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Abstract

In an increasingly fast-changing, complex and diverse world, social and emotional skills
are becoming ever more important. In this paper we present an overview of literature on
social and emotional skills, describing the nature and structure of these skills, their
development, malleability and factors that influence them, their cross-cultural
comparability and their relevance for a wide range of educational, economic and life
outcomes. The paper also represents a conceptual framework for the OECD’s new Study
on Social and Emotional Skills, an international survey that assesses 10- and 15-year-old
students in a number of cities and countries around the world.

We focus on the underlying skills within and outside of the widely researched Big Five
model that are found to be more predictive and policy relevant. We examine the
relationships of these skills with a variety of indicators of individual and societal well-
being such as education, employment and income, health, and personal well-being. The
paper discusses the structure of child’s social and emotional skills and the developmental
trajectories of these skills across a lifetime. It presents the evidence of malleability of
these skills as well as their relevance across a wide range of cultural contexts.

Résumeé

Dans un monde complexe, multiple et en constante mutation, les compétences sociales et
émotionnelles deviennent de plus en plus importantes. Dans ce document de travail, nous
présentons un apercu de la documentation existante sur les compétences sociales et
émotionnelles. Ainsi, nous y décrivons la nature et la structure de ces compétences, leur
développement, la malléabilité et les facteurs qui les influencent, leur comparabilité
interculturelle mais aussi leur impact sur de nombreux aspects de nos vies. Le document
constitue également le cadre conceptuel de la nouvelle étude de I'OCDE sur les
compétences sociales et émotionnelles, une étude internationale qui évalue les éléves de
10 et 15 ans dans un certain nombre de villes et de pays a travers le monde.

Nous nous concentrons sur les compétences, pour la plupart décrites par le modele des
Big Five, qui sont les plus prédictives et pertinentes pour les politiques. Nous examinons
les relations entre ces compétences et de nombreux indicateurs de bien-étre au niveau
individuel et sociétal tels que I'éducation, I'emploi et le revenu, la santé et le bien-étre
personnel. Le document discute la structure des compétences sociales et émotionnelles de
I'enfant et leur développement tout au long de la vie. 1l témoigne de la malléabilité de ces
compétences ainsi que de leur pertinence dans des contextes culturels variés.
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Introduction

Social and emotional skills influence how well people adjust to their environment and
how much they achieve in their lives. The development of social and emotional skills is
important not only for the well-being of individuals, but also for wider communities and
societies as a whole. The ability of citizens to adapt, be resourceful, respect and work
well with others, and to take personal and collective responsibility is increasingly
becoming the hallmark of a well-functioning society. Coupled with increasing awareness
of the malleability of social and emotional skills, and their growing relevance for the
future world, this has attracted renewed interest from policy makers and researchers.

In an increasingly fast-changing and diverse world, the role of social and emotional skills
is becoming more important. Rising complexity and the increasing pace of technological
change, call for the ability to act independently and to adjust to changes on-the-go. A
faster pace of living and a shift to urban environments means people need to engage with
new ways of thinking and working and diverse groups of people. Growing automatisation
means that future jobs will be less routine and will be placing additional premiums on
innovation, creativity and imagination — skills that are difficult to automate. Ageing and
more diverse populations and the dismantling of traditional social networks place
additional emphasis on people’s sense of trust, co-operation and compassion.

Interest in social and emotional skills has a long history in psychological and educational
research. The large body of accumulated evidence shows that social and emotional skills
have powerful consequences for many important life outcomes (OECD, 2015p;;
Kankaras, 2017);; Kautz etal., 2014;). Social and emotional skills have also been
referred to as a key component of 21st century and employability skills (Trilling and
Fadel, 2009,), because they are considered increasingly crucial for individuals’
development, employment, and healthy functioning in society, both now and in the future
(National Academy of Sciences, 20125). Examples of 21st century skills include
altruism, engagement, enthusiasm, innovation, self-discipline and stability.

Despite their importance, large-scale international efforts to assess and promote the
development of students’ social and emotional skills are scarce. OECD studies such as
the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and the Programme for the
International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) are covering a growing range
of social and emotional skills and have shown not only that these skills are related to
important life outcomes, but also that they can be assessed meaningfully within and
across cultural and linguistic boundaries. The OECD is now taking this work further with
a comprehensive international assessment of the social and emotional skills of school-age
children, through the Study on Social and Emotional Skills (SSES).

The OECD Study on Social and Emotional Skills is a new international survey that
assesses 10- and 15-year-old students in a number of cities and countries around the
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world.! As well as examining the level of children’s socio-emotional skills, the study will
gather information on their family, school, and community learning contexts, thus aiming
to provide information about the conditions and practices that foster or hinder the
development of these critical skills. The study began in mid-2017 and will be carried out
over a three-year period, with the main fieldwork taking place in 2019 and the findings
being released later in 2020.

This paper presents the SSES’s framework of social and emotional skills among school-
age children and adolescents. It is an overview of the most relevant literature on social
and emotional skills and focuses on answering questions on the nature and structure of
social and emotional skills, their development, malleability, cross-cultural comparability
and their relevance for a wide range of school, work and life outcomes. In addition, this
framework presents the criteria used for selecting the social and emotional skills in the
SSES, along with the list of skills that are included in the study at this point.

The SSES draws on a well-known framework in the field of social and emotional skills —
the Big Five model — to provide a general outline of how these skills are organised. The
“Big Five” or “Five Factor Model” has a strong empirical foundation and has received
extensive support across different cultural settings. The facets underlying the Big Five,
which are equally significant, will also be discussed and reviewed. The objectives of this
paper are twofold. First, it describes the main characteristics of social and emotional
skills, particularly those selected for inclusion in the SSES. Secondly, it presents findings
that facilitated the decision-making on which social and emotional skills to include in the
SSES.

The paper represents a continuation of the OECD work on related topics (John and De
Fruyt, 2015, Kankara§, 2017y; OECD, 2015(;). In this sense, information presented in
this report is complementary and in some ways goes a step further in respect of that work.

The paper is organised as follows:

e Section 1 introduces the Big Five model along with the distinction between broad,
narrow and compound skills, which forms the overarching framework of the
social and emotional skills used in the SSES.

e Section 2 provides a detailed review of the predictive value, i.e. it shows the
relevance of the Big Five skills for various life outcomes.

e Section 3 presents the structure and development of children’s social and
emotional skills.

e Section 4 reviews the malleability of social and emotional skills, i.e. the degree to
which these skills are susceptible to change during the life course, and
summarises key research on the effectiveness of interventions.

e Section 5 presents research on the cross-cultural comparability of the Big Five
concepts and the comparability of its measures.

e Section 6 details a number of lower-order taxonomies of skills/facets underlying
the broad Big Five domains. It identifies individual skills grouped within each of
the Big Five domains and examines their predictive validity and developmental
trajectories.

e The paper finishes with an outline of the social and emotional skills that are
included in the SSES, along with the criteria used to select this set of skills.

! See The Study on Social and Emotional Skills webpage of the Centre for Educational Research
and Innovation website: www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/thestudyonsocialandemotionalskills.htm
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1. The “Big Five” model: Framework for social and emotional skills

The Big Five model has been extensively researched and has accumulated a substantial
empirical foundation (John, Naumann and Soto, 20087;). Numerous research teams have
found a similar five-factor structure of personality characteristics and this consistency in
results has contributed to the widespread acceptance of this model (John, Naumann and
Soto, 20087). In fact, the model itself is a product of independent research streams that
came up with the same results using somewhat different variants of the lexical approach
(Tupes and Christal, 1958g; Norman, 1963, Goldberg, 1982,; Costa and McCrae,
1985(115). Similar personality structures have been identified in numerous other countries
around the world, not just in Western societies (McCrae and Costa Jr., 200612).

The Big Five model does not represent a particular theoretical perspective. Rather, it is
derived from analyses of the natural language terms (i.e. adjectives describing personal
characteristics, such as “shy”, “ambitious”, “hardworking”, “talkative”, etc.) that people
use to describe themselves and others. Thus, the Big Five taxonomy represents a
parsimonious and comprehensive way of summarising individual differences in all
personality characteristics that are coded in natural language. As such, it offers an
integrative function, outlining a common, empirically-based framework to a myriad of
otherwise disjointed social and emotional constructs and frameworks (John and De Fruyt,
2015;). Furthermore, personality characteristics comprising the Big Five have been
shown to be measurable and predictive of a wide range of outcomes including educational

success, well-being, health, and work performance (Roberts et al., 200713)).

John and De Fruyt (20155;) reviewed a large number of existing frameworks for social
and emotional skills and concluded that the Big Five structure of personality
characteristics was the best suited for the purposes of the OECD’s Study on Social and
Emotional Skills (SSES). In particular, the Big Five framework offers:

e A strong empirical foundation;

e A comprehensive, parsimonious and highly efficient summary of individual
differences in social and emotional skills;

e The high predictive power of the Big Five domains, and especially sub-
domains/individual skills;

o Malleability and temporal stability of individual skills of the Big Five model.

The “Big Five” model (Borkenau and Ostendorf, 19904; Digman, 19905, Goldberg,
1990y:6); McCrae and Costa Jr., 198717, Christal, 19925, Tupes and Christal, 1961;;)
comprises five broad personality dimensions: Conscientiousness, Extraversion,
Agreeableness, Emotional Stability (also called Neuroticism), and Openness to
Experience. Each represents a cluster of related thoughts, feelings, and behaviours. For
example, in the framework shown in Table 1.1, conscientiousness includes self-
discipline, organisation, dependability, and goal orientation.
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Conscientiousness refers to, on the one side, the tendency of individuals for self-
controlled, organised, and cautiously planned behaviour; and on the other, ambitious,
persistent and dedicated effort in achieving personal goals.

Extraversion represents the tendency to seek the company of others, to initiate and
maintain connections, and to feel comfortable in the presence of others. Extroverted
individuals are also more likely to show assertiveness in social situations and provide
leadership. They are often characterised by high levels of energy and zest for life.

If extraversion partly refers to the quantity of interpersonal relations, agreeableness refers
to their quality. Agreeable individuals tend to be more co-operative, maintaining positive
relations and minimising interpersonal conflict. They are more likely to show active
concern for the well-being of others and to hold positive beliefs about people in general
(Soto and John, 2017 2q).

Emotional stability represents the degree to which individuals are able to control their
emotional responses and moods as well as the quality of their emotional states in general.
Persons with high degrees of emotional stability will show more resilience in stressful
situations, will be less likely to experience anger, irritation or sudden changes of mood,
and will tend to have a better view of the world and outlook of the future.

Openness to experience is reflected in two main aspects. One involves the degree to
which people are open to intellectual stimulation in general, as reflected in their
intellectual curiosity, imagination, creativity, preference for novelty and variation. The
other aspect is shown in the degree to which persons prefer experiential stimulation, as
represented in their appreciation of art, aesthetic experiences, self-reflection and self-
exploration.
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Table 1.1. Descriptions of the Big Five domains
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1.1. The suitability of the Big Five model as a framework for social and emotional
skills

Most of the empirical research on the development and longer-term impact of socio-
emotional characteristics has been conducted with Big Five measures. For example, in
Kautz et al.’s (20143) report “Fostering and measuring skills: Improving cognitive and
non-cognitive skills to promote lifetime success”, five economists from three countries
concluded:

Although non-cognitive skills are overlooked in most contemporary policy
discussions and in economic models of choice behaviour, personality
psychologists have studied these skills for the past century.

They have arrived at a relatively well-accepted taxonomy of non-cognitive skills
called the Big Five, with the acronym OCEAN, which stands for: Openness to
Experience, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism.

Similarly, the report by the National Academy of Sciences (2012s)) in the United States,
entitled Education for Life and Work: Developing Transferable Knowledge and Skills in
the 21st Century observes: “For the past two decades, the “big five”” model of personality
has been widely accepted as a way to characterize competencies in the interpersonal and
intrapersonal domains” (p. 28).

Reviewing the available research evidence, the report also concludes (p. 30):

“The five major factors provided a small number of research-based constructs
onto which various terms for 21st century skills could be mapped. The facets
helped to define the range of skills and behaviors encompassed within each major
factor to serve as a point of comparison with the various 2 1st century skills.”

To show empirically the links between existing 21st century socio-emotional skills
frameworks and the Big Five model, John and Mauskopf (20153) conducted an online
study involving 452 volunteers who self-rated themselves on 21st century socio-
emotional skill items and items from the standard Big Five Inventory. Correlational and
factor analyses of these self-ratings showed that the 21st century socio-emotional skill list
the Big Five dimensions (see Table 1.2 below).
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Table 1.2. Socio-emotional elaboration of the Big Five: Examples of self-reported

21st century skills

Factor I:
Collaboration (related
to Big Five
Agreebleness)

Factor II: Task
Performance (related
to Big Five
Conscientiousness)

Factor IIl: Emotion
Regulation (related
to Big Five
Emotional Stability)

Factor IV:
Engagement with
Others (related to

Big Five
Extraversion)

Factor V: Open-
mindedness (related to
Big Five Openness to
Experience)

Compassion, care,
co-operation,
kindness

Respect for others,
empathy, tolerance,
fairness

Trust, forgiveness,
gratitude,
appreciation of others

Living in harmony
with others,
interconnectedness,
inclusiveness

Self-discipline, focus,
perseverance, self-
control at school, grit

Organisation,
diligence, precision

Dependability,
reliability,
consistency,
trustworthiness

Goal orientation,
motivation, work
ethic, effort,
productivity

Self-confidence,
self-esteem,
decisiveness,
tackling tough
problems

Cheerfulness,
happiness, optimism

Tranquillity, balance,
stability, equanimity
(composure and
even-temper in
difficult situations)

Self-compassion,
self-kindness (being
positive and
understanding
towards yourself
when you suffer, fail,
or feel inadequate)

Social connection,
teamwork, social
awareness, public
speaking

Assertiveness,
leadership, courage,
charisma, speaking
out/taking a stand,
bravery

Enthusiasm,
passion, zest,
inspiration, spunk,
spontaneity,
playfulness, humour

Curiosity, inquisitiveness,
willingness to try new
ideas, receptivity

Innovation, vision,
insight, tinkering
(inventing), learning from
mistakes and failures,
excitement of creating
something new
Appreciating beauty in
the world, living in
harmony with nature,
spirituality, mindfulness,
existentiality, awe,
wonder, reverence
Self-reflection, self-
awareness,
consciousness, self-
actualisation, authenticity

Source: Adapted from John and De Fruyt (2015(), “Framework for the Longitudinal Study of Social and
Emotional Skills in Cities”, EDU/CERI/CD(2015)13.

Results show that the largest group of 21st century skills was dealing with the quality of
interpersonal relations, which is related to the Big Five domain of Collaboration
(Agreeableness). These skills especially focused on genuine mutuality and reciprocal
exchange in individuals’ relations with other people.

The second 21st century skill factor may be described as Task Performance, as it was
defined by a large number of attributes and was conceptually similar to the Big Five
domain of conscientiousness. Here again, the strength-based, positive-psychology origin
of the 21st century skills items is predominant in the content of this Big Five factor.

The third factor, Emotion Regulation, also highlights positive strengths. This differs from
traditional personality literature which focused on the negative, distressing emotions
defining the low pole of this dimension. In particular, instead of anxiety, depression and
anger, emphasis is placed on self-confidence, optimism, and emotional balance.

The fourth socio-emotional factor emphasised skills that allow the individual to
constructively and joyfully engage with others in their social world. Interestingly, the
cluster of items related to the assertiveness facet is enriched by items highlighting
proactive strengths, such as leadership and charisma, courage, and the willingness to take
a stand.

The fifth socio-emotional domain, Open-Mindedness, is defined by the smallest number
of socio-emotional skill items, even though theoretical writings on 21st century skills
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greatly emphasise the importance of intellectual curiosity and exploration as well as
innovation and creativity. Nonetheless, the items in this factor include novel aspects such
as, having vision and insight, tinkering and learning from mistakes, the excitement of
creating something new, self-reflection and awareness of self and inner experiences.

These broad domains defined by socio-emotional skill characteristics bear enough
similarity to the familiar and well-studied Big Five model to give us confidence about
their likely replication and generalisability. At the same time, the content of these five
socio-emotional skill factors emphasises their unique origin in 21st century skills and
positive-psychology whose approaches are based on strengths and virtues (Seligman
etal., 2005p4); and can thus advance our understanding beyond the hierarchical
personality taxonomy of the Big Five model. The socio-emotional characteristics
summarised in Table 1.2 provide a starting place for a new, integrative, and operational
definition of socio-emotional characteristics that can be implemented in the SSES. More
generally, socio-emotional skills are best defined as “individual characteristics that (a)
originate in the reciprocal interaction between biological predispositions and
environmental factors; (b) are manifested in consistent patterns of thoughts, feelings and
behaviors; (c) continue to develop through formal and informal learning experiences;
and (d) influence important socioeconomic outcomes throughout the individual’s life”
(De Fruyt, Wille and John, 2015,s)).

In summary, both conceptual and empirical evidence point to the promise of a framework
that has an empirical foundation in the insights and three decades of research accumulated
for the Big Five. However, the framework for SSES will go beyond the Big Five model,
in two ways. First, in contrast to the two previous OECD reports (Kautz et al., 2014,
OECD, 2015(y), which examined only the broad, domain-level of the Big Five model, the
SSES framework will focus on the facet level, i.e. on more specific socio-emotional skills
at the lower level (see below). Second, other frameworks and skills will be reviewed and
those skills that are deemed important but that currently fall outside of the Big Five
framework were considered for inclusion in the SSES.

1.2. Defining social and emotional skills

Roberts (2009 ,6;) defined personality traits as “relatively enduring patterns of thoughts,
feelings, and behaviours that reflect the tendency to respond in certain ways under
certain circumstances”. “Relatively enduring patterns” means that personality traits tend
to be consistent characteristics of an individual, but it is important to note that they are
not set in stone and, in fact, are susceptible to change. “Tendency to respond in certain
ways under certain circumstances” means that a trait’s influence on behaviour is not
definite, but rather that it increases or decreases the likelihood that certain actions will
occur in particular situations. In other words, personality characteristics represent habitual
responses to everyday situations.

Temperament is the term used by developmental psychologists to describe personality
characteristics of infants and children. Because individual differences in temperament
characteristics emerge very early in life, these personality characteristics are assumed to
be, at least partly, biological in nature. Historically, temperament was studied primarily
by child and developmental psychologists, while personality was studied by personality,
social, and organisational psychologists. The main reason for the divide is the difference
in assessment methodologies, as children are assessed via information collected from
parents and teachers or by using games or stories. In recent years, the two research
traditions have begun to converge as studies have shown that temperamental differences
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observed during the preschool years are substantially correlated with adult personality
and interpersonal functioning decades later (see section 3 of this paper). Several
taxonomies linking children’s temperament characteristics to the Big Five have also been
proposed (John etal., 1994,7; Putnam, Ellis and Rothbart, 2001, Shiner and Caspi,
200329)).

Personality characteristics are also sometimes referred to as “non-cognitive skills” to
contrast them with cognitive knowledge, skills, and abilities. And, research has shown
that non-cognitive skills scores rarely have any significant linear relationship with
cognitive ability measures such as intelligence quotient (IQ); the highest correlation is
between “openness to experience” and “verbal ability”, and that correlation is only about
.30 which statistically is a weak level (John etal., 19947; Loehlin etal., 1998).
However, even though “non-cognitive skills” are considered “too broad to be useful” and
incomplete, the term is an obvious misnomer as it indicates the absence of cognitive
activities, despite the fact that some form of information processing is the basis of any
aspect of mental functioning (Duckworth and Yeager, 2015(;;). For example, social
competences that are often seen as the paradigmatic example of “non-cognitive skills” are
so fundamentally ingrained into the processes of perception, memory and reasoning that
they are often conceptualised as a form of intelligence — a paradigmatic example of
cognitive skills (Marlowe, 19863,;; Murphy and Hall, 2011 33)).

Alternatively, personality characteristics are sometimes called “character”, “character
skills” or “virtues” (Berkowitz, 20124, Tough, 20135; Kristjansson, 2013z). One
objection to these terms is that they imply certain moral connotations. In the economic
literature, personality characteristics are often called “soft skills” in contrast to cognitive
abilities and technical knowledge that are called “hard skills” (Brunello and Schiotter,
201157, Kautz et al., 20145;; Heckman and Kautz, 2012s)).

Finally, to add to conceptual confusion, these skills have also been referred to as a key
component of 21st century and employability skills, because they are considered
increasingly crucial for individuals’ development, employment, and healthy functioning
in society, both now and in the future (Trilling and Fadel, 2009,;; National Academy of
Sciences, 2012j5). A growing number of studies have referred to many personality
characteristics as “21st-century skills” or “new basic skills” (Kyllonen, 201239;; Autor,
Levy and Murnane, 2003;; Soland, Hamilton and Stecher, 2013,y;), thus stressing their
relevance to modern life.

The term “social and emotional skills” is increasingly used in policy settings as it
emphasises the importance of the social and emotional aspects of these skills and
highlights their malleability and their potential to intervene and effect improvements
(Brunello and Schlotter, 201137;; Kautz et al., 20143;; Heckman and Kautz, 20123g). The
term “trait”, on the other hand, which has often been used, seems to connote a false sense
of immutability (Duckworth and Yeager, 20153;;; Heckman and Kautz, 20123g)).

Although seemingly disparate, the terminology overlaps considerably and refers to the
same conceptual space. It implies that these personality attributes are relatively stable
dispositions, independent from cognition, potentially responsive to interventions,
dependent on situational factors and potentially beneficial for a range of life outcomes
(Duckworth and Yeager, 2015(3).

For the remainder of the paper, the terms “skills”, “sub-domains” and “facets” will be
used interchangeably. For broader skills that involve groups of facets/skills, we will use
the terms “dimensions” or “‘domains”, as borrowed from the Big Five terminology.
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1.3. Broad personality characteristics: The Big Five dimensions

In the early days of personality research, there was little agreement concerning the basic
dimensions of normal personality. This resulted in a proliferation of instruments that
conceptualised personality dimensions in unique ways and with idiosyncratic names.
Fortunately, a wide consensus has since emerged among personality researchers that the
Big Five personality constructs (or a closely related structure such as Ashton and Lee’s
(2007142) HEXACO model) are sufficient to describe the basic dimensions of normal
personality (Borkenau and Ostendorf, 1990(4; Costa and McCrae, 19883; Digman,
1990p;5;; Goldberg, 19906, Goldberg, 19934, McCrae and Costa Jr., 1987[7).
Importantly, several studies have mapped earlier personality inventories to the Big Five
constructs (McCrae, Costa and Piedmont, 1993s; Chernyshenko, Stark and Chan,
2001;), Which enables diverse measures to be integrated. Many personality measures
currently provide Big Five scores or indicate how their scales relate to the Big Five (Conn
and Reike, 1994,7)).

Two key points of consensus have surfaced from research examining the personality
structure of adults. First, adults’ personality characteristics are organised hierarchically,
with broad, higher-order characteristics that can be split into narrower, lower-order ones
(Markon, 2009)). Second, the Big Five dimensions constitute a particularly valuable
foundational level for the adult personality hierarchy (John, Naumann and Soto, 20087).
The Big Five characteristics are widely regarded as providing an optimal balance between
bandwidth (conceptual breadth), fidelity (descriptive specificity), and generalisability
(across samples and measures).

The origins of the Big Five model lie in analyses of the language people use to describe
themselves and others. Building on the lexical work of Allport and Odbert (1936;), who
identified thousands of personality-describing words, several different psychologists
working independently and on different samples concluded that personality
characteristics can be organised into five superordinate factors. In other words, the Big
Five model emerged as a product of several research streams conducted by a variety of
researchers (Digman, 1990y;5;; Goldberg, 1982,q;; Costa and McCrae, 1985(;;;; Norman,
1963q); Tupes and Christal, 1961,4;). These research streams varied from the semantic
approach to clusters of personality characteristics but all were based on self- or other-
ratings and consequent use of factor analysis. Importantly, similar personality structures
have been found in many countries around the world (McCrae and Costa Jr., 2006;15).

Table 1.1 above, which was adopted from John, Naumann, and Soto (20087;) describes
the Big Five domains in more detail by giving conceptual definitions and behavioural
examples of each dimension.

Of course, perfect agreement has not been reached about the fundamental structure of
personality. Ashton and Lee (200742;; Ashton et al., 2004so;) for example, proposed a 6-
factor solution with the acronym HEXACO. More elaborate 7-factor structures have been
suggested by Almagor, Tellegen and Waller (1995s;;) and Saucier (2003s;). Each of
these models included one or two additional evaluative dimensions (e.g. positive
evaluation, negative evaluation, honesty) to the Big Five. Cross-cultural researchers have
also suggested further dimensions (Cheung, F. M. et al., 2001;s3;) even though the Big
Five model has been replicated across countries and cultures. This lack of consensus
should probably be expected given the very large and heterogeneous nature of social and
emotional behaviours and feelings. Moreover, researchers predominantly rely on a type of
statistical analysis (factor analysis), where results depend heavily on the particular
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measures included in the analysis and on researchers’ decisions on the type of factor-
analytic technique and criteria used for identifying number of factors. Given the
hierarchical nature of social and emotional skills, researchers can extract numerous
additional factors, but each factor slices the broad Big Five dimensions into a narrower
part.

1.4. Narrow sub-domains: individual skills or facets

The Big Five theory and its supporting empirical research is a major contribution to
personality theory. The Big Five was also instrumental in establishing the validity of
personality characteristics, because the majority of meta-analyses used this model to pool
empirical studies. However, such a parsimonious model with few concepts can only be a
very broad approximation of the universe of social and emotional skills (Hampson, John
and Goldberg, 1986s4). Paunonen and Ashton (2001;ss;), Roberts et al. (20055;) and
many others have argued that constituent sub-dimensions of the Big Five, termed lower-
order personality characteristics or facets, are in some situations more useful than the
broad factors. Further, measures of facets have been found to have higher predictive
validities than the broad factors in many recent studies. Paunonen (1998;s;), for example,
correlated Big Five scales and narrower facet measures with several criterion variables
and concluded that “aggregating personality characteristics into their underlying
personality factors could result in decreased predictive accuracy due to the loss of skill-
specific but criterion-valid variance” (p. 538); similar conclusions have been reached in
other studies (Ashton, 1998sg;; Mershon and Gorsuch, 1988se;; Paunonen and Ashton,
2001s5); Roberts et al., 2005s¢)).

Aside from gains in predictive ability, Saucier and Ostendorf (1999s) suggested other
advantages to a facet approach. For example, models incorporating facets facilitate theory
development, because they refer to more nuanced social and emotional skills (Briggs,
198961;). Narrow facets also provide higher fidelity personality descriptions, thereby
enhancing the description of characteristic thoughts, feelings, and behaviours. This is
particularly true for individuals with intermediate scores on measures of broad factors,
because such scores can be obtained in many different ways. Unlike extreme scores on a
broad factor, which are obtained when an individual is high or low on all sub-dimensions,
intermediate scores can be attained by being average on all constituent facets or by being
high on some and low on others. Looking only at broad factor scores can therefore lead to
ambiguity in score interpretation, a lack of clarity in theory development, and possibly
diminished predictive usefulness.

In sum, we concur with John and De Fruyt’s (20155) suggestion that there may be
important advantages to assessing facets rather than broad personality dimensions. As
noted above, facets can increase predictive accuracy of important outcomes compared to
the Big Five dimension scores. Facets also point the way to effective interventions. For
example, the finding that conscientiousness scores predict some important outcomes may
leave teachers and parents in a quandary. What might be the underlying driving
influence? Self-discipline? Organisation? Goal orientation? The focus of an intervention
for improvement remains unclear. Because facets are much narrower, teachers and
parents are much better informed about what specifically should be the target of the
intervention.
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1.5. Compound personality characteristics

In addition to the Big Five dimensions and their component sub-dimensions, there has
also been considerable research on a number of other personality characteristics that are
not directly identifiable in the Big Five model. These are sometimes called “compound”
personality characteristics as they represent combinations of multiple homogeneous
skills. Examples of these compound skills include self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977s,), meta-
cognition (Flavell, 1979g), critical thinking (Glaser, 1941p,), core self-evaluations
(Erez and Judge, 2001ps), integrity (Ones, Viswesvaran and Schmidt, 1993s),
emotional intelligence (Goleman, 199557), self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965pg)), locus of
control (Rotter, 1954)), etc. The importance of compound skills lies in their ability to
predict important outcomes as they combine several useful characteristics into an overall
composite. On the other hand, it is often unclear which part of the composite measure is
driving validity, and this lack of specificity complicates the development of possible
interventions in the same way as the broad Big Five dimensions.
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2. The predictive value of the Big Five personality characteristics:
Relationships with important life outcomes

There is a large body of empirical evidence about the importance of social and emotional
skills for successfully navigating one’s life. They have been shown to influence
experiences and achievements in all spheres of people’s lives, whether it is academic
achievement, job performance, occupational attainment, health and longevity, or personal
and societal well-being.? Depending on the particular population group, dimension and
outcome being studied, the importance of social and emotional skills varies both in
absolute terms and in comparison with other factors. In some cases the predictive value of
the Big Five dimensions rivals that of long-established measures of cognitive skills.

To provide a metric for interpreting the strength of the relationship of the Big Five
dimensions with life outcomes, researchers sometimes include intelligence as an
additional predictor because its importance has been documented in numerous empirical
studies. We will highlight such studies if available. Finally, for some key outcomes, we
will draw particular attention to longitudinal studies involving school children (e.g.
OECD, 2015 report).

After a brief discussion on the interplay between social and emotional skills and cognitive
skills, the rest of this section is arranged around four groups of interrelated outcomes that
we believe are particularly relevant to children and younger adults. The first group
involves educational attainment (i.e. total years of schooling and highest earned degree)
and educational success (grade point average). The second group focuses on employment
outcomes such as income and job performance. The third group focuses on quality of life
outcomes such as life satisfaction, happiness, and health. Finally, the fourth group
examines outcomes that are of direct societal relevance, such as civil participation, social
cohesion, crime and safety, and environmental awareness. We will highlight the key
findings on the relevance of different social and emotional skills as predictors of
important life outcomes.

2.1. Interplay between social and emotional skills and cognitive skills

Social and emotional skills not only influence life outcomes directly (for example, good
social competence helps people successfully negotiate job interviews), but they also have
persistent and cumulative effects on other attributes, including cognitive skills. For
example, good social competence can help children adapt better to the school
environment, gain higher status among their peers and consequently achieve more in
school. This greater school achievement translates later into better occupational status,
health, and general well-being. Likewise, being curious and open-minded and having an
active approach towards learning is an important pre-requisite for developing and
improving innate cognitive capacities (Cattell, 19877, Ackerman, 1996,;). On the other

? See OECD (2015y) and Kankaras (2017 ) for extensive overviews of this evidence.

Unclassified



EDU/WKP(2018)9 | 21

hand, social and emotional skills are fundamentally dependent on cognitive skills such as
perception, memory, and reasoning, that they are often conceptualised as a form of social
or emotional intelligence (Marlowe, 19863, Murphy and Hall, 201133). Cognitive and
social and emotional skills are thus tightly interconnected in a dynamic interaction that
allows individuals with higher skills in one domain to be able to better influence the
development of their skills in other domains (Figure 2.1).

Figure 2.1. Dynamic interactions between cognitive and social and emotional skills
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In their meta-analysis of the relationship between general intelligence and social and
emotional skills, Ackerman and Heggestad (1997;,;) found a positive association
between measures of verbal intelligence and openness to experience and extraversion,
and a negative association with anxiety. Furthermore, intellectual and vocational interests
are also found to have an important influence on the development of cognitive
competences (Ackerman and Heggestad, 19977,;; Ackerman, 1996, Cattell, 19733;
Holland, 1997747). In fact, it is the interplay between personal interests and other
personality characteristics, on the one side, and innate cognitive abilities or “fluid
intelligence” on the other, that influence individuals’ development of “crystallised
intelligence”, that is, the knowledge and skills that they acquire over their lifetime
(Cattell, 197373;; Ackerman, 19961)).

Taking this interplay between social and emotional skills with cognitive skills into
account, it is not surprising that scores on achievement tests, which are usually considered
to be measures of cognitive competence and “crystallised” intelligence, are strongly
influenced by social and emotional skills (Heckman and Kautz, 20123g)). Apart from their
long-term effects on the acquisition of the knowledge and skills assessed by achievement
tests, social and emotional skills also affect test scores at the very moment of testing. In
particular, since individuals differ in factors such as their motivation, test-taking
strategies and stress management, the resulting differences in test scores will reflect
variations in these social and emotional skills as well as differences in cognitive skills
(Brunello and Schlotter, 201137;). As Figure 2.2 shows, the relationship between social
and emotional skills and achievement tests can be quite substantial. Consequently, the
relationships of achievement test scores to economic performance and other life

Unclassified



22 | EDU/WKP(2018)9

outcomes, which are often attributed solely to the influence of cognitive skills, may at
least in part reflect the effects of social and emotional skills.

Figure 2.2. Relationship of 1Q and social and emotional skills to
achievement test scores and grades

M 1Q, locus of control & self-esteem mIQ Locus of control & self-esteem

60%

50%

40%
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10%

% of explained variance in achievement/grades

0%
Achievement Grades

Source: Adapted from Borghans et al, (20155, “The Economics and Psychology of Personality Traits”,
https://doi.org/10.1353/jhr.2008.0017.

Some social and emotional skills are a crucial pre-requisite for effective participation and
performance in academic and work settings. In other words, low levels of social and
emotional skills can prevent the effective use of cognitive skills while high levels further
improve their use and importance (Kankaras, 2017,). For example, cognitive skills have
quite a low impact on the probability of individuals staying at school after turning
16 years old if they have low social and emotional skills, but a very high impact for
individuals with high social and emotional skills (Carneiro, Crawford and Goodman,
2007 7).

On the other hand, higher levels of social and emotional skills can be particularly
important for people with low levels of cognitive skills. In a study on the cognitive and
non-cognitive predictors of labour market earnings later in life, Lindgvist and Vestman
(201177) find that although both sets of skills are important, for people with the lowest
income, social and emotional skills are 2.5 to 4 times more important than cognitive
ability. Among the reasons for this trend is the fact that people with low social and
emotional skills are much more likely to become unemployed than those with low
cognitive skills. By way of example, a study from 1996 in the United States found that
69% of employers were rejecting hourly-wage applicants because they lacked basic work
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skills, such as showing up every day, coming to work on time or having a strong work
ethic (Barton, 20067g). In a similar survey of employers in Washington State in 2007,
about 60% had experienced difficulties in hiring people, with the main difficulty being
finding workers with appropriate interpersonal skills and work ethic rather than with
adequate reading or maths skills (Kautz et al., 20143).

Another good illustration of this interplay between personality and cognitive skills is
shown in an example from the General Educational Development (GED) programme
(Heckman and Kautz, 2012;35). The GED was established to allow high-school dropouts
in the United States to obtain a high-school diploma by passing the GED test, an
extensive academic performance test designed to assess whether test takers have
comparable skills and knowledge to regular high school graduates. The GED test is
shown to correlate closely with other achievement and 1Q tests. A relatively large
proportion of young people in the United States (around 12% in 2011) obtain the
equivalent of a high school diploma through this programme (Heckman and Kautz,
20123g)).

It was found that these GED graduates - students who drop out from high school and then
pass the GED test to obtain a high school diploma - are fundamentally different not only
from other high school dropouts, but also from regular high school graduates. In
particular, when compared to regular high school graduates, GED graduates have very
similar levels of cognitive skills but poorer social and emotional skills. On the other hand,
they have better cognitive skills than other high school dropouts, but social and emotional
skills are equally poor among both groups of high school dropouts.

However, the most important finding was that GED graduates’ relatively poor social and
emotional skills had a strong detrimental effect on a number of important academic, work
and life outcomes. In particular, in comparison with regular high school graduates, GED
graduates had much lower graduation rates from college; shorter spells of employment;
lower hourly wages; higher divorce rates; worse health; a higher propensity for smoking,
drinking, violent and criminal behaviour; and a greater chance of being imprisoned
(Heckman and Kautz, 201235;). Obviously, cognitive skills cannot compensate for a lack
of social and emotional skills, and both are needed for people to prosper in life. In other
words, social and emotional skills are the necessary ingredient of the skill set needed for
effective functioning in different spheres of life.

Table 2.1. Skills and outcomes of the three groups of high school students in
the United States

Social and emotional Cognitive skills Outcomes
skills*
High school dropouts Low Low Negative
(without GED diploma)
GED graduates Low High Negative
Regular high school High High Positive
graduates

Note: * Estimates of social and emotional skills are inferred from students’ behaviour.

In another similar study, Weinberger (20145) examined the joint effects of cognitive and
social skills on future earnings using data from two National Center for Education
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Statistics (NCES) longitudinal studies of high school students (N > 3 000). Both surveys
included senior year maths scores, and questions about extracurricular participation and
leadership roles (a combination of extraversion and conscientiousness dimensions), and
earnings 7 years after the senior year of high school. Weinberger found increasing
complementarity between cognitive and social skills, such that the highest earnings were
observed for those with both high social and high cognitive skills (see Figure 2.3).

Figure 2.3. Average weekly earnings seven years after high school, 1979 and 1999 as a
function of cognitive and social skills
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Note: "High Maths" = Senior year maths score above median. "High Social" = Participated in sports or
leadership roles during senior year of high school. Bars around point estimates indicate 90 percent confidence
intervals.

Source: Adapted from Weinberger (20147, “The increasing complementarity between cognitive and social
skills”, https://doi.org/10.1162/REST_a_00449.

2.2. Educational attainment and economic success

Educational attainment (i.e. school grades or completion) is considered one of the most
important outcomes in developed societies. For example, a target set by the European
Council in adopting “Europe 2020 is that “... the share of early school leavers should be
under 10% and at least 40% of the younger generation should have a tertiary degree...”
(European Commission, 2010g).

The existing empirical literature suggests that the contribution of social and emotional
skills to school attainment is an important one. Heckman, Stixrud and Urzua (2006s1;)
analysed data from the 1979 United States National Longitudinal Survey of Youth which
included measures of social and emotional skills, specifically, indicators of loss of control
and self-esteem. Heckman et al. (2006,;) found that an increase in the non-cognitive
score from the 25™ to the 75" percentile of its distribution was associated with a close to
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Strength of relationship

25 percentage point increase in the probability of being a four-year college graduate at
age 30 (importantly, this analysis held a cognitive skills constant). Deke and Haimson
(2006(s) found that doing more homework in school (an indicator of conscientiousness)
increased the chance of completing some form of post-secondary education programme in
the future by 25%.

Almlund et al. (20113) highlighted three studies that used nationally representative
samples to investigate the relationships between the Big Five dimensions and years of
schooling. Although each study had somewhat different control variables,
conscientiousness and openness to experience emerged as significant and positive
predictors of years of schooling (see Figure 2.4 below).

Figure 2.4. The relationship between years of schooling and the Big Five dimensions
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Note: Strength of relationship is represented in form of standardised regression coefficients varying between
-1 and 1, with 0 indicating absence of the relationship.

Source: Adapted from Almlund et al. (2011pg), “Personality psychology and economics”,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-444-53444-6.00001-8.

The OECD (2015p;;) used data from the Flemish Longitudinal Research in Secondary
Education Sample to estimate the effects of cognitive, and social and emotional skills at
age 12 (6" grade) on the probability of attending some form of college. Cognitive skills
were assessed by numerical, spatial, and verbal intelligence tests, while social and
emotional skills were assessed by measures of extraversion, self-esteem (an indicator of
emotional stability) and conscientiousness. As can be seen in Figure 2.5 below, both
cognitive ability and social and emotional skills are positively related to college
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attendance. The OECD (2015p;) report contains many other graphs showing strong
relations between social and emotional skills and tertiary education, income and
unemployment, depression, and conduct problems.

Figure 2.5. Probability of tertiary education attendance by skill deciles (Flemish
Longitudinal Research in Secondary Education Sample)
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Note: Solid lines depict probability of self-reported college attendance, and dotted lines, 2.5-97.5%
confidence intervals.

Source: OECD (2015p;), Skills for Social Progress: The Power of Social and Emotional Skills,
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264226159-en.

Another important educational outcome is school grades, and numerous studies have been
conducted to investigate the relationships between social and emotional skills and grades.
For example, Noftle and Robbins (2007,) utilised a large, multi-sample study of
University of California students, who completed various Big Five personality measures
and reported their college entrance exam scores (verbal and maths SAT), high school
grade point average (GPA), and college GPA. The authors found that, even after
controlling for gender and 1Q, conscientiousness was a consistent predictor of grades (see
Table 2.2 below). In several cases, the standardised regression coefficient for
conscientiousness actually exceeded those observed for verbal and maths SAT scores.
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Table 2.2. Independent effects of Big Five and SAT scores on GPA

College GPA High school GPA

Sample 1 (BFI) Sample 2 Sample 3 Sample 1 (BFI) Sample 2 Sample 3

(NEO-FFI) (HEXACO) (NEO-FFI) (HEXACO)
SAT verbal 0.19* 0.28* 0.18* 0.10* 0.16* 0.12
SAT math 0.16* 0.28* 0.18* 0.13* 0.16* 0.12
Extraversion -0.05* 0.01 -0.14* 0.00 -0.05 0.00
Agreeableness -0.02 0.04 -0.04 0.05 0.08 0.07
Conscientiousness 0.24* 0.18* 0.22 0.21* 0.12* 0.24*
Neuroticism 0.06* -0.07 0.07 0.07* 0.04 -0.03
Openness to Experience 0.01 0.06 0.03 -0.05* -0.01 -0.06

Note: BFI = Big Five Inventory; NEO-FFI = NEO Five Factor Inventory; GPA = Grade Point Average;
Values in the table represent standardised regression coefficients. * = p < 0.01.

Source: Adapted from Noftle and Robins (2007 g4), “Personality predictors of academic outcomes: Big Five
correlates of GPA and SAT scores”, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.93.1.116.

In a recent longitudinal study of 197 Swedish high school students, Rosander and
Backstrom (20145 also found conscientiousness scores to correlate with academic
grades 3 years later (r = .27). Further, this relationship did not diminish after c