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The Bio-Psycho-Social Model of Personality 
 
 

The word “personality”, which comes from “person”, was used originally to describe a mask 

used by an actor. Later it came to signify a role played. The word still retains shades of acting 

in a social sense. It denotes our behavior in reaction to stimuli and our attitudes among other 

people. Thus, personality can be defined as our observed social self. 

The concept of personality has nowadays become more complex. Apart from denoting the 

observed behavior of individuals, its study also includes multiple approaches to the questions of 

who we are; that is, what our personality traits are, whether they are inherited or developed 

through our lives, and to what extent, and how this can be measured; how different patterns of 

behavior (normal or disordered) can be justified through different personality traits. 

Above all, questions of how personality is structured, the behavioral patterns through which it 

is demonstrated and the factors underlying these patterns, have gained a lot of attention in 

personality theorizing, initially from the standpoint of personality disorders, later being 

extended to studies of normal personality.  

Personality: Inherited or Adaptive? 

Personality is both inherited and the result of adaptive learning from external stimuli. But how 

much is inherited and how much is learned? Some of the most interesting results of the research 

on personality over the past decade have demonstrated the moderate to strong inheritability 

of personality.1 

                                              
1 Genes do not code for thoughts, feelings, or behaviors, but rather code for proteins that regulate and modulate biological systems. 

Specific neurotransmitters and brain structures can be associated with a broad class of approach behaviors and positive effects, while 

other neurotransmitters can be associated with a similarly broad class of avoidance behaviors and negative effects. Subtle differences 

in neurotransmitter availability are responsible for the variations in the sensitivity of individuals to cues about their environment, which 

predict future resource availability, external rewards and punishments. For instance, in an experiment investigating why some children 

who are maltreated grow up to develop antisocial behavior whereas others do not, it was found that a functional polymorphism in the 

gene encoding the neurotransmitter-metabolizing enzyme monoamine oxidase A (MAOA) appears to moderate the perceived effect of 

maltreatment and therefore leads to less aggressive behavior (See ref. 1). 
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Using techniques of quantitative behavior genetics, it is nowadays widely accepted by the 

scientific community that roughly 40-50% of the variation in most personality traits has a 

genetic base. This finding may lead to the conclusion that personality is predefined and 

somehow resistant to change to a great extent, which contradicts previous theorizing that 

considered individuals as born with some personality characteristics but with a “great 

potential” for personality modification and change.  

Therefore, viewed from the neuro-psychological point of view, personality is the dynamic result 

of the activation and interrelations of inherited neural pathways. The neuro-psychological 

inheritance of the individual is considered to be a determinant factor for the individual’s 

behavior and adjustment to the environment, rendering personality as being mainly 

unconscious and difficult to change.  

Personality, however, does not only result from inheritance. It also involves a learned, and 

therefore adaptive composite, which emerges from the way an individual perceives the picture of 

him/herself in relation to others and the context, and which develops over the individual’s life.  

This component results from the personal choices (actions or omissions of actions) of the 

individual in relation to the inherited genetic-biological factors and environmental influences. 

Hence, personality is not determined by inheritance, nor is it static. It is a dynamic, adaptive 

and developing formation of the individual self with regard to its neuro-biological resources 

and with regard to the self in relation to its social context and to the “cosmos” (the extent to 

which individuals conceive themselves as an integral part of the universe as a whole). 

Therefore, the intrinsic and general traits of personality arise from a complicated matrix of 

biological and learned determinants that in the last instance include the idiosyncratic pattern 

of perceiving, feeling, thinking, confronting and behaving. 

The Structure of Personality  

A considerable number of personality models have been proposed over the years in order to 

describe the structure of personality and to provide a theoretical conceptualization that would 

allow personality measurement. These models are generated from different schools and 

perspectives concerning personality. For instance the biomedical models are based on 

personality descriptions focusing on neurobiological structure and functioning. At the same 

time, psychodynamic models focus on past experiences and regard their emotional impacts as 

the basic factors influencing personality development, while psychosocial models underline 

the importance of social learning and the process of socialization as determining factors in 

personality development. The cognitive behavioral models emphasize reward-punishment 

principles according to which behavior is either reinforced or not according to its results.  

Each of these theoretical models has contributed to studying and measuring personality. However, 

while each one seems to emphasize one factor as being determinant for personality development 

(neurobiological or emotional reactions to past experiences or socialization process or reward-

punishment experiences), other theoretical constructs take into consideration all the above 

perspectives and combines them into the Bio-Psycho-Social model of personality (Eysenck, 1980).2  

                                              
2 See ref. 2. 
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Taking into consideration the inherited and the adaptive dimensions of personality, a structural 

model was postulated by C. Robert Cloninger, Professor of Psychiatry at the School of Medicine 

of Washington University, Saint Louis (Missouri, U.S.A.) which has received much attention 

and recognition the past decade. 

According to this model, personality is considered to be a multidimensional concept comprised 

both of inheritable (resistant to change) personality dimensions and environmentally adaptive 

and learned personality dimensions (Cloninger, 1987, 1991).3 The inheritable and resistant-to-

change dimensions are to a considerable degree unintentional, while the learned and adaptive 

dimensions are intentional.  

Cloninger’s model suggests that personality is a “molecule” structured from two homocentric 

dimensions, and results from the interaction of the one with the other. These dimensions are 

described as Temperament (T) and Character (C). Temperament, the genetically inheritable and 

resistant-to-change dimension, forms the center of the molecule, while Character, the learned and 

adaptive-to-environment dimension, forms the outer shell of the personality molecule (Figure 1).  

Figure 1  
Shematic Representation of Personality Model by C.R. Cloninger 
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Temperament and Character (the hereditary and the adaptive dimensions of personality) are 

comprised of sub-dimensions (four of temperament and three of character). These sub-

dimensions are set independently but they interact functionally, resulting in the creation of 

unique overall individual personalities, demonstrated by a variety of observed behaviors.  

On the basis of the bio-psycho-social model of personality, Cloninger and his collaborators at 

the University of Washington developed a psychometric tool to evaluate these seven 

dimensions of temperament and character and their interactions: it is the Temperament and 

Character Inventory: TCI-R (Cloninger et al., 1994, 1999).4 

Temperament 

Temperament is the inheritable dimension of an emotional predisposition that determines the 

motivation of a person towards initiating, maintaining or inhibiting certain types of behavior. 

It is demonstrated in the form of the automatic emotional responses (of pleasure or discomfort) 

to external stimuli (eg. delay) and determines the assumption of habits and the development 

                                              
3 See ref. 3 and 4. 

4 See ref. 5 and 6. 
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