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Abstract

Many studies have shown the significant relationship of the Big Five facets of the individual
personality in relation to criminal behaviour and re-offending (recidivism). This study examined the
mediating effect of the Big Five personality traits of ex-prisoners based on their prison experiences in
relation to criminal recidivism using the Five-Factor Model (FFM) model. Data were drawn purposely
among the ex-prisoners (n=256) in metropolitan Kano, Nigeria using survey method. The study
utilized PROCESS procedures for SPSS & SAS software, but in specific terms PROCESS (Hayes,
2013) was used in running the mediation analysis of the data. The result showed that, out of the five
facets of the FFM only two were having a mediating effect between prison experience and criminal
recidivism among the ex-prisoners. Specifically, conscientiousness (X-Y=1.12, X-M=-0.07, X+M
together predicting Y=-0.12, C'=1.10), and agreeableness (X > Y=1.12, X-M= -0.24, X+M together
predicting Y= -0.04, C'= 1.10) were having mediation effect. The remaining facets did not mediate.
The study concluded that personality traits can mediate the relationship between prison experience
and criminal recidivism among the ex-prisoners with particular reference to conscientiousness and

agreeableness.
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Introduction

Individual personality and its role in the area of
crime and correctional studies have come a long
way. Though, it is usually directed towards
classification and treatment of offenders rather
than to the explanation of causality (Listwan et
al., 2010). Many scholars in the area of
corrections (Megargee, 1994; Jesness, 1983;
Warren, 1983; Megargee & Bohn, 1979; Quay &
Parsons, 1972) have come up with psychological
typologies to differentiate individuals who are
considered as offenders that require correctional

purposes.

However, few studies are found to have
concerns for the personality types identified by
those typologies to be associated with offender
behaviour (Heide, 1982, 1999; Van Voorhis,
1994; Jesness, 1988). One of the central focus of
the correctional typologies is to put in place
differential treatment strategies that would be
assigned to offenders in the correctional

interventions on the basis of their personality
considerations. Also, Andrews & Bonta (1998),
perceived personality to be a ‘responsivity’
consideration and it is also considered as one of

numerous individual dispositions or
characteristics that are considered as having
influence towards offenders’ success or
otherwise  within a given  correctional

programmes. According to Andrews and Bonta
(1998), personality measures should be
integrated when it comes to the understanding of
criminal behaviour. In essence, the successful
integration and eventual inclusion of personality
in the correctional settings is usually seen as an
adequate ‘test’ of its applicability to theory.

In a meta-analysis study by Miller and Lynam
(2001), on the relationship between personality
and general antisocial behaviour, they noted that
the new generation of personality research
usually employs and utilises some structural
approaches. According to them, such approach
utilises widely agreed upon types, dimensions,



domains to organise and categorise the multitude
of traits that ultimately comprise personality.
Thus, the most frequently and commonly used
structural models include: (i) neuroticism,
extraversion, openness to experience,
agreeableness and conscientiousness (John &
Srivastava, 1999); (ii) positive emotionality,
negative emotionality and constraint (Tellegen,
1985); (iii) psychoticism, extraversion and
neuroticism (Eysenck, 1977). All these are
structures that were established and found to be
associated with criminal behaviour.

Personality Traits and Recidivism

It is argued that Big Five personality traits are
empirically and often used to best describe the
dimensions of personality (Fayombo, 2010).
Specifically, these are: Openness,
Conscientiousness, Extroversion, Agreeableness,
and Neuroticism (OCEAN)/ (CANOE) when
they are arranged the other way (Digman, 1990;
Ewen, 1998; Srivastava, 1999; The OCEAN of
Personality, 2004). The term "Big Five" was
coined by Goldberg (1993) which was initially
associated with studies of personality traits used
in natural language. The Big Five are usually
considered universal and widely used especially
when people are asked to describe their
personalities themselves (Passini & Norman,
1966) and they are also considered to be
associated with predictable patterns of behaviour
and social outcomes (John & Srivastava, 1999).
The (Big Five) facets are equally known as the
Five-Factor Model (FFM) (Costa & McCrae,
1992) which was first presented by the President
of the American Psychological Association,
Thurstone, (1933) and as the global factors of
personality (Russell & Karol, 1994). The term
"Five-Factor Model" has been more commonly
associated with studies of traits using personality
questionnaires (Ahmed, 2016; Ahmed &
Ahmad, 2015a; McCrae & Costa, 1992) and
personality researchers commonly agree that
personality is best captured by the five factor
model rather than by two, three, sixteen or forty
factor models (John & Srivasta, 1999; McCrae
& Costa 1992). The five factor model
encompasses factors which are actually a cluster
of more specific traits that are known to be
statistically correlated.
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Conscientiousness Trait

Individuals with conscientiousness personalities
are normally found to be organised and
thorough. They also have the ability to plan their
activities ahead and also relate to impulse
control. However, this is not same with the
problems of impulse control found in
neuroticism. According to Costa and McCrae

(1992), people who are high on neurotic
impulsiveness find it difficult to resist
temptation or delay gratification while

individuals who are low on conscientious self-
discipline are unable to motivate themselves to
perform a task that they would like to
accomplish. Though, they can be conceptually
similar but empirically distinct. Moreover,
Goleman (1997) stressed that many of the
behaviours associated with conscientiousness
fall under the broad category of emotional
intelligence and are frequently assessed by self-
report integrity tests given by various
corporations to prospective employees. Studies
also indicated that conscientiousness is one of
the best predictors of performance in the
workplace and conscientious employees are
generally more reliable, more motivated and
hard working (Salgado, 1997).

Agreeableness Trait

This personality trait measures how compatible
people are with others. It is basically considered
as how people are able to get along with others.
It is a tendency to be pleasant and
accommodating in social circumstances and
situations reflecting individual differences in
concern for cooperation and social harmony
(Graziano & FEisenberg, 1997). People with
agreeable traits are found to be empathetic,
considerate, friendly, generous, and helpful.
They also have an optimistic view of human
nature. They tend to believe that most people are
honest, decent, and trustworthy and less likely to
suffer from social rejection (Bierman, 2003).
Moreover, it is established that most people who
are likely to help their own kin, or empathise
with them but contrarily, agreeable people are
likely to help even when these conditions are not
present (Graziano, Habashi, Sheese, & Tobin
2007). Thus, they can help and do not need any
other motivations (Penner, Fritzsche, Craiger, &
Freifeld, 1995).
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Neuroticism Trait

Neuroticism has an inherent negative denotation
(Fayombo, 2010) and it is sometimes referred to
as ‘Emotional Stability’. It is an enduring
tendency pattern to experience negative
emotional states like anxiety, anger, guilt, and
depressed mood (Matthews & Deary 1998).
Goleman (1997) established that people with
such trait respond more poorly to environmental
stress; they are more likely to interpret ordinary
situations as threatening and minor frustrations
as hopelessly difficult. They are often self-
conscious and shy, and they may have trouble
controlling urges and delaying gratification
(Fayombo, 2010). Furthermore, neurotic
personality is also associated with low emotional
intelligence, which equally involves emotional
regulation, motivation, and interpersonal skills.
It is also a risk factor for "internalizing" mental
disorders such as phobia, depression, panic
disorder, and other anxiety disorders which are
traditionally referred to as neurosis (Hettema,
Neale, Myers, Prescott, & Kendler 2006). People
who are highly neurotic may show more
emotional reactions whenever confronted with
stressful situations (Van Heck, 1997). On the
other hand, such personalities appear to use
avoiding and distracting coping strategies, such
as denying, wishful thinking, and self-criticism,
rather than more approaching strategies (Bolger,
1990; Heppner et al., 1995; McCrae & Costa,
1986). Ineffective coping with stressful
situations in the work environment makes
individuals who are highly neurotic more
vulnerable to the symptoms that are typically
associated with burnout (Bakker, Van der Zee,
Lewig & Dollard 2006).

Openness to Experience Trait

Openness to Experience is also referred to as
Intellect or Imagination. The trait refers to how
willing people are to make adjustments in
notions and activities in accordance with new
ideas or situations (Goldberg, 1993; McCrae, &
John, 1992). It includes traits like having wide
interests,  being  imaginative,  insightful,
attentiveness to inner feelings, preference for
variety, and intellectual curiosity (Costa, &
McCrae, 1992). Findings by researchers have
established that people who are highly open to
experience tend to be politically liberal and
tolerant of diversity (McCrae 1996; Jost, 2006).
Moreover, they are generally considered to be
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more open to different cultures and lifestyles.
They are lower in ethnocentrism and right-wing
authoritarianism. There is no relationship
between openness and neuroticism, or any other
measure of psychological well-being. Being
open and closed to experience are simply two
different ways of relating to the world (Butler,
2000).

Extraversion Trait

This trait of personality is also known as
Surgency. It refers to a social adaptability,
though the popularity of this term seems to be
diminishing (Zuckerman, 1991). Extraversion is
the act, state, or habit of being predominantly
concerned with and obtaining gratification from
what is outside the self. It is also defined as a
trait characterized by a keen interest in other
people and external events, and venturing forth
with confidence into the unknown (Ewen,
1998).The broad dimension of extraversion

encompasses such more specific traits as
talkative, energetic, gregarious and
assertiveness.

On the other hand, some finding suggested that
criminal recidivism represents a stable
behavioural pattern (Savage, 2009). Thus, it is
plausible to assume that personal dispositions
could be one of the determinants of that kind of
behaviour. The personality traits that are
considered as being related to criminal
recidivism are those that were already
established and proven as being related to
criminal behavior in general. Findings showed
that the Big Five domains (John, Naumann, &
Sotto, 2008) maintain stable and interpretable
relations with delinquency and crime. These
findings relate primarily to negative correlations
between crime and Agreeableness and
Conscientiousness (Miller & Lynam, 2001; Le
Couff & Toupin, 2009).

Criminal  personality is associated and
characterized by aggression and the inability to
delay gratification. This is also established
based on the relationships between the Big Five
personality factors and recidivism even in
juvenile delinquents. In a study conducted by
van Dam, Janssens, and De Bruyn (2005), their
findings  demonstrated  that  objectively
operationalized recidivism (court and police
information) was not related to personality
structure. Albeit, when recidivism was examined
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by self-assessment measures, statistically
significant differences between non-recidivists
and recidivists have appeared. Recidivists scored
significantly higher on Neuroticism and lower
on Agreeableness (van Dam et al., 2005).
Another finding established that significant
predictors of  recidivism  were low
conscientiousness and low openness, while the
interaction of these domains, when their
influence on recidivist behavior was in question,
was also significant (Clower & Bothwell, 2001).

Current Study and Conceptual Framework

Many studies in the area of criminology, and
psychological criminology to be specific,
established a significant relationship among
psychopathology, personality traits and criminal
recidivism among individuals (Ullrich &
Marneros, 2006). Moreover, other studies
equally established a link between specific facets
of personality and the tendency of committing
crime, violence, aggression and other anti-social
behaviours. Findings of such studies are
congruent (Mededovi¢, 2012) with those
demonstrating that psychotic symptoms are
related to the production of violent behaviour
independently (Douglas, Guy, & Hart, 2009) or
those that are in constant interaction with
psychopathic characteristics (Fullam & Dolan,
2006) can lead to crime and recidivism. In line
with these arguments, this study intends to use
the Big Five personality traits with a view to
establishing which among them has the capacity
of mediating the relationship between the prison
experiences of the ex-prisoners and criminal
recidivism among the ex-prisoners in
metropolitan Kano, Nigeria. Hence, the study set
to test a hypothesis: personality traits
significantly mediate the relationship between
prison experiences of the ex-prisoners and
criminal recidivism.

Method and Plan of Analysis

The study adopted survey method. The
respondents (ex-prisoners) were purposively
selected within the metropolis. Specifically, 256
respondents were used after the initial data
cleaning and screening was conducted in order
to ascertain the requirement of multiple
regressions. For the analysis strategy, the study
utilized PROCESS procedures for SPSS & SAS
software, but in specific terms PROCESS
(Hayes, 2013) mediation technique was used in
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order to establish the mediating effect of the Big
Five personality facets in relation to prison
experiences of the ex-prisoners and criminal
recidivism.

Measurement

Two main constructs were used. Their
measurements were derived from the adaptation
of measurement used by previous studies.
Specifically, criminal recidivism as used in this
study stands for the criminal re-offending of ex-
prisoners after their initial release from prison.
As such, re-offending; reconviction, and
reincarceration was used to measure the
construct in line with the studies of Stahler et al.,
(2013), Meade et al.,, (2012), Listwan et al.,
(2010) and Harris et al,. (2009).

While construct of personality was measured in
this study by adapting the Mini-IPIP Scale of
personality which comprised four items each of
the Big-Five traits as used by Donnellan et al.,
(20006). These include extraversion;
agreeableness; conscientiousness; neuroticism;
and intellect/imagination. The measurement
comprised 20 items with alpha value of .91, .81,
.82, .87 and .79 respectively.

Findings
Demographic Profile of the Respondents

The demographic variable analysis using simple
descriptive statistics of the respondents show
that overwhelming majority of the respondents
are males (90%) and 10% are females. Majority
of the respondents 86.7% are found to be
between the ages of 18 and 34 years and only
13.3% are 35 and above years. Also, 76.7% of
the respondents are single, whereas 23.4% have
married. Educationally, majority 50% are having
secondary education, while those that have
primary and no formal education are having
23.3% each and only 3.3% are having post
secondary education. It was also discovered that
73.3% are unemployed while 26.6% are either
self employed or petty traders.

Mediation Analysis

From the analysis obtained using PROCESS out
of the five personality facets only two are found
to be having significant relation with criminal
recidivism among the ex-prisoners (Table 1).
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Specifically, agreeable and conscientiousness are
the only facets of the personality that are
significant while the remaining three are not
significantly related to recidivism based on the
ex-prisoners prison experiences. Thus, the

Table 1.Mediation Analysis of Conscientiousness

mediation analysis was conducted on only the
two facets that have significant relationship in
line with the suggestions of Baron and Kenny
(1986).

Relationships f R’ B t p
X-Y (Prison Experience>Criminal Recidivism)  65.34 0.20 1.12 8.08 0.01
X-M (Prison Experience>Conscientiousness) 0.205 0.21 -0.07 -0.45 0.65
X+M together predicting Y 35.48 0.22 -0.12 -2.16 0.04
C 1.10 8.08 0.01
Sobel test (normal theory test) 7=404 p=.686 K’=.004

From the test, it is evident that, there is
mediation in terms of the relationships (Table 2).
This is because the coefficients before the
introduction of the mediator is 1.12 but with the
introduction of the mediator the beta coefficient
changed slightly (B=1.10). Hence,
conscientiousness mediates the relationship
(partially) between prison experience and

Table 2.Mediation Analysis of Agreeableness

recidivism. Thus, it can be argued that, those ex-
prisoners who have lower conscientiousness
(who can be easily influenced by others
decisions) can become recidivists easily. In other
words, this type of personality can enhance or
influence an ex-prisoner to easily become
recidivist.

Relationships f R? B t-value p-value
X > Y (Prison Experience>Criminal Recidivism)  65.34 0.20 1.12 8.08 0.01
X > M (Prison Experience>Agreeableness) 3.32 0.01 -0.24 -1.82 0.69
X+M together predicting Y 32.834 0.21 -0.04 -0.68 0.50
C 1.10 7.95 0.01
Sobel test (normal theory test) 7=.566 p=.571 K*=.005

The analysis established a mediation relationship
among the variables. The X-Y relationship is
significant (B= 1.12). With the introduction of
the mediator, the results differ slightly (B=1.10).

Table 3 .Individual Mediation Effect Size

Also, the C’ path proved to be significant
(0.01).Thus,  Agreeableness mediate the
relationship between prison experience and
criminal recidivism.

Mediators K? Effect Size
Conscientiousness 0.004 Small
Agreeableness 0.005 Small

From the Table 3 it can be deduced that all the
mediators when taken separately are having
small effects. Thus, this effect size of the
mediation of the two personality traits shows
that, though they mediated the relationship
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between the prison experiences of the ex-
prisoners and criminal recidivism, but, they only
have smaller effect. As such, it can be argued
that, their mediation effect of such a relationship
is weak.
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Discussion and Implication

The result of the mediation analysis of this study
shows that the five facets used (FFM) accounted
for only two facets as being mediators in relation
to prison experience of the ex-prisoners and
criminal recidivism. Specifically, agreeableness
and conscientiousness proved to have not only a
direct relation with criminal recidivism, but also
they equally mediate such relationship. The
study showed some level of consistency with
that of Mededovic, et al., (2012) who established
that psychopathic tendencies were the best
predictor of both types of criminal recidivism in
the sample of perpetrators with lower intensity
of criminal behaviour. Their analysis also
showed that predictive ability was low
agreeableness, but again, anti-sociality proved to
be a more successful predictor. The present
study outcome is basically in line with other
empirical studies which show supports and the
ability of psychopathy and personality traits to
predict criminal behaviour and criminal
recidivism (Andrews, Bonta, & Wormith, 2006).

Equally, it can be deduced from the findings that
two facets of personality were found to have a
relationship with recidivism. This further
corroborated the findings of Levine & Jackson
(2004), who established that personality
dimension represent a reliable predictor of self-
assessed delinquency offenders even among the
young offenders which also cut across various
types of crimes (Gudjonsson, Einarsson,
Bragason, & Sigurdson, 2006). Thus, by
implication, the outcomes of the present study
demonstrated that though the personality traits
(agreeableness and conscientiousness) had direct
effect relationship, but nevertheless, they did not
only have a direct effect but an indirect effect
(mediating) as well.

The evidence from the present study is in
accordance with the notion of previous findings
on the general psychoticism researches which
maintained a constant significant relationship
between the personality dispositions and
psychopathic elements among the individuals
and offenders generally. Evidently, findings
have it that psychoticism is an especially
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successful predictor in young offenders;
however, it continues to be related to more
severe crimes in adults (Heaven, Newbury, &
Wilson, 2004). These findings further suggested
that psychoticism is a personality characteristic
that exists in offenders who frequently engage in
criminal activity and recidivism. Explicit
correlations  between  Psychoticism  and
recidivism have been established for adolescent
violent behaviour (Carrasco, Barker, Tremblay,
& Vitaro, 2006), as well as for self-assessed
recidivism in various kinds of crimes (van Dam
et al., 2005).

Conversely, a research conducted by Dam,
Janssens and Bruyn (2005) while examining
which personality model between PEN and Big
Five predictors of recidivism, their findings
revealed that, offenders on PEN’s Extraversion
and the Big Five dimensions of Agreeableness
and Openness are found to be higher in officially
recorded recidivist cases when compared to non-
recidivists and PEN’s Psychoticism, Big Five’s
Neuroticism and Agreeableness differentiated
self-reported recidivists from non-recidivists,
whereas only PEN’s Psychoticism was found to
have predicted severity of self-reported
recidivism. Thus, it can be argued that, different
facets can account or can predict recidivism
among the two different models. But in the
present study one, model Five Factor Model or
the Big Five Model was used, but it still
corroborated some of the findings of the cited
two models.

Conclusively, there is clear relationship between
individual personality traits and criminal
recidivism, especially among the ex-prisoners
who have prison experiences. Therefore, it is apt
to argue that ex-prisoners who happened to
possess agreeableness and conscientiousness
personality traits are more prone to continue
with their previous criminal act. They thereby
become criminal recidivist as a result of their
personality predispositions which evidence
shows that such personality predisposition
enhances their re-offending of their criminal
behaviour. As such, these types of ex-prisoners
are always on transit of going back to prison
custody as criminal recidivists.
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