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How do past macroeconomic events affect personality?

A. Personality traits Big Five, locus-of-control, self-esteem

B. Methodology Malmendier and Nagel‘s past experiences

of (aggregate) unemployment

C. Data two independent, longitudinal surveys

representative for the Dutch population

D. Results crossection and panel data; gender differences

E. Conclusions
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A. Personality traits

• Realm of noncognitive factors (Almlund, Duckworth, 

Heckman and Kautz, 201)

• Big Five: Openness, Conscientiousness, Extroversion, 

Agreeableness and Neuroticism (OCEAN) 

• Matters for several economic outcomes:

‒ Education (Conti and Hansman, 2013)

‒ Saving (Nyhus and Webley, 2001; Schaefer, 2016)

‒ Unemployment duration (Viinikainen and Kokko, 2012; 

Derya Uysal and Pohlmeier, 2011)

‒ Female wages (Osborne Groves, 2005) 

‒ Life satisfaction (Boyce and Wood, 2011)
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A. Personality traits (2)

• Typically measured in surveys with self-reports

• Openness scale from “not at all” to “very much”

“Have difficulty understanding abstract ideas”

“I have a vivid imagination”

• Conscientiousness

“I am always prepared”

“I make a mess of things”

• Extroversion

“I don’t talk a lot”

“I don’t like to draw attention to myself”4



A. Personality traits (3)

• Agreeableness

“I insult people”

“I sympathize with other’s feelings”

• Neuroticism (emotional stability)

“I am easily disturbed”

“I change my mood a lot”

• 50-60 questions (SOEP has a very short one) 

• Construction of traits with simple averaging or factor 

analysis
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A. Personality traits (4)

• Locus of control: extent to which you believe you have 

control over your outcomes

• Education (Coleman and DeLeire, 2003)

• Wages (Schnitzlein and Stephani, 2016)

• Savings (Cobb-Clark, Kassenbohmer, Sinning, 2016)

• Risky assets (Salamanca, Fouarge, Montizaan, 2013)

“My life is determined by my own actions”

“It is mainly a matter of fate whether I become rich or poor”
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A. Personality traits (5)

• Personality traits are developed in adolescence and 

remain stable after age 30

• Certain traits (e.g. agreeableness) have a lifecycle 

profile

• Some evidence that negative life events affect 

personality (Bucciol and Zarri, 2016 versus Cobb-

Clark and Schurer, 2012)

• Evidence that father‘s unemployment is positively 

correlated with (a change in) conscientiousness          

and negatively with neuroticism (Angelini,               

Bertoni and Corazzini, 2016).
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B. Methodology

• This paper: does past aggregate unemployment affect 

current personality traits?

• Aggregate unemployment is a proxy for a bad 

economic environment

• Malmendier and Nagel (2011): past stock market 

crashes affect current risk aversion and stock holding

• Giuliano and Spilimbergo (2014): growing up in a 

recession affects your preferences for redistribution

• Malmendier and Nagel (2016): experienced

inflation affects current outlook on inflation
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B. Methodology (2)
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B. Methodology (3)
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Calculate a simple average of experienced

aggregate unemployment since birth by cohort



B. Methodology (4)

1. Is past experienced aggregate unemployment

correlated with personality traits in the crossection?

traiti = α + βf(Experienced Unemployment)i

+ δ1Agei + δ2Agei
2 + δ3Femalei + δ4controlsi + εi

2. Are changes in experienced aggregate unemployment

correlated with changes in personality traits in a panel?

traitit = αi + βf(Experienced Unemployment)it

+ δ1Ageit + δ2Ageit
2 + δ4controlsit + λt + εit
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C. Data

Data: two (independent) longitudinal surveys for the 

Netherlands: DHS and LISS

Aimed to be representative for the Dutch population

Administer the Big Five in several years => panel

DHS also locus of control and (self-assessed) 

financial risk

Other controls: age, gender, partner, education, 

labor market status, children present 12



C. Data (2)
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Balanced panel in 2009 and 2014

DHS: 2005, 2009, 2013-2014-2015

LISS: 2008–2009, 2011, 2013-2014



C. Data (3)
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D. Results

• Negative correlation between experienced 

(aggregate) unemployment and 4 out of 5 

personality traits 

• no correlation with conscientiousness

• Results are stronger in the LISS panel

• Effect sizes are small: a 1 ppoint increase in 

average experienced unemployment reduces: 

‒ Openness .038–.055 point (mean of 3.4)

‒ Extroversion .085–.109 point (mean of 3.2)

‒ Emotional stability .072–.132 (mean of 3.5)
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D. Results – changes over 5 year period
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D. Results – changes over 5 year period (2)
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D. Results – changes over 5 year period (3)

LISS, balanced panel in 2009 and 2014

Controls for education and labor market status 

Standard errors clustered at the individual
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D. Results – changes over time (4)

LISS, unbalanced panel 2008-2014 (with gaps)

Controls for education and labor market status 

Standard errors clustered at the individual
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D. Results – robustness
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D. Results – robustness (2)

LISS men, unbalanced panel 2008-2014 (with gaps)

Controls for education and labor market status 

Standard errors clustered at the individual
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D. Results – extension: financial risk taking

DHS, unbalanced panel 2005-2015

Controls for education and labor market status 

Standard errors clustered at the individual

Ampudia and Ehrmann (forthcoming) stock market 

And risk aversion
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D. Results – extension: locus of control

Locus of control: more in charge of own circumstances

DHS, unbalanced panel 2005-2015 (with gaps)

Controls for education and labor market status 

Standard errors clustered at the individual



E. Summary findings and conclusions

• Past aggregate unemployment is negatively

correlated with almost all personality traits

• Effect size is small, and depends on sample size

• Changes in past aggregate unemployment are

positively correlated with:

– Emotional stability for men

– Also agreeableness and extraversion for men

– Conscientiousness for women

• Traits are not as stable as assumed
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E. Summary findings and conclusions (2)

Possible channels:

• Past aggregate unemployment is correlated with

own unemployment spells (Bucciol and Zarri, 2016)

• Past aggregate unemployment affects parental 

unemployment, which may in turn affect personality

(Angelini, Bertoni and Corazzini, 2016)

• Memory of past adverse circumstances is

correlated with current personality
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Thank you!

All comments and suggestions

are welcome


