, and many remained unknown, rendering systematic investigation
infeasible. However, using several methods that helped identify Big Five traits decades ago, a
recent effort seeking to map primal world beliefs found a structure of 26 dimensions (most
clustering into the beliefs that the world is Safe, Enticing, and Alive) suggesting promising
avenues for primals–personality research. This article presents a nuanced, working, speculative
hypothesis future research can explore: Average behavioral tendencies that persist wherever the
individual goes (personality traits) theoretically should result from beliefs about the broader
situation the individual never leaves (the world).

Public Significance Statement
Basic beliefs about a situation—such as this neighborhood is dangerous—are known to
strongly impact behaviors but only as long as the individual remains in that situation. What
about beliefs about a situation so large a person can never truly leave it? The authors
speculate that changing basic beliefs about the world as a whole—such as the world is
dangerous—might impact personality traits and well-being along with it.
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Many people seek to change their personality. A recent
study of 13,000 subjects in 55 countries found that 60% were
actively seeking to change a trait, such as neuroticism (30%)
or extraversion (16%; Baranski et al., 2021). Some seek

change to be more well-liked, while others want success or
happiness (Thielmann & de Vries, 2021). Such desires are
reasonable. Many traits, such as lower neuroticism and
higher optimism, are strongly linked to important outcomes,
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such as health, well-being, making friends, and even finding
love (Anglim et al., 2020; Caspi et al., 2005; DeNeve&Cooper,
1998; Ozer & Benet-Martínez, 2006). Though intervention
research is accumulating (discussed below), researchers mainly
infer associations between personality and outcomes via
longitudinal research, experience sampling, and cross-sectional
work. The relationships between personality traits and these
outcomes are often substantial. A meta-analysis of 347 samples
(N = 122,588) found that over half the variance in quality of
life was shared by neuroticism and one third of the variance in
happiness was shared by extraversion (Steel et al., 2008).
Lucas and Diener’s (2009) review suggested that extraversion,
neuroticism, and agreeableness are more strongly associated
with well-being than any socioeconomic or demographic
factors, including income and education. Given the size of these
correlations, the best path to happiness may not be education,
wealth, or power but changing one’s personality—if such a
thing is possible.
Personality has been conceptualized in various ways

historically (e.g., Allport & Odbert, 1936; Bergner, 2020) and
is today broadly understood as “the relatively enduring patterns
of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that reflect the tendency to
respond in certain ways under certain circumstances” (Roberts,
2009, p. 140). In this article, we adopt Allport’s (1927,
1961), Cattell’s (1945), and Deary’s (2009) summary approach
definition of personality as consistent patterns of experience or
action evident across multiple situations, including optimism,
extraversion, neuroticism, and many others (i.e., the traits).
Fleeson (2001) elegantly described traits as density distributions
of states to allow for both between-person stability over time
and within-person variation over circumstances. On a given
day, behaviors related to a personality trait consistently form a
wide distribution (Fleeson, 2001). Still, averages matter. Our
discussion of trait change focuses on change in averages, not

change in the distribution’s shape. Specifically, how does one
shift the entire distribution of states, whatever that distribution
might be?
Historically, substantially changing one’s personality traits

was considered infeasible, with most researchers emphasiz-
ing the role of biology and genetics (e.g., Eysenck, 1963;
McCrae, 2004). Yet specific genetic markers of personality
traits have been difficult to find (Deary, 2009) and if found
do not preclude the possibility that traits change over the
lifespan (or never emerge at all) due to epigenetics and gene–
environment interplay (Krueger et al., 2008).
Seeing large swaths of personality-related well-being

variance seemingly beyond the reach of their interventions,
some psychologists have despaired that, in the words of
Lykken and Tellegen (1996, p. 169; Sheldon & Lyubomirsky,
2007), “trying to be happy is as futile as trying to be taller.”
However, in recent decades, personality researchers have
become more optimistic that self-initiated personality change
can and does occur (Baumeister, 1994; Kiecolt, 1994). Much
of the trait change literature focuses on personality change in
response to time, major life events (e.g., trauma, divorce), or
clinical psychotherapy (Allemand& Flückiger, 2017; Bleidorn
et al., 2022; Bühler et al., 2023; Wrzus & Roberts, 2017).
A meta-analysis of 207 intensive psychotherapy interven-
tions (averaging 24 weeks of therapy, including cognitive
behavioral, supportive, pharmacological, and psychodynamic
therapy) established that traits can be changed (e.g., d = .37;
Roberts et al., 2017). Effects were usually small yet more
enduring when therapy, regardless of type, exceeded 8 weeks.
Personality traits can also be changed via interventions that
target behaviors. For example, three studies of– 4-month
interventions found that specific personality-change goals (e.g.,
“become more extraverted”) and elective behavioral change
challenges (e.g., talk to someone new each day) can result in
altered personality traits measured in multiple ways (Hudson &
Fraley, 2015; Hudson et al., 2019). A 3-month personality
intervention that delivered twice-daily microinterventions via
smartphone—including tools for psychoeducation, behavior
activation, and feedback—changed traits as measured by
individuals and observers (N = 1,523; Stieger et al., 2021).
This article focuses exclusively on one potential avenue

of personality change originally suggested by Dweck (2008,
2017): beliefs, defined as mental representations of reality
(social psychologists may use the term construal or mindset;
Dweck & Yeager, 2019; Wilson, 2022). Beginning with
Piaget (1926), researchers have found that beliefs about the
character of any given topic or situation (e.g., cities are
dangerous, eggs are delicate) impact thoughts, feelings,
and behaviors concerning the topic. This occurs via several
mechanisms, including directing attention, filling in informa-
tion gaps, resisting contrary information, influencing learning,
and altering memory retrieval processes, all of which reinforce
the original belief and entrench its psychological effects (e.g.,
Anderson et al., 1980; Brewer, 2000; Davis, 1991; Dweck,
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2017; Nickerson, 1998; Snyder & Uranowitz, 1978). Beliefs
can also influence physiology and health outcomes (e.g.,
Benedetti et al., 2007). Though beliefs can be changed, as
demonstrated by the success of cognitive behavioral therapy
and other belief interventions (Dweck, 2008, 2017), beliefs are
often self-reinforcing and stable unless intentionally intervened
on (Nickerson, 1998).
Some beliefs are well defined and known to influence

behavior in predictable ways. For example, the belief that
intelligence is malleable leads to increased persistence and
recovery from setbacks in academic domains (Blackwell et
al., 2007; Dweck, 2017; Dweck & Yeager, 2019). Similarly,
the belief one “belongs” at a university is tied to studying,
engaging professors, and better grades, which are all related
to trait conscientiousness (Walton & Cohen, 2007).
However, as Dweck (2008, 2017) rightly noted, these

beliefs are too domain specific to initiate change in broad
personality traits. For example, beliefs about university mainly
impact behavior in university-relevant situations only. Other
broader beliefs, including some central to cognitive behavioral
therapy and its spin-offs, such as beliefs about the self, others,
and the world (e.g., I’m worthless, people can’t be trusted;
Hofmann et al., 2012), might be worth considering. Therefore,
Dweck (2008, p. 394) called for researchers to specify beliefs
theoretically capable of influencing those broader patterns of
behavior often associated with personality traits:

The most important next step for personality researchers is to identify
other core beliefs that … feed into broader personality “traits” and
contribute to their malleability.

The present goal is to answer Dweck’s call by identifying,
based on theoretical considerations, a specific set of beliefs
uniquely relevant to personality.1 The simple, novel suggestion

of this article is that beliefs most suited to influence personality
are beliefs about the broader situation the individual never
leaves—that is, the world. These beliefs are known as primal
world beliefs. Empirical work on their connection to personality
is nascent. Thus, our proposal is inherently speculative, meant to
encourage and inform further work now underway that explores
whether these beliefs are better understood as symptomatic
manifestations of personality or key drivers of it (or both). The
balance of this article (a) describes primal world beliefs, (b)
details our main theoretical argument that personality-shaping
beliefs should concern a situation the individual never leaves,
(c) illustrates our suggestions using early correlational data, and
(d) identifies areas for future research that complements and
extends existing personality literature.

What Are Primal World Beliefs?

Western philosophy began with a 200-year debate about
the world’s overall qualities (Clifton, 2024; Kirk et al.,
2011). For example, Heraclitus argued that existence
is defined by change, whereas Pythagoras claimed it was
beauty. Both thought their beliefs had deep psychological
and behavioral implications: Heraclitus was known as the
“weeping philosopher” because he saw a constantly changing
world defined by loss, while the buoyant Pythagoras started
a cult to help others see the world’s beauty. Recognizing
their psychological implications, modern psychologists have
studied world beliefs as well, including the beliefs that the
world is just (Lerner, 1980), dangerous (Altemeyer, 1988),
and benevolent (Janoff-Bulman, 1989).

Identification Process

Inspired by ancient philosophy, early world belief investiga-
tions in psychology, Aaron Beck (discussed below), and the
methodological origins of the Big Five personality traits,
Clifton et al. (2019) endeavored to empirically identify and
classify all basic beliefs about the world. They called these
beliefs primals (or primal world beliefs) to specify beliefs
about the world’s simple, adjectival, and goal-relevant qualities
(e.g., the world is dangerous) rather than metaphysical,
religious, incidental, or historical qualities traditionally part
of the worldview literature (e.g., the world was made by
God; Koltko-Rivera, 2004). To determine how many primal
world beliefs subjects held and their identity, they leveraged
statistical techniques, such as factor analysis, to reveal
replicable clusterings of all the main ways the world as a
whole could be meaningfully described using simple words or
phrases.
The approach incorporated the lexical approach that birthed

the Big Five personality taxonomy (personality-relevant
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1 Or at least patterns of observable behaviors relevant to, part of, or
adjacent to personality; we wish to sidestep a debate on the ontology of
personality.
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words in the dictionary; John & Srivastava, 1999). Ten
exploratory projects initially sought to comprehensively identify
all possible major candidate primals. Example projects included
the analysis of over 80,000 tweets beginning with phrases such
as “the world is”; the 840 most frequently used adjectives,
derived from 190,000 texts (450 million words), that could be
feasibly applied to the world generally; over 1,700 descriptions
of the general character of the world, gleaned from 385 of
history’s most influential texts (philosophical treatises, religious
scriptures, novels, films, and speeches); and 12 focus groups in
America and China in the world’s four largest faith traditions
(Hinduism, etc.). Halfway through these explorations, new
candidate primals stopped being found, suggesting saturation.
Inputs led to the identification of 234 items representing a

reasonably exhaustive list of candidate primals. Subjecting items
to three rounds of exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses
(N = 930, N = 524, N = 529) revealed a previously unknown
structure of beliefs now replicating in larger, more diverse
samples (e.g., N = 27,275; Kim & Clifton, 2022; Stahlmann
et al., 2020).
Twenty-six conceptually and statistically distinct primal

world beliefs emerged (Figure 1). Of these, five did not
cluster with the others; 17 clustered into three overarching
beliefs that the world is Safe (vs. dangerous; with seven
clustering), Enticing (vs. dull; seven clustering), and Alive
(vs. mechanistic; three clustering). These three beliefs also
intercorrelate, comprising an interpretable general factor, or
supercluster, which is the overall belief that the world is
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Figure 1
Definitions and Structure of Primal World Beliefs

Note. A total of 26 primals (22 tertiary, three secondary, and one primary) identified by Clifton et al. (2019). From “Healthy in a Crummy World:
Implications of Primal World Beliefs for Health Psychology,” by J. D. W. Clifton and E. S. Kim, 2020,Medical Hypotheses, 135, Article 109463 (https://doi
.org/10.1016/j.mehy.2019.109463). Copyright 2020 by Elsevier. Reprinted with permission.
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Good (vs. bad). Primals are normally distributed, typically
stable,2 and vary more within than between groups (Clifton &
Kerry, 2023; Clifton et al., 2019; Kerry et al., 2023; Ludwig
et al., 2023; McGrath, 2023; Stahlmann & Ruch, 2023). The
99-item Primals Inventory refers to the world in over 35 ways
(e.g., most things and situations, life, the universe), and
scores appear to capture beliefs about both nature and
humans but less outer space (Clifton et al., 2024). A key
distinction between primals and personality (detailed below)
is that primals are merely beliefs about one topic, so defined,
and personality refers to multitudinous affective, cognitive,
and behavioral tendencies.

Descriptions of the Main Primals

The following are descriptions of what the world looks like
from each higher order perspective (according to Clifton et
al., 2019).

Safe World Belief

Those low on Safe view the world as a Hobbesian place
defined by misery, decay, brutality, and dangers of all sorts.
Though they see safety as possible, they see the probability
of hazards—from germs to terrorism to insults—as higher
(one study suggests 4.2 times higher; Kerry & Clifton, 2024),
such that vigilance typically seems responsible: When in
doubt, better safe than sorry. Conversely, those high on Safe
view the world as dominated by cooperation, stability, and
few threats. Dangers in this perceived world are real and
worthy of attention but also few and far between, such
that most situations are safe until proven otherwise. Thus,
constant vigilance appears neurotic, risks are low, and people
should generally calm down. The seven primals clustering
under Safe include the beliefs the world is Pleasurable (vs.
miserable), Regenerative (vs. degenerative), Progressing (vs.
declining), Harmless (vs. threatening), Cooperative (vs. compet-
itive), Stable (vs. fragile), and Just (vs. unjust). The usual top-
loading item is “I tend to see the world as pretty safe.” Samples
are typically near perfectly normally distributed, with roughly
half viewing the world as safer and half as dangerous.

Enticing World Belief

Those low on Enticing see the world, on average, as dull
and ugly, with an exploration of the unknown offering a low
return on investment. Because truly beautiful and interesting
things are rare, efforts such as treasure hunting, getting to
know others, and risk taking are only appropriate when they
are a sure bet. Conversely, those high on Enticing inhabit an
irresistibly beautiful and fascinating reality—not a desert but
a garden—that renders exploring the unknown more sensible
than exploiting what is known. Because treasure is likely
around every corner, life is a gift, boredom is a misinformed
lifestyle choice, and exploration and appreciation are simply

the more rational way to live. The seven primals clustering
under Enticing include the beliefs the world is Interesting (vs.
boring), Beautiful (vs. ugly), Abundant (vs. barren), Worth
Exploring (vs. not worth exploring),Meaningful (vs. meaning-
less), Improvable (vs. too hard to improve), and Funny (vs. not
funny). The usual top-loading item is “Nomatter where you are
or what the topic might be, the world is fascinating.”Most study
subjects see the world as slightly Enticing, with distributions
that are normal but slightly leptokurtic.

Alive World Belief

Those low on Alive believe that the world is inanimate and
mechanical, with no awareness or intention. In this view,
because the universe never sends messages, it would be useless
to listen for any. As a machine, the world’s parts are replaceable
and interchangeable, including individuals; thus, the world
does not need the individual’s help for anything in particular.
Conversely, those high onAlive believe that everything happens
on purpose. To them, life is a relationshipwith an active universe
that animates events, works via synchronicity, communicates,
and wants help on important tasks that require the individual’s
particular talents. The three primals clustering under Alive
include Intentional (vs. unintentional), Needs Me (vs. does not
needme), and Interactive (vs. indifferent). The usual top-loading
item is “Everything happens for a reason and on purpose.”
Samples are typically evenly split on Alive, forming slightly
platykurtic (i.e., flat) distributions. Though Alive correlates with
religiosity, it correlates more with spirituality, and many atheists
and agnostics see the world as Alive.

Good World Belief

Safe, Enticing, and Alive are essentially the three reasons
people view the world as good overall, with Alive empirically
less central. Those low on Good perceive a universe with
more negative occurrences of all types: misery, ugliness,
decline, and so forth. Those high on Good make opposite
assumptions, such that pessimism seems not just profitless
but paranoid, and optimism seems the sober-minded way to
live. In this way, many pessimists and optimists may be self-
styled realists who happen to disagree about what is real. The
usual top-loading item is reverse-scored and from the
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2 Some primals appear slightly more stable than personality traits such as
optimism or extraversion. Five test–retests range from 2 weeks to 19 months
(Clifton et al., 2019; Ludwig et al., 2023). Test–retest reliability across 19
months averaged .68 across primals (range = .48 to .82) with Safe, Enticing,
Alive, and Good averaging .77. This extends findings on stability of Just
world belief, which like personality is less stable in childhood than adulthood
(Bègue & Bastounis, 2003; Dalbert, 2001; Dalbert & Stoeber, 2006). Most
primals are measured by only four items (including reverse-scored) spread
across 95 other items in different random orders for each participant at each
survey administration—factors that lower test–retest correlations (J. D. W.
Clifton, 2020c). Scores were not responsive to world events including the
COVID-19 pandemic (Ludwig et al., 2023) and a terrorist attack (Clifton et
al., 2019).
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Pleasurable world belief subscale: “On the whole, the world
is an uncomfortable and unpleasant place,” followed by
“Most things in the world are good.”

Core Theoretical Argument: Primals May Influence
Personality Because They Concern a Situation

People Never Leave

Personality traits are distinct from other patterns of
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in one major way: elevated
cross-situational persistence (i.e., not stability across time but
stability across trait-relevant situations; Bem & Allen, 1974;
Bleidorn et al., 2022; Bühler et al., 2023; Fleeson, 2001;
Harris et al., 2016; Sandal et al., 2006; Rieger et al., 2017).
Personality traits—again, average tendencies only—seem to
follow the individual to trait-relevant situations3 wherever the
individual goes, including on ocean voyages, to Antarctica, and
even to outer space (Sandal et al., 2006): When selecting
astronauts, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration
assumes on-Earth personality is predictive of off-Earth
behavior (e.g., Santy, 1994).
Yet beliefs primarily influence behaviors only when the

object of belief is relevant or present (e.g., Anderson et al.,
1980; Brewer, 2000; Davis, 1991; Dweck, 2017; Nickerson,
1998; Snyder & Uranowitz, 1978). Therefore, personality-
shaping beliefs must concern something that is always
relevant or, put another way, a situation one never leaves.
Beliefs about cities cannot drive personality, for example,
because personality is stable across urban and rural contexts.
For a belief to explain personality, the belief must concern
some inescapable or highly general situation. The only place
individuals never leave is the world.4

We hypothesize that the primary mechanism through which
primals influence personality would be the same through which
other well-studied beliefs in clinical and social psychology
are known to influence behavior: by systematically and
automatically altering ambiguity interpretation in the same
direction across topic-relevant appraisals. For example, Figure 2
illustrates how a belief about Philadelphia (e.g., Philly is
dangerous) is thought to nudge appraisals of specific interactions
(e.g., That loud bang was gunfire/firecracker) commensurate to
the amount of ambiguity present. In response to each appraisal,
belief-relevant behaviors emerge (e.g., anxiety, alertness,
distrust, and withdrawal). The result is an observable shift in
the distribution of behaviors across Philadelphia-relevant
situations which, all things being equal, are different from
those of another person with alternative beliefs about
Philadelphia.
Likewise, in Figure 3, a primal world belief (e.g., the

world is dangerous) should systematically shift appraisals of
situations within the world (e.g., loud bangs everywhere), once
again influencing appraisals commensurate with the extent of
ambiguity present. The appraisals shifted by the world belief
should then shift aggregated behaviors, similar to the shift

resulting from the Philadelphia belief, but now across world-
relevant situations, which happens to be all situations the
individual ever experiences. In this way, entire distributions
of trait-relevant behaviors can move without substantially
altering the shape of the distribution. Indeed, if primals
function as similar beliefs are known to function, then humans
with different primals must exhibit differences in behavior
patterns wherever they go. We describe this process from a
social psychology perspective, but it is very similar to
processes described by Rauthmann et al.’s (2014) work on
the psychological situation (but now applied to the world as
one large situation) as well as Wrzus and Roberts’ (2017)
TESSERA model in which personality development is born
out of hundreds of daily microprocesses in which a situation
(or belief about a situation) leads to expectations, emotions,
and behavioral reactions.
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3 We use the term “trait-relevant situation” here and in the preceding
sentence to denote that, consistent with trait activation theory (see the
discussion by Tett et al., 2021), primals of course cannot alter a given trait’s
expression in situations that are irrelevant to that trait. Even though primals
concern a situation humans never leave and are thus always relevant to some
degree, personality traits are not always being expressed. For example,
extraverted behavior usually requires the presence of other humans. Our
question is: Is there a broader, larger situation that would encompass all
situations, including but not limited to all proximate trait-relevant situations,
that would apply to, say, social situations at work, at the pub, and in outer
space? Pleasurable world belief, for example, would be relevant to all social
situations, thus impacting extraversion (by increasing expectation of reward),
but the impact of Pleasurable world belief would extend well beyond
extraversion.

4 Merriam-Webster.com gives 14 definitions of world, including human
society, planet earth, universe, and any given microcosm (e.g., the ballet
world). In primals research (Clifton et al., 2019, p. 83), the world is not a
specific geography such as planet earth but “an individual’s broadest
psychologically meaningful habitat” from the person’s perspective. Humans
presumably had primals before humans knew of planets and presumably
would continue to have primals after people spread across multiple planets.
The central and peripheral features of perceived worlds, as well as whether it
includes entities some consider fictional (e.g., angels), are determined by the
phenomenology of the individual rather than the phenomenology of the
researcher. This paraphrases Bem and Allen’s (1974, p. 518) suggestion that
researchers examining a situation’s psychological influence do well to define
situations from the study participant’s perspective rather than their own.
Notably, the fourth of Clifton et al.’s (2019) criteria defining primal world
beliefs is “maximally general.” This means that primals are, by definition,
about a place one cannot find oneself outside of. Beliefs about main living
environments may also have personality-level effects (e.g., beliefs about
Philadelphia in Figures 2 and 3) if one generally stays put. However, because
traits are known to follow individuals when main environments change (e.g.,
Richter et al., 2021), personality researchers should prioritize the study of
beliefs about situations that individuals never escape, especially if such
beliefs have received little previous research attention. Further, there are
many situations, and beliefs about many situations, that continue to have an
impact on us long after we leave them (e.g., childhood events or
environments). These effects can occur by changing habits, physiology,
other beliefs, neuropathways, and additional factors that we then take with us
into other situations. The point we are trying to make here is that the
personality effects of beliefs about those situations that we have left (e.g.,
“1st grade homework is boring”) depend in part on just how far that belief
generalizes to additional situations and additional domains (e.g., “Homework
is boring”), with the world being the most generalized situation (“The world
is boring”), leaving world beliefs as the most likely to impact thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors across the most situations.
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Figures 2 and 3 are just pieces of a complex picture. Like
most personality psychologists, we see behavior as resulting
from complex interactions between person characteristics and
situation perceptions (Funder, 2006), even if that situation is
the world as a whole. For each appraisal, the effects of world
beliefs may be small compared with situation-specific factors
(e.g., what the firecracker actually sounds like). However,
because local situational factors vary, their effects often
cancel out across situations. Meanwhile, the effects of the
world belief would aggregate, not just across Philadelphia but
across all situations the individual is ever in—this is what sets
world beliefs apart from beliefs about other situations.
Like Beck (1963, 1964), who suggested that the primary

causal relationship was belief-to-behavior but that there were
also important behavior-to-belief effects, we too expect
powerful recursive causal pathways (dotted lines in Figures 2
and 3) in which personality-related thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors, in turn, influence primals. The proposed relationship,
therefore, is reciprocal; personality influences primals too.What
our model adds to what Beck5 proposed is the identification of
a specific set of beliefs (primals) as candidates for influencing
personality.

Key Conceptual Distinctions Between
Personality and Primals

To be clear, we are not suggesting primals as another way
of classifying or measuring personality traits, but that one
avenue for trait change might be changing primals, among other
important avenues (e.g., behavior; Stieger et al., 2021). Making
conceptual distinctions between these avenues is critical because
designing precisely targeted, effective interventions requires it.
Above we adopted Allport’s (1927, 1961), Cattell’s (1945),
and Deary’s (2009) narrower, summary approach definition of
personality because, as belief researchers, we prefer separating
beliefs from other phenomena (inspired by Beck’s separation
of beliefs from other depressive thoughts, to great advantage).
However, even with personality definitions encompassing
“thoughts, feelings, and behaviors,” two key distinctions
can be made between. The first is between the broader, more
multifaceted constructs of personality (including affective,
cognitive, and behavioral tendencies) and beliefs about one

topic, in this case, the world. Second, there is an important
distinction between temporary thoughts arising within (and in
response to) local situations and more general beliefs that we
already have before entering a local situation (e.g., Hilbig et al.,
2022; Moshagen et al., 2018).
To illustrate, the personality trait of gratitude might involve

a feeling in the moment of being grateful that manifests
physiologically (e.g., low arousal positive emotion), behaving
in grateful ways (e.g., saying “Thank you dear”), and grateful
thoughts, such as “Where would I be without Jackie?” Patterns
of such thoughts are characteristic of dispositional gratitude,
forming in the moment, taking a million diverse forms, across
gratitude-relevant situations. These momentary thoughts are
distinct from general beliefs about a variety of topics (e.g.,
“Jackie is a loving person”) that are preexisting and serve
interpretive functions whether or not we are consciously aware
of them, including beliefs about the world as a whole, such as
“the world is a place full of good things,” “the world is usually
abundant,” or “the world is full of beauty.” Similarly, trait
openness involves the behavior of trying new things but also
feeling open and perhaps thinking in openways, such as “what
if I picked up ice sculpting” or “I bet there are other fantastic
ways of cutting up watermelon.” These characteristic patterns
of “thoughts, feelings, and behaviors” might be influenced by
the belief that the world is typically good, interesting, or
interconnected but are not themselves world beliefs.
Some personality researchers might allude to beliefs within

a “hierarchy” of personality concerning the arrangement
or relative influence of traits, facets, and other aspects of
personality (e.g., Paunonen, 1998; Wilt et al., 2012). Perhaps
someday psychologists will agree on where primals fit within

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
t
is
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al

A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le

is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al

us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al

us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.

Figure 2
Local Beliefs Alter Behaviors via Appraisals but With Effects Limited to the Locality

5 Our proposal builds directly on Beck’s ideas while differing in two ways.
First, Beck never noted the unique relevance of world beliefs to personality,
the main novel contribution of this article. Second, like most belief
researchers (e.g., Koltko-Rivera, 2004), it is unclear if he ever took seriously
the idea that humans hadmany extremely basic beliefs about the world as one
giant place. Janoff-Bulman (1989) was the first to do so. Beck’s focus was
beliefs about the self, the self’s future, and individuals in one’s life (e.g., my
boss hates me), often calling the latter category “beliefs about the world”
(i.e., the third leg of his cognitive triad). This is evident in examples
throughout his writings (e.g., Beck, 1963, 1964; Beck et al., 1979) and was
confirmed via interview with the first author (March 1, 2019) when Beck was
asked what he meant by “beliefs about the world” and where primals fit.
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a personality hierarchy and call them “personality.” Perhaps
primals one day find a better fit within religious belief
research, political attitude research, clinical research, or some
other domains often not considered part of personality, or
at least less central. In the end, however, that is largely a
terminology issue; the critical conceptual distinction between
these particular beliefs (about the nature of the world) and
other aspects of personality (including other beliefs and other
thoughts) stands.
Primals and personality differ in other ways too. Primals’

dimensions were identified by a factor analyzing a range of
belief statements people think are objectively true of the
world (e.g., “the world is dangerous”). Big Five dimensions
were originally identified by a factor analyzing a range of
terms usually describing behaviors people have or do (e.g., “I
am talkative”; John & Srivastava, 1999). Allport and Odbert
(1936) presented their initial list of 18,000 personality
trait adjectives saying “Each single term specifies in some
way a form of human behavior; each term is a record of
commonsense observation, inexact perhaps” (emphasis added,
p. vi). Empirically, these taxonomies are separable beyond
mere statistically significant differences. Though a compre-
hensive examination of primals and Big five facets remains
undone, Clifton et al. (2019) examined primals against 39
constructs (including the Big Five) that they considered most
likely to be redundant, including optimism for Good world
belief (correlating at r = .67), Big Five openness for Enticing
world belief (r = .38), Big Five neuroticism for low Safe (r =
−.44), and spirituality for Alive (r = .50; all ps < .0001), using
diverse analytic approaches.
These conceptual and empirical distinctions suggest that this

range of moderate to large primal-trait correlations implies
varying relationships between examined personality traits and
primals, including perhaps unique relationships. Given primals’
multilevel structure, a given personality trait (e.g., optimism)
may be predicted to some degree by the primary primal (Good
world belief) or combinations of secondary primals (Safe,
Enticing, and Alive) or tertiary primals (Cooperative, Beautiful,
etc.). Below, we use existing data to illustrate how specific
personality traits might be influenced by specific subsets of
primary, secondary, and tertiary primals.

Specifying Primals That Might Correspond to
Particular Traits

Though the 26 primals were identified recently, correlations
with personality traits are accumulating (Clifton et al.,
2019; Kerry et al., 2024; Ludwig et al., 2023; Stahlmann &
Ruch, 2023; Stahlmann et al., 2020). Here we draw on
previously published regression analyses of one sample
of 524 Americans—Mage= 37, half female, half college
graduates—who completed the Primals Inventory and
personality measures (Study 2 in Clifton et al., 2019). To
illustrate our ideas about primals, Table 1 provides four
regression models predicting 11 traits, with pairwise trait-
primal correlations (see footnote for why these traits were
selected and more detailed results in the Supplementary
Material).6 In Model 1, a total of 19 demographic variables
were simultaneously entered as predictors merely to provide a
baseline adjusted r2. In Models 2–4, few to no demographics
are retained because all demographics vied with either
one primary (Model 2s), three secondary (Model 3s), or
22 tertiary primals (Model 4s) for selection by an automated
ridge regression technique optimizing for model predictive-
ness and parsimony (atheoretical statistical reasons only;
selection of primals or demographics not required). This is a
conservative approach to identifying primals uniquely
associated with each trait because it takes many demo-
graphics into account—arguably too many, including some
that may unfairly penalize some primals. Thus, these results
should be taken as provisional and illustrative only.
All models identified specific subsets of primals related to

particular traits. For example, when predicting dispositional
gratitude (measured by the GQ-6), demographics explained a
baseline 24% of variance (Model 1). In Model 2, when ridge
regressionwas allowed to pick among both demographics and
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Figure 3
Primals Alter Behaviors via Appraisals and Are Not Limited (Because They Concern a Situation
Individuals Never Leave)

6 Indeed, the orthogonally rotated Big Five (where factors are not allowed
to correlate) is statistically and conceptually an inappropriate structure for
gauging the potential personality impact of primals as identified via oblique
rotation (where dimensions can correlate). Therefore, Table 1 provides Big
Five traits but focuses on four non-Big Five traits we consider most likely to
result from the particular higher order primals that Clifton et al., (2019) found
(optimism for Good world belief, trust for Safe, and curiosity and gratitude
for Enticing).
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Good world belief, Good is selected (which was highly
correlated with gratitude at r = .68), and adjusted r2 doubles
to 50% (with nearly all demographics dropped; see the
Supplementary Material for demographics retained). In Model
3, when available predictors are demographics plus Safe,
Enticing, and Alive (not Good or tertiary primals), Enticing and
Alive are selected (not Safe), and adjusted r2 increases to 57%. In
Model 4,when selecting amongdemographics and the 22 tertiary
primals (no higher order primals), ridge regression selects the
beliefs the world is Abundant, Beautiful, Meaningful,
Pleasurable, and Interesting, but adjusted r2 remains at 57%.
For most traits, tertiary primals (Model 4s) explained a bit more
variance than secondary primals (Model 3s), and secondary
primals explained a bit more than the primary primal (Model 2s).
Across models, primals explainedmore variance in non-Big Five
traits (mean Model 4 adj. r2 of 41%) than Big Five traits (30%)
likely because the Big Five is an inappropriate framework for
gauging the personality impact of primals due to taxonomic
origins in oblique versus orthogonal factor rotation (see
Footnote 5).
Uncovering the primals uniquely associated with traits is

useful for two reasons. First, many associations complement
existing literatures with subsets of primals describing perceived
realities in which prototypically trait-relevant behaviors become
more seemingly useful. For instance, Lomas et al. (2014)
theorized that state gratitude requires a perception that a given,
proximate situation involves (a) good things to be grateful for
and (b) someone to be grateful to. Results in Table 1 connect
dispositional gratitude to the perception that thewholeworld is a
situation (a) full of valuable things (Enticing, r= .71, the largest
pairwise relationship in Table 1) and animated by someone to be
grateful to (Alive, r = .45). Similarly, trust within proximate
situations is thought to require the expectation that others
will cooperate (e.g., Simpson, 2007). Results in Table 1 tie
interpersonal trust to the view that the world situation operates
on the principle of cooperation more than brutal competition
(Cooperative world belief, r = −.51), and costs of betrayal
appear minimal when fewer perceived dangers and discomforts
loom (Harmless, r= .47; Pleasurable, r= .48). Extraversionwas
uniquely associated with Enticing world belief (r = .39), not
Safe. While low Safe world belief involves an increased
base rate for threats that might stimulate aversive motivation,
Enticing world belief involves an increased base rate for value
that might stimulate appetitive motivation, complementing
existingwork tying extraversion to appetitive rewardmotivation
(Smillie, 2013; Smillie et al., 2012).
Second, knowing the associations between primals and

personality suggests potential intervention targets. While
higher order primals often share more variance with traits,
knowing the tertiary primals involved may offer insight into
specific cognitive frames at play and what levers might be
pulled (some studies show intervention-driven personality
change related less to Big Five traits than to Big Five facets,
e.g., Olaru et al., 2024). For example, Table 1 suggests that

overall Good world belief is the only primal (or demo-
graphic) needed when predicting optimism (51% variance
explained). However, to change optimism via intervention,
Good world belief might be too broad to be tactically useful.
A more effective route might be determining scores on
Pleasurable, Just, Needs Me, and Abundant world beliefs and
then targeting those with room and motivation to change. We
further discuss intervention possibilities below.

Questions for Future Research

This article has described conceptually how primals might
influence behaviors associated with broad personality traits.
However, primals research is nascent, suggestions based on
Table 1 pairing specific primals with specific traits are merely
data-informed speculations, and future research is needed to
explore whether primals shape personality or are more akin
to symptoms of personality (or both). Below, we highlight
critical questions for future research.

Are These the Right Subsets of Primals for Each Trait?

Results in Table 1 rely on one sample of 524 Americans and
are not corrected for multiple comparisons. Though relation-
ships examined so far are replicating (e.g., Kerry et al., 2024),
larger, more diverse samples are required to determine if
similar subsets emerge. Emerging research suggests that most
primals are largely orthogonal to demographics such as age,
sex, family income, race, education, childhood socioeconomic
status, neighborhood crime rates, and neighborhood affluence
(Clifton, 2020b; Clifton et al., 2019; Kerry et al., 2023).
Therefore, we do not expect correlations between most primals
andmost traits to differ greatly in different samples. Establishing
the external validity of specific primal-trait relationships is a
priority because it will provide a foundation for further
hypothesis-driven investigation.

Can Primals Be Changed via Intervention?

Many beliefs can be “altered through intervention” (Dweck,
2008, p. 392; Wilson, 2022). Ample evidence from social and
clinical psychology supports this view, especially for domain-
or situation-specific beliefs, such as the belief that one belongs
(Walton & Cohen, 2007), that stress can be enhancing (Crum
et al., 2013), and that intelligence is malleable (Yeager et al.,
2019). Often brief yet precisely targeted “wise” interventions
(Walton & Wilson, 2018) can help participants adopt
alternative beliefs. Most of these interventions (for a review,
see Walton & Crum, 2020) involve orienting people to
information in support of the belief—such as how the brain
grows and changes to evoke a growth mindset (e.g., Blackwell
et al., 2007) and stress can boost productivity to evoke the
view that stress can be enhancing (Crum et al., 2013).
Cognitive behavioral therapy, the most widespread evidence-
based form of therapy, is likewise premised on the notion that
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highly evaluative, general beliefs similar to primals can be
changed, such as the belief that my future is hopeless, the
world is always bringing me down, and the situation cannot
be changed (Beck, 1976; Beck et al., 1979; Kaslow et al.,
1992). There is no reason to think that such interventions
could not be adapted to target primals too.
As in these belief interventions, the mechanism for changing

primals is unlikely a matter of changing objective circumstances
but changing interpretations. Though improving objective
circumstances is critical for a legion of reasons, research
suggests that objective changes do not, on average, inspire much
change in primals. For example, when COVID-19 made the
world objectively more dangerous, the belief the world is
dangerous did not increase (Ludwig et al., 2023). Likewise,
given the orthogonality between, say, Abundant world belief
and family income (r = .05; Clifton et al., 2019; Kerry et al.,
2023), it may be that raising incomes will not greatly change the
view that the world is abundant. Instead, helping people
recognize abundance already in the world that they take for
granted or overlook may be more effective.
In addition to altering attention, successful primal interven-

tions may require an educational component (learning that
everyone has primals and is free to choose different ones), an
experiential component (reasoned argumentation alone is likely
insufficient), a target (specific primals should be selected),
and a sense of scale (Clifton, 2020a). Interventions highlighting
one part or aspect of the world are not likely to change one’s
view of the world unless that part or aspect can speak directly to
what is typical of the whole. One option is to create
interventions that reframe everyday ubiquitous objects or
situations, such as leaves, food, or people passing on the street.
Preliminary intervention research has begun to bear fruit along
these lines, suggesting that primals can be changed and, when
they do, theorized outcomes can change (Snook et al., 2024).
When considering routes to changing primals, it is important

to note what primals are not. To reiterate, primals are
continuums anchored by adjectives describing the qualitative
nature of the world (abundant/barren, etc.) as opposed to more
complex, doctrinelike, explicit, often hotly debated beliefs
(e.g., “Theworld wasmade byGod”; Koltko-Rivera, 2004). As
already explained by others (e.g., Beck et al., 1979), such belief
characteristics likely make primals more amenable to change
than, say, religious or political beliefs that define one’s in-
group. It is also important to note that primals are distinct from
values. Someone may value abundance but may not view the
world as an abundant place. Changing values requires changing
what is important or desired. Changing primals requires
changing views of what is—not easy but a starting place.

Do Changes in Primals Produce Changes in Personality?
Or Is Well-Being What Matters Most?

Among the largest gaps in the emerging primals literature is
longitudinal research examining whether change in primals

corresponds to changes in personality. If primals influence
personality, that may help explain some results of Roberts
et al.’s (2017) meta-analysis suggesting that therapy changes
personality. Future studies exploring personality change via
intervention could also measure primals to see if changes in
primals presage change in traits.
Of course, it may also be that personality change drives

changes in primals. Behavior could change first due to deliberate
intervention (as in Hudson & Fraley, 2015; Hudson et al., 2019;
Roberts et al., 2017; Stieger et al., 2021) or the happenstance of
life events. The possibility that primals might follow from
changes in personality is consistent with our argument because
the proposed relationship is cyclical (see recursive relationships
in Figure 3). We merely point out a novel route to personality
change that may (or may not) be an easier route.
However, if the end goal of personality change is to improve

life outcomes (happiness, etc.), does it even matter if
personality is changed along the way? Indeed, Good world
belief has been tied to success, health, virtue, and posttraumatic
growth, and it correlates to well-being as much as, for example,
surface temperature correlates to distance from the equator
(both ∼r = .60; Clifton & Meindl, 2022; Clifton et al., 2019;
Meyer et al., 2001; Stahlmann & Ruch, 2023; Vazquez et al.,
2021). In Table 2, Model 4 explains as much variance in well-
being as the most explained personality trait in Table 1 (both
57%). Relationships between primals and well-being variables
substantially overlap with but are also substantially indepen-
dent of personality. For example, in 210 prediction contests
pitting primals against Big Five traits when predicting 16 life
outcomes (e.g., depression), Clifton et al. (2019) found that Big
Five traits were often better predictors, but primals were usually
comparable, almost always explaining substantial additional
variance, and sometimes were the superior predictors. In most
contests, all Big Five traits competed against just one primal
(Good world belief) or just three primals (Safe, Enticing, and
Alive). For example, Safe, Enticing, and Alive outpredicted
“Big Five [traits] when it came to trait gratitude, interpersonal
trust, growth mindset, and life satisfaction by average margins
five times larger than Raftery’s (1995) convention for strong
evidence of a superior model” (p. 96).
Though establishing degrees of primals–personality

independence is intellectually interesting, what is practically
more important to understand is (a) how these constructs
are related to each other in dynamic, real-life contexts and
(b) which levers may be the most useful to laypersons or
empirical researchers, depending on the goal. For example, for
some of the 60% of humans seeking to change a personality
trait to improve life outcomes, it might be more useful to
focus on one’s primals than one’s personality. Likewise, if a
researcher’s goal is to characterize a group of people or
predict a given behavior (voting, violence, etc.), personality
might be a better predictor, though primals should be
considered.
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Other Situations Humans Never Leave?

In this article, we discussed personality as potentially part
reaction to beliefs about a situation the individual never leaves:
the world. However, there is perhaps one other “situation”
individuals never leave: the self. As John Kabat-Zinn (2010,
p. 1) said, “Wherever you go, there you are.”Many self-beliefs
have been studied. For example, beliefs about one’s
competence are an oft-studied target in interventions such
as cognitive behavioral therapy (Bandura, 1982; Beck et al.,
1979; Fiske et al., 2007), Markus and Kitayama (1991) have
revealed how viewing oneself as independent or interdepen-
dent can have important consequences, and Janoff-Bulman
(1989) identified the belief I am lucky as relevant to trauma
recovery. However, a difficulty in self-belief research is a lack
of consensus on what the main self-beliefs are. Thus, the
critical next step in the study of self-beliefs that would allow
for more productive personality research is a broad-based
effort to comprehensively derive the hidden dimensionality of
all major self-beliefs, analogous to what was recently done for
world beliefs. Together, these taxonomies could provide a
framework for much belief research moving forward. Our
intuition is that even though world beliefs are a more
promising starting point for personality researchers for various
reasons—less studied, comprehensively mapped, clearer
belief–trait connections, human behavior’s reactivity to
situation perception, and so forth—self-beliefs should also
be elevated in the personality change discussion because they
concern the only other situation humans never leave.

Transparency and Openness

No new data were created or analyzed for this article. Data
sharing is not applicable to this article.

Concluding Remarks

Personality psychology is sometimes challenged with an
undeniable critique (often from social psychologists): Human
behavior is radically situated (Barker, 1968; Markus &
Kitayama, 2010; Harrington & Gelfand, 2014). That is, if a
researcher wants to predict Jill’s behavior in a given moment,
it is typically more useful to know where Jill is (e.g., North
Philadelphia street at night) than who Jill is (e.g., neurotic;
Mischel, 1968, 1973). Yet setting aside “the person” for “the
situation” raises a similarly undeniable critique that inevita-
bly returns person-level characteristics to the central view:
What matters most is not where Jill objectively is—but where
she thinks she is. Ross and Nisbett (1991, p. 11) explained in
their seminal social psychology textbook:

The impact of any “objective” stimulus situation depends upon the
personal and subjective meaning that the actor attaches to the situation.
To predict the behavior of a given person successfully, we must be able
to appreciate the actor’s construal of the situation, that is, the manner in
which the person understands the situation as a whole.
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Because the striking feature of broad personality traits is
that they are averages that follow the person across many
different situations, it has been to date too easy to imagine
traits as in a way situationless, as patterns of behavior
unmoored from any one situation and therefore any construal
of any one situation. This has rendered the construal principle
somewhat useless to personality psychologists (though not at
a microlevel, as in Wrzus & Roberts, 2017), contributing to a
division between fields.
The novel theoretical suggestion of this article is that there

is one situation humans never leave (the world) and individual
differences in beliefs about that one situation (i.e., primal
world beliefs) are not just capable of explaining considerable
variations in broad personality traits, but theoretically should,
at least based on what clinical and social psychologists know
about the behavioral impact of beliefs that ascribe similar
qualities. Primal world beliefs, as both a stable individual
difference and a construal of a situation, therefore, occupy the
intersection of personality and social psychology, comple-
menting much preexisting research in both fields.
Over the next decade, considerable research on personality–

primals interplay is expected.We hope it can help resolve some
old debates by unifying “the person” with “the situation” in
which personality traits are repeatedly observed (the world)
and a practical road map emerges for inspiring and sustaining
the personality and life changes that so many people seek.
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