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Abstract
The growing scholarly interest in the ‘talk-centric democracy’ has resulted in a substantial body of research
on citizens’ engagement in political conversations. While previous studies have mainly looked at variables
predicting the frequency with which citizens engage in political conversations, this study extends this body
of research by focusing on four aspects that concern the form of citizens’ political talk more specifically,
namely the communicative role, speaking up in and withdrawing from informal conversations, and active
participation in discussions at public meetings. In doing so, this study highlights the influence of micro-level
psychological factors on patterns of citizens’ engagement in everyday political talk. However, it also demonstrates that an integrative application of various predictor variables is necessary to comprehensively assess
citizens’ conversations about politics. Lastly, this work helps to better understand how differences in people’s
personality traits affect how they participate in political talks.
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1. Introduction
The deliberative turn in democratic theory revived the understanding that citizen’s everyday talk about politics is a fundamental underpinning of democracy (Neblo, 2015). From a normative point of view, citizens’
conversations about public affairs are the most basic form of political communication. They are the foundation of the democratic deliberative system and vital to its functioning (Kim & Kim, 2008). Moreover, citizens’
everyday talk about politics is considered the crucial nexus between the private realm of people’s everyday
lives and the public sphere, thereby connecting the micro level of individual citizens with the macro level of
the institutions of governance and their decision-making processes (Habermas, 1998).
Not surprisingly, the growing scholarly interest in the ‘talk-centric democracy’ (Chambers, 2003) has resulted
in a substantial body of research on citizens’ engagement in political conversations. Many of these studies
have examined how individual characteristics influence the frequency of citizens’ talk about politics in their
everyday lives. Citizens’ political conversations have thereby been linked to political attributes such as ideology (e.g., Jacobs, Cook & Delli Carpini, 2009), political knowledge (e.g., Song, 2015), and interest (e.g.,
Jacobs et al., 2009), to an individual’s social capital (e.g., Huckfeldt, Johnson & Sprague, 2004), to media
exposure (e.g., Nir, 2012), and to sociodemographic factors (e.g., Straits, 1991). In a second strand of research, scholars have drawn on core dispositional personality traits as explanatory variables for the individual-level variance in civic political talk (e.g., Hibbing, Ritchie & Anderson, 2011; Mondak, Hibbing, Canache,
Seligson & Anderson, 2010). These studies found clear evidence that personality traits strongly shape how
often citizens engage in political discussions (e.g., Hibbing et al., 2011; Mondak & Halperin, 2008).
Previous studies aimed to predict the frequency of political conversations. The study described here extends
this body of research by focusing on four aspects that concern the form of citizens’ political talk more specifically. Three of these aspects focus on informal conversations while citizens move from the private sphere
of everyday political talk with their peers to the public sphere of political life. Firstly, this study aims to uncover
the factors that explain why some individuals dominate a political conversation while others prefer to listen
and say little. Secondly, it asks why some individuals feel that they do not get the chance to speak up in
political conversations. Thirdly, it analyses why individuals sometimes withdraw from political conversations
altogether. Fourthly, this study examines the variables that promote citizens’ active participation in political
discussions at public meetings.
The main objective of this analysis is to assess the extent to which different personality traits correlate with
citizens’ political behaviour. It thus unpacks how individual-level variations in broad, stable psychological
characteristics affect individuals’ engagement in political conversations. Moreover, this study contrasts the
effects of core personality traits with those of other determinants of political behaviour. It explores how personality traits—i.e. deeply rooted differences in ‘what people are like’—as well as political attributes make
people more prone to actively engage in political discussions. These two aspects (i.e. effects of political
attributes and effects of personality traits on citizens’ conversations about politics) have so far been mainly
treated separately. As of yet, only two studies have combined both sets of independent variables to explain
whether citizens talk about politics (Anderson, 2009; Jennstål, 2018). This is surprising, as such an integrative approach provides whole new insights on the interplay between these two sets of variables. Consequently, this analysis aims to identify which group of independent variables—personality traits or individuallevel political dispositions—has a stronger impact on citizens’ conversations about politics. Furthermore, as
the effects of political dispositions may vary as a function of personality, this work sheds light on the relationship between personality traits and individual-level political dispositions. In other words, it analyses how
the effects of citizens’ personality on their engagement in political discussions are mediated by citizens’
political attributes. Overall, this study highlights the influence of micro-level psychological differences on the
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patterns of citizens’ engagement in everyday political talk. Ultimately, this work helps to better understand
how different personality traits shape individuals’ participation in political conversations.

2. The Big Five Personality Traits
An individual’s personality is generally defined as a multifaceted and enduring internal (i.e. psychological)
structure that influences behaviour (Hibbing et al., 2011). This perspective on the personality is informed by
trait psychology. Trait psychologists generally concur that a trait is a ‘relatively stable tendency or feature
characteristic of an individual’ (Kreitler & Kreitler, 1990). Over the past, trait psychologists have generally
accepted the idea that traits constitute the most basic units of an individual’s personality and are the cause
for any individual differences (Pervin, 2003).
In the 1990s, psychologists identified a small number of personality dimensions that reduce the complex
individual’s personality to a handful of basic traits. The strongest advocates of such a conceptualisation were
Goldberg (1990, 1992, 1993) and McCrae and Costa (1987, 1997, 2003), who proposed a five-factor approach. Their approach not only provided an appropriate path for measuring an individual’s personality but
has also become the most widely used measurement for personality, marking a paradigm shift in research
on personality (John, Naumann & Soto, 2008). These five factors or dimensions—the so-called Big Five—
which constitute the personality of an individual are conventionally labelled as openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism (also referred to as its opposite, emotional
stability) (e.g., Goldberg, 1990; McCrae & Costa, 1987). 1
These five dispositional personality traits are considered ‘stable individual level differences in people’s motivational reactions to circumscribed classes of environmental stimuli’ (Denissen & Penke 2008, 1286). From
a theoretical perspective, these traits are broad, basic orientations (Gerber, Huber, Doherty, Dowling & Ha,
2010), which affect how people react to the stimuli—both political and non-political—encountered in their
environments (Gerber, Huber, Doherty & Dowling, 2011b, 2012b; Mondak, Canache, Seligson & Hibbing,
2011). In other words, these traits represent ‘what people are like’ (Gerber, Huber, Doherty & Dowling,
2011b).

2.1. The Big Five as Core Dispositional Traits
From the perspective of psychological theory, the Big Five are considered ‘core dispositional traits’ (Asendorpf & van Aken, 2003). That is because these traits are rooted in genetic factors and are thus heritable
(Bouchard, 1997; Plomin, deFries, McClearn & McGuffin, 1990; van Gestel & van Broeckhoven, 2003).
Moreover, they remain remarkably stable across the life course (e.g., Caspi, Roberts & Shiner, 2005; Costa
& McCrae, 1992; Gosling, Rentfrow & Swann, 2003). However, Srivastava and colleagues (2003) showed
that these traits can also change modestly over the life course. Based on cross-sectional survey data, the
scholars demonstrated that the levels of personality traits slightly vary within gender 2 over age. Overall, there
is evidence that biological factors account for the variance in personality (Costa & McCrae, 2006; McCrae
et al., 2001; McCrae & Costa, 2008). Environmental forces (e.g., any influences through socialisation, learning, or interaction processes) as well as individual experiences (e.g., family dynamics, cultural forces, work
experiences, or educational experiences) have a moderate influence on individuals’ personality (Gerber,

1

The Big Five traits can also be summarised by the acronym OCEAN (e.g., Hibbing et al., 2011).

2

As to gender differences regarding the Big Five, there is empirical evidence that women score higher on neuroticism, agreeableness,
extraversion, and conscientiousness whereas men score higher on openness to experience (Chiorri, Marsh, Ubbiali & Donati, 2016;
Costa, Terracciano & McCrae, 2001).
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Huber, Doherty, Dowling & Ha, 2010; Mondak et al., 2010). Therefore, dispositional traits are considered
individual-level attributes that determine how individuals react to external stimuli, in contrast to characteristics, which are influenced by these stimuli (Gerber, Huber, Doherty & Dowling, 2011b).
Consequently, it has been theorised that personality traits are causally prior to any other individual-level
characteristics, so-called characteristic adaptations (McAdams & Pals, 2006; McCrae & Costa, 1996). These
characteristic adaptations are individually ‘acquired skills, habits, attitudes, and relationships that result from
the interaction of individual and environment’ (McCrae & Costa, 1996, 69). They encompass many facets of
human individuality, such as attitudes (including political attitudes, e.g., ideology), interests, values, personal
goals, identities, and expectations about society (McAdams & Pals, 2006; McCrae & Costa, 1996, 2003). In
line with this theorisation, Borghans and colleagues (2008) found that the predictive power of dispositional
traits equals—if not exceeds—the predictive power of cognitive traits. This means that the Big Five personality traits are broad and enduring psychological characteristics, which influence many social outcomes
(McAdams & Pals, 2006; McCrae & Costa, 1996).
However, in the most recent study on personality traits, Boston and colleagues (2018) challenged this view
by presenting the so far longest observed time series on the Big Five, encompassing a period of nearly two
years. Their analysis of six nationally representative U.S. panel waves revealed that variations in the Big
Five over time were only modest and that, overall, personality traits were highly stable over time. Nonetheless, openness to experience slightly changed over time along with individuals’ political views: as views on
President Obama improved, individuals reported higher levels of openness. In sum, the authors were cautious about labelling personality traits as endogenous to political attitudes. Thus, Boston et al. (2018) argued
that it is important to control for individual-level political dispositions in cross-sectional survey data when
assessing the effects of personality on political behaviour. Otherwise, the effects of personality could be
overestimated.

2.2. The Big Five: Openness to Experience, Conscientiousness,
Extraversion, Agreeableness and Neuroticism
As already mentioned, the Big Five personality traits conventionally include openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism (e.g., Goldberg, 1990; McCrae & Costa,
1987). These are distinguished by the following characteristics: Openness to experience refers to the
breadth, depth, originality, and complexity of an individual’s mental and experiential life (John & Srivstava,
1999; John et al., 2008). It is generally linked with creativity, intellectual curiosity, imagination, non-conformity, and self-efficacy (Mondak & Halperin, 2008). Conscientiousness is a socially prescribed impulse control
that facilitates task- and goal-directed behaviour such as thinking before acting, delaying gratification, following norms and rules, planning, organising, and prioritising tasks (John & Srivstava, 1999; John et al.,
2008). Individuals high in conscientiousness are dutiful, organised, and reliable whereas individuals low in
conscientiousness are lazy, impulsive, and unreliable (Mondak & Halperin, 2008). Extraversion is defined
as an energetic approach to the social and material world (John & Srivstava, 1999; John et al., 2008). It is
associated with sociability, activity, assertiveness, and positive emotionality (Gerber et al., 2010). Extroverted people are more sociable, lively, and active while introverts tend towards withdrawal, passivity, and
shyness (Mondak & Halperin, 2008). Agreeableness is described as a prosocial and communal orientation
towards others as opposed to an antagonistic orientation (John & Srivstava, 1999; John et al., 2008). It is
generally linked with altruism, tendermindedness, trust, and modesty (Gerber et al., 2010). Individuals high
in agreeableness have a need for pleasant and harmonious relations (Gerber, Huber, Doherty & Dowling,
2012a). Neuroticism involves negative emotionality and anxiety while the opposite—emotional stability—
refers to even-temperedness (John & Srivstava, 1999; John et al., 2008). Individuals high in neuroticism feel
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anxious, nervous, sad, and tense (Gerber et al., 2010), and experience the world as threatening and beyond
their control (Costa & McCrae, 1992). In contrast, emotionally stable individuals feel secure, calm, and relaxed even under stressful conditions (Mondak et al., 2010).
The Big Five measure was developed by means of in-depth lexical analysis. Based on the assumption that
relevant and salient personality characteristics are encoded in natural language (John & Srivastava, 1999),
individuals are effectively able to judge what they are like. In other words, they are capable of rating how
well a set of descriptors reflects their personality. There are many instruments that can be used to measure
the Big Five personality traits, ranging from brief batteries of ten items (e.g., the Ten Item Personality Measure, TIPI, developed by Gosling et al., 2003) to batteries with dozens of items (e.g., the Big Five Inventory,
BFI, developed by John et al., 1991) or hundreds of items (e.g., the NEO Personality Inventory-Revised,
NEO-PI-R, developed by Costa & McCrae, 1992). Typically, these items load on five factors and are consistent across samples, languages, and contexts (for a review see John et al., 2008).

3. The Big Five and Citizens’ Engagement in Politics
A steadily growing body of research links the Big Five to a variety of non-political outcomes. For instance,
public health research has found a relationship between the Big Five and alcohol and tobacco consumption
(e.g., McAdams & Donnellan, 2009; Mezquita et al., 2010; Paunonen & Ashton, 2001), frequency of physical
exercise (Rhodes & Smith, 2006), cholesterol and triglyceride levels (Sutin et al., 2010), longevity (Friedman
et al., 2010; Roberts et al., 2007), and overall mental and physical health (Goodwin & Friedman, 2006; Ozer
& Benet-Martínez, 2006). Moreover, the Big Five predict economic outcome variables such as behaviour in
economic games (Ben-Ner et al., 2008; Koole et al., 2001), wages (Borghans et al., 2008; Nyhus & Pons,
2005), occupational status (De Fruyt & Mervielde, 1999), and academic performance (Borg & Shapiro, 1996;
Diseth, 2002; O’Brien et al., 1998; Wolk & Nikolai, 1997; Ziegert, 2000). Social scientists have found evidence that also parenting styles (Huver et al., 2010), satisfaction with intimate relationships (Malouff et al.,
2010), and occupational choice and satisfaction (Borghans et al., 2008; Hogan & Holland, 2003; Ozer &
Benet-Martínez, 2006; Roberts et al., 2007; Salgado, 1997) are affected by the Big Five. Furthermore, musical preferences (Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003), book reading preferences (Kraaykamp & van Eijck, 2005),
cultural participation (e.g., visiting museums and going to concerts; Kraaykamp & van Eijck, 2005), and
media choice in general (McCrae & Costa, 1996) have been linked to personality traits.
It surely does not come as a surprise that recent research has also demonstrated that personality traits affect
political attitudes and behaviours. Most interestingly, the effect sizes of these traits rival those of classical
predictors of political attitudes and behaviours (Gerber, Huber, Doherty, Dowling, et al., 2011). So far, the
Big Five personality traits have been primarily investigated with regard to political participation, ideology, and
partisanship. Only a few studies have also looked at the linkages between individuals’ personality and political interest as well as political efficacy.
In the following, the specific results of these studies are discussed in more detail. Before doing so, two points
need to be raised. Firstly, most studies stem from the U.S. (e.g., Gerber et al., 2012b; Mondak & Halperin,
2008). Outside of the U.S., some attention has so far been paid to the implications of personality for political
attitudes and behaviour, e.g., in Finland (Mattila et al., 2011), Germany (Schoen & Steinbrecher, 2013), Italy
(Vecchione & Caprara, 2009), the Netherlands (Bakker, 2017), South Korea (Ha, Kim & Jo, 2013), Spain
(Gallego & Oberski, 2012), the UK (Bakker, 2017), Uruguay, and Venezuela (Mondak et al., 2011). Secondly,
in line with the prevailing understanding that personality traits are endogenous, the Big Five are considered
causally prior to any individual-level characteristics in these studies. Thus, the canonical control variables
are gender, age, education, and race.
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3.1. Political Participation and Personality
Most empirical studies have so far been dedicated to disentangling the relationship between personality
traits and individuals’ participatory acts in politics. There is ample empirical evidence that extraversion is the
most vital predictor of a diverse range of political acts (e.g., attending campaign events, signing petitions,
contacting elected officials, or writing letters to editors) in the U.S. (Gerber, Huber, Doherty, Dowling, et al.,
2011; Mondak & Halperin, 2008; Mondak et al., 2010) and in Italy (Vecchione & Caprara, 2009), Uruguay,
and Venezuela (Mondak et al., 2011). Specifically, extroverts are more likely to participate in politics when
social interaction is needed. Interestingly, when it comes to going to the polls, extraversion does not turn out
to be a predictor (Anderson, 2009; Mondak & Halperin, 2008; Mondak et al., 2010).
As to the personality trait of openness, there is unambiguous evidence that individuals who score high on
openness are more likely to engage in a wide variety of participatory acts (Brandstätter & Opp, 2014; Gerber,
Huber, Doherty, Dowling, et al., 2011; Ha et al., 2013; Mondak et al., 2010; Vecchione & Caprara, 2009).
However, studies on the linkages between personality traits and political participation have yielded inconsistent findings. While some research finds that agreeableness is linked with lower levels of participation
(Brandstätter & Opp, 2014; Gallego & Oberski, 2012; Gerber, Huber, Doherty, Dowling, et al., 2011; Ha et
al., 2013; Mondak & Halperin, 2008), other studies find a positive relation (Mondak et al., 2010). Mixed
results were also found for conscientiousness and emotional stability. While some studies find a positive
relation between political participation and conscientiousness (Ha et al., 2013; Mondak & Halperin, 2008;
Weinschenk, 2014) as well as emotional stability (Brandstätter & Opp, 2014; Mondak & Halperin, 2008),
others find no statistically significant effects (Mondak et al., 2010).
Agreeableness seems to be a predictor of going to the polls (Schoen & Steinbrecher, 2013; Weinschenk,
2014). In contrast, in some studies, emotional stability has been with lower (Anderson, 2009; Mondak et al.,
2010) and in others with higher turnout rates (Gerber, Huber, Doherty & Dowling, 2011b; Gerber, Huber,
Doherty, Dowling, et al., 2011; Schoen & Steinbrecher, 2013).
Overall, scholars explain the inconsistent results on the relationship between personality traits and participatory acts with the ambiguity of the term political participation due to historical and geographic developments (Gerber, Huber, Doherty & Dowling, 2011b).

3.2. Political Dispositions and Personality
Another large strand of research has focused on how political dispositions and personality traits interrelate.
Studies on the effects of personality on ideology have produced unequivocal results so far. While openness
to experience is strongly connected to liberalism, conscientiousness as well as emotional stability are linked
to conservatism not only on a general level (Bakker, 2017; Caprara, Schwartz, Capanna, Vecchione & Barbranelli, 2006; Gerber, Huber, Doherty & Dowling, 2011b; Gerber et al., 2012b, 2010; Mondak & Halperin,
2008; van Hiel, Mervielde & de Fruyt, 2004) but also concerning liberal versus conservative social and economic political attitudes (Gerber et al., 2010). By drawing on data from the World Value Survey, Fatke (2017)
shows that this pattern applies to 21 countries from all continents. Studies focusing on the interplay between
personality traits and partisanship found that emotional stability is related with support for conservative candidates and parties whereas agreeableness is predictive of support for liberal candidates and parties (Barbaranelli, Caprara, Vecchione & Fraley, 2007; Gerber et al., 2012b; Mondak & Halperin, 2008; Schoen &
Schumann, 2007). Moreover, Bakker and colleagues (2015) revealed that individuals scoring high on openness and extraversion are most likely to have a strong, stable identification with a political party. Voting for
populist parties is associated with low levels of agreeableness (Bakker, Rooduijn & Schumacher, 2016). As
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to the relation between an individual’s personality and interest in politics, research found that openness to
experience and extraversion predict political interest (Gerber, Huber, Doherty & Dowling, 2011a, 2011b;
Mondak & Halperin, 2008). Furthermore, regarding political efficacy, the studies by Mondak and Halperin
(2008) and Vecchione and Caprara (2009) showed that openness to experience positively affects internal
political efficacy and that conscientiousness is inversely related to internal as well as external political efficacy. Moreover, some studies also revealed that political interest as well as internal and external political
efficacy fully mediate the impact of personality on political behaviour (Gallego & Oberski, 2012; Schoen &
Steinbrecher, 2013).

3.3. Political Talk and Personality
A considerable body of research has also anaylzed the predictors for political discussions, mainly following
two lines of research: one looks at individuals’ characteristic adaptations, i.e. the individual-level attributes
that shape citizens’ engagement in political talk, the other focusses on the effects of personality traits on
political discussions.
Scholars in the first strand of research have identified four different sets of individual-level factors that affect
how often citizens engage in talks about politics. Firstly, the sociodemographic characteristics age and education make individuals more likely to talk about politics (Jacobs et al., 2009; Lake & Huckfeldt, 1998; Nir,
2012; Straits, 1991). Secondly, certain political dispositions such as ideology (Jacobs, Cook & Delli Carpini,
2009; Straits, 1991), partisanship (Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1995; Huckfeldt, Sprague & Levine, 2000; Straits,
1991), an individual’s political efficacy (Jacobs et al., 2009; Song, 2015), political knowledge (Eveland,
Hayes, Shah & Kwak, 2005; Jacobs et al., 2009; McClurg, 2006; Song, 2015), and political interest (Jacobs
et al., 2009; Song, 2015; Straits, 1991) positively affect the frequency of citizens’ conversations about politics. Thirdly, individuals’ social capital—i.e. the opportunities within social contexts—increases their likelihood of talking about politics (Huckfeldt, Plutzer & Sprague, 1993; Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Mutz, 2006).
Specifically, these opportunities are having a spouse, living with other adults in a household, being in the
labour force (e.g., Mutz & Mondak, 2006; Straits, 1991), or belonging to organisations (e.g., Jacobs et al.,
2009). Fourthly and lastly, media exposure may exert a positive effect on the extent of ordinary citizens’
discussions about politics (Eveland, Hayes, Shah & Kwak, 2005; Nir, 2012; Straits, 1991).
Studies in the second line of research have found clear evidence that personality traits have an impact on
whether or not citizens engage in political conversations. For instance, Mondak and Halperin (2008) found
a positive effect of extraversion and openness on the likelihood of speaking at a meeting organised by the
City of Tallahassee on a legislative proposal. Hibbing and colleagues (2011) examined the effect of personality traits on the frequency of political talk about local politics with family members, friends, neighbours, coworkers, and members of clubs and churches. The authors found that extraversion encourages discussions
about politics, particularly in more formal contexts such as in clubs, at church or at work. Conscientiousness
positively affects talking about politics with the family, neighbours, and with people at church. Moreover,
people with high emotional stability are more likely to talk about politics with people holding different political
viewpoints (Hibbing et al., 2011). However, the findings by Gerber et al. (2012a) differ from those found by
Hibbing et al. (2011) in that only the frequency of political discussions with the family is affected. Specifically,
extraversion and emotional stability increase whereas agreeableness decreases the likelihood of individuals
talking about politics with family members. No evidence was found whatsoever that political conversations
with non-family members are influenced by personality traits (Gerber et al., 2012a).
Lastly, Mondak et al. (2010) revealed that personality traits determine whether individuals are exposed to
disagreement in their social network. Extroverts are more likely to be confronted with heterogeneous views
in their networks. Furthermore, they tend to be more open to discuss politics with anyone regardless of
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possibly different political viewpoints. In contrast, introverts are rather inclined to maintain homogenous
viewpoints in their networks. A similar effect was also found for agreeableness. People low in agreeableness
are more likely to be exposed to cross-cutting discourses when their networks are large (Mondak et al.,
2010).
So far, these two sets of predictor variables (individual-level characteristics and core dispositional traits)
have mainly been introduced separately into models in order to explain the extent of citizens’ political conversations. Only two studies combine both sets and thus offer a more integrative assessment of possible
explaining factors. When also controlling for individual-level dispositions, only the personality trait of conscientiousness has a significant, negative effect on citizens’ willingness to talk about policy affairs while the
positive effects of extraversion and openness disappear (Jennstål, 2018). In contrast, Anderson (2009) revealed a positive effect of conscientiousness on the frequency of political discussions. However, the likelihood of individuals engaging in political discussions increases more when the level of political efficacy is
high and the level of political trust is low.

4. Research Questions and Hypotheses
While research found clear evidence that personality traits affect the likelihood of citizens talking about politics with different reference groups, little is known about what these conversations actually look like. Moving
from the private sphere of the political life to the public sphere, it also remains unclear what variables foster
citizens’ active participation in political discussions at public meetings.
Based on the extant findings on the linkages between personality traits and citizens’ engagement in the
political world, it is safe to assume that individuals scoring high in extraversion are more likely to join political
conversations and even dominate them. As extraversion is characterised by being livelier and more active,
this personality trait should in turn decrease the likelihood of individuals not speaking up in these conversations when they have something reasonable to say and prevent them from opting out of political talks. Furthermore, higher levels of this personality trait should also facilitate active participation in public meetings.
In line with extant findings on the effects of personality traits on political participation and on the frequency
of political talk, another strong and significant predictor of citizens’ active role in political conversations not
only in the private sphere but also at meetings in the public sphere should be openness. Individuals scoring
high on openness are curious and confident—characteristics which trigger engagement with their environments.
As agreeable individuals are looking for pleasant and harmonious relationships with their peers, this trait
should make people more prone to keep a low profile in conversations. Additionally, it can be expected that
it makes individuals more likely to withdraw from political talk, particularly if they feel the conversation takes
a direction they are not comfortable with.
Lastly, emotionally unstable individuals should be more likely to think that they do not get the chance to
speak in political conversations. This goes hand in hand with their perception of the world as threatening
and beyond their control, which accounts for their higher levels of neuroticism.
While these expectations should in particular be true for the direct effects of personality traits on citizens’
engagement in political conversations, it remains to be clarified whether these effects of personality also
prevail when controlling for individual-level political attributes. This is of particular interest when integrating
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political dispositions, which were found to increase the frequency of citizens’ political talks (e.g., political
interest, ideology, partisanship, and political efficacy).
To provide a more integrative and complete picture of the interactive relationship between personality and
political conversations, this study also addresses the question of how individual-level political attributes mediate the relationship between personality and citizens’ engagement in political talk. In doing so, special
attention is paid to the role of the personality traits openness to experience and extraversion, which are said
to directly affect various political dispositions (e.g., ideology, partisanship, political interest, and political efficacy).

5. Methodological Design
The study draws on data from a unique panel study that was specifically designed to examine citizens’
political talk. Following the model of major studies on citizens’ interpersonal political communication such as
the Columbia school’s Erie County, Elmira and Decatur Studies (Berelson, Lazarsfeld & McPhee, 1954;
Lazarsfeld, Berelson & Gaudet, 1944; Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955) and the more recent South Bend and Indianapolis-St. Louis studies (Huckfeldt & Sprague, 1995; Huckfeldt et al., 2004), the survey was conducted at
local level in a medium-sized German city with a highly diverse social structure and a good mix of economic,
cultural, and political milieus. The first panel wave was conducted by means of computer-assisted personal
interviewing, using a register-based one-stage random sample of residents entitled to vote at the 2017 German Federal Election. 1,600 interviews were completed between 16 May and 23 September 2017 (i.e. one
day before the 2017 German Federal Election). The second panel wave was conducted by telephone between 9 January and 12 March 2018 (N = 877).

5.1. Measures
The dependent variables for this study are the following: the first variable refers to individuals’ communicative
role in political conversations and was measured with a single item: ‘During political conversations, do you
rather say more than the other participants, do you rather listen to the others, or do you say as much as the
other participants do?’ (1 = I rather say more, 2 = I rather listen, 3 = I say as much as the others). For the
analysis, the values were recoded (0 = I rather listen, 1 = I say as much as the others, 2 = I rather say more).
The second dependent variable addresses the extent to which individuals do not get the chance to speak
up: ‘How often did it occur in political conversations that you simply did not get the chance to speak up
although you had something reasonable to say?’ (0 = never, 1 = seldom, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often, 4 = very
often). The third dependent variable measures withdrawal from conversations: ‘How often did it occur that
you withdrew from conversations about political topics because the conversations developed in a way that
you did not appreciate?’ (0 = never, 1 = seldom, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often, 4 = very often). 3 Lastly, the fourth
dependent variable was measured asking respondents whether they had already actively participated in
discussions at public meetings (0 = never done, 1 = already done).
The following attributes were included as demographic control variables: gender (1 = male, 0 = female), age
(in years), migration background (1 = one or both parents born outside Germany, 0 = both parents born in
Germany), and education (1 = secondary education completed, 0 = secondary education not completed).

3

Before that, respondents were asked how often they have engaged in political conversations with various reference groups in the last six
months. These questions served as a cognitive prime to think of these conversations when answering the three dependent variables.
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The first set of independent variables represents the Big Five personality traits. The survey used the TenItem Personality Inventory (TIPI) developed by Gosling et al. (2003) and translated into German by
Rammstedt and John (2007). This instrument asks respondents whether they agree with the statement ‘I
see myself as someone who…’, with each personality trait being measured by two statements. 4 Overall, the
TIPI battery captures the five personality traits well (Gosling et al., 2003). Moreover, this instrument has the
advantage of being short enough to be included in surveys. Respondents’ agreement was measured using
a 5-point Likert scale; where necessary, items were recoded so that high values also indicate high scores
on these personality traits.
The second set of independent variables comprises individual characteristic adaptations, namely political
interest, strength of partisanship, ideology, internal political efficacy, and external political efficacy. Political
interest was measured by asking respondents to rate their interest in politics on a 5-point Likert scale.
Strength of partisanship was assessed by asking respondents how strongly or weakly they leaned toward a
political party (0 = a-partisan, 5 = very strong identification with a party). Ideology was evaluated by asking
‘Many people use the terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ when they want to describe different political views. Thinking of
your own political views, where would you place these on this scale, with 0 meaning ‘left’ and 10 ‘right’?’.
Internal political efficacy was measured by constructing an additive index of two items (‘I am perfectly able
to understand and assess important political questions’ and ‘Politics is so complicated that someone like me
does not understand what is going on’; see also Beierlein et al., 2012). The measure of external political
efficacy was built on an additive index of three items (‘Politicians care about what ordinary people think.’,
‘One way or another, people like me don’t have any say about what the government does.’, and ‘The parties
are only interested in people’s votes, not in what voters think.’; see also Vetter, 1997).
As the four dependent variables are inherently connected with political conversations per se as well as with
the disagreement individuals are exposed to in these conversations, these variables were also operationalised. The frequency of political conversations was expressed by a summative index based on the frequency
with which individuals had engaged in political conversations with family members, friends, acquaintances,
and people they did not know personally in the prior six months (on a 5-point scale from ‘never’ to ‘daily or
almost every day’). The disagreement measure was also built on a summative index, which was based on
the frequency of exposure to disagreement (on a 5-point scale from ‘never’ to ‘very often’) in conversations
with family members, friends, acquaintances, and strangers.
To ensure comparability of the estimates, all variables were rescaled to range from 0 to 1 (for descriptives
see Table 1). Due to design constraints, the Big Five could only be integrated in the second panel wave.
However, this does not cause causality problems. The Big Five are—according to literature—remarkably
stable throughout the life cycle and seen as the antecedents of political attitudes. If changes in personality
traits were observed in the literature, then within larger time frames. Consequently, it can be expected that
the respondents’ personality traits remained stable over the five-month interval between the first and the
second panel wave survey.
Table 1: Descriptives of Independent Variables

4

N

M

SD

Min.

Max.

Male

877

0.48

0.50

0.00

1.00

Age

874

0.42

0.24

0.00

1.00

Migration background

873

0.20

0.40

0.00

1.00

Agreement with the statement ‘I see myself as someone who...’: openness to experience: ‘has few artistic interests’, ‘has an active imagination’; conscientiousness: ‘tends to be lazy’, ‘does a thorough job’; extraversion: ‘is reserved’, ‘is outgoing, sociable’; agreeableness:
‘is generally trusting’, ‘tends to find fault with others’; neuroticism: ‘is relaxed, handles stress well’, ‘gets nervous easily’.
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Secondary education

877

0.55

0.50

0.00

1.00

Openness to experience

874

0.67

0.23

0.00

1.00

Conscientiousness

875

0.76

0.19

0.00

1.00

Extraversion

875

0.63

0.24

0.00

1.00

Agreeableness

875

0.60

0.19

0.00

1.00

Neuroticism

874

0.36

0.23

0.00

1.00

Political interest

877

0.61

0.25

0.00

1.00

Partisanship

830

0.58

0.34

0.00

1.00

Ideology

857

0.45

0.17

0.00

1.00

Internal political efficacy

875

0.67

0.22

0.00

1.00

External political efficacy

877

0.45

0.21

0.00

1.00

Political talk

877

0.42

0.18

0.00

1.00

Disagreement in political talk

877

0.36

0.18

0.00

1.00

Note: Data are weighted by age, gender, and city district. All variables are rescaled to range from 0 to 1.

5.2. Analysis
As a first step, frequency distributions were calculated to shed light on the levels of citizens’ engagement in
political conversations. A series of (ordered) logit models were then calculated to assess the extent to which
personality traits, individual-level characteristics, and the overall frequency of engagement in political discussions and exposure to disagreement in these conversations shape the way how citizens engage in talk
about politics. Lastly, the indirect effects of individual-level attributes on the relationships between personality traits and citizens’ engagement in political conversations were estimated via path models in Mplus.
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6. Results
Table 2a: Citizens’ Communicative Role in Political Talk
During political conversations, do you rather say more
than the other participants, do you rather listen to the
others, or do you say as much as the other participants
do?
15.59

I rather say more
I say as much as the others

48.77

I rather listen

35.64

Total

100.00

N

877

Note: Percentages indicated. Data are weighted by age, gender, and city district.
Table 2b: Not Getting the Chance to Speak and Withdrawing from Political Talk
How often did it occur in political conversations that you simply did not get the
chance to speak although you had
something reasonable to say?
1.17

How often did it occur that you withdrew
from conversations about political topics
because the conversations developed in
a way that you did not appreciate?
2.17

4.00

7.08

Sometimes

20.73

29.20

Seldom

30.62

32.67

Never

43.48

28.88

Total

100.00

100.00

877

877

Very often
Often

N

Note: Percentages indicated. Data are weighted by age, gender, and city district.
Table 2c: Active Participation in Discussions at Public Meetings

Yes, already done
No, not done

Have you ever actively participated in
discussions at public meetings?
31.45
68.55

Total

100

N

877

Note: Percentages indicated. Data are weighted by age, gender, and city district.
As Table 2a suggests, most respondents say as much as the other participants during political conversations. One third prefers to listen to the others while one sixth rather likes to dominate a political conversation.
Most respondents (74.2%) very rarely get the chance to speak although they have something reasonable to
say. One out of four respondents at least sometimes feels that he or she does not get this chance. Moreover,
more than one third of all respondents report that they withdraw from political conversations at least sometimes when these conversations develop in a way that is not appreciated. On the other hand, nearly 30%
remain committed to participating in such conversations. Lastly, whereas two thirds have not yet actively
participated in discussions at public meetings, one third has done so.
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Table 3: Effects of Personality Traits, Characteristic Adaptations, and Talk-Specific Variables
(1a)

(1b)

(1c)

Communicative role
Male
Age
Migration background
Secondary education
Openness to experience
Conscientiousness
Extraversion
Agreeableness
Neuroticism
Political interest
Partisanship
Ideology

(2a)

(2b)

(2c)

Not speaking up

(3a)

(3b)

(3c)

(4a)

Withdrawing

(4b)

(4c)

0.758***

0.533***

0.535***

-0.220

-0.177

-0.221

-0.367**

-0.296*

-0.376**

Active participation in public meetings
0.519**
0.312
0.282

[0.149]

[0.156]

[0.157]

[0.140]

[0.145]

[0.146]

[0.138]

[0.142]

[0.143]

[0.167]

[0.178]

[0.182]

0.703*

-0.189

0.0939

-0.235

-0.252

-0.165

-0.382

-0.427

-0.310

0.681

0.179

0.481

[0.337]

[0.363]

[0.370]

[0.322]

[0.336]

[0.343]

[0.319]

[0.332]

[0.339]

[0.382]

[0.416]

[0.434]

-0.0642

-0.0713

-0.0701

0.330

0.316

0.324

0.0800

0.0814

0.0860

-0.478*

-0.542*

-0.595*

[0.179]

[0.187]

[0.188]

[0.171]

[0.172]

[0.172]

[0.170]

[0.171]

[0.171]

[0.215]

[0.228]

[0.234]

0.374*

0.0948

0.113

-0.106

-0.0285

-0.0412

-0.0572

0.0894

0.0913

0.303

-0.0646

-0.0407

[0.149]

[0.162]

[0.163]

[0.143]

[0.152]

[0.153]

[0.140]

[0.148]

[0.149]

[0.170]

[0.187]

[0.190]

0.346

0.0801

0.0715

0.332

0.364

0.238

0.552

0.652*

0.548

1.634***

1.302**

1.218**

[0.323]

[0.339]

[0.343]

[0.307]

[0.312]

[0.315]

[0.303]

[0.308]

[0.310]

[0.381]

[0.402]

[0.411]

0.0382

-0.317

-0.210

-0.344

-0.259

-0.180

-0.392

-0.311

-0.184

-0.405

-0.671

-0.474

[0.379]

[0.399]

[0.403]

[0.364]

[0.370]

[0.374]

[0.356]

[0.365]

[0.368]

[0.433]

[0.462]

[0.472]

1.900***

1.744***

1.638***

-0.552

-0.514

-0.685*

-0.597*

-0.528

-0.734*

1.171***

1.076**

0.924*

[0.314]

[0.325]

[0.328]

[0.290]

[0.294]

[0.299]

[0.283]

[0.286]

[0.291]

[0.347]

[0.370]

[0.378]

-1.475***

-1.194**

-1.207**

0.606

0.561

0.751*

0.310

0.222

0.404

-0.713

-0.499

-0.317

[0.376]

[0.390]

[0.393]

[0.360]

[0.363]

[0.369]

[0.349]

[0.353]

[0.357]

[0.423]

[0.453]

[0.464]

-0.340

-0.296

-0.404

1.008**

0.916**

0.970**

0.334

0.204

0.188

-0.317

-0.169

-0.203

[0.337]

[0.352]

[0.354]

[0.327]

[0.330]

[0.334]

[0.315]

[0.318]

[0.321]

[0.384]

[0.412]

[0.416]

3.107***

2.561***

0.194

-0.0990

-0.230

-0.684*

1.637***

1.016*

[0.369]

[0.392]

[0.323]

[0.350]

[0.320]

[0.349]

[0.406]

[0.447]

-0.235

-0.230

0.0678

0.0301

0.208

0.170

0.612*

0.608*

[0.219]

[0.220]

[0.202]

[0.203]

[0.199]

[0.199]

[0.259]

[0.265]

0.197

0.275

-0.429

-0.382

-0.495

-0.379

-1.619**

-1.618**

[0.432]

[0.435]

[0.406]

[0.411]

[0.403]

[0.406]

[0.504]

[0.515]
Continued
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(1a)

(1b)

(1c)

Communicative role
Internal political efficacy
External political efficacy

(2a)

(2b)

(2c)

Not speaking up

(3a)

(3b)

(3c)

(4a)

Active participation in public meetings
1.435**
1.268**

Withdrawing

(4b)

(4c)

0.868*

0.694

-0.519

-0.620

-0.242

-0.380

[0.410]

[0.414]

[0.383]

[0.389]

[0.371]

[0.375]

[0.481]

[0.490]

-0.311

-0.309

-0.481

-0.580

-1.179***

-1.280***

0.412

0.337

[0.380]

[0.384]

[0.358]

[0.360]

[0.352]

[0.354]

[0.438]

[0.447]

Political talk
Disagreement in political
talk

2.119***

0.0537

0.169

1.256*

[0.541]

[0.502]

[0.488]

[0.630]

-0.317

1.926***

2.452***

1.889***

[0.491]

[0.472]

[0.452]

[0.571]

N

801

801

801

800

800

800

802

802

802

807

807

807

Pseudo R-square

0.064

0.134

0.145

0.016

0.019

0.030

0.011

0.018

0.035

0.063

0.134

0.159

Note: Ordered logit coefficients with standard errors in brackets. Percentages indicated. * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001.
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Figure 1a–c: Average Marginal Effects for Communicative Role in Political Talk
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Figure 2a–c: Average Marginal Effects for Not Getting the Chance to Speak
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Figure 3a–c: Average Marginal Effects for Withdrawing from Political Talk
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Figure 4a–c: Average Marginal Effects for Active Participation in Discussions at Public Meetings
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Table 3 reports the results of the ordered logit models for the first three dependent variables and the logit
model for the fourth dependent variable. In a first step, only the sociodemographic variables together with
the personality traits were introduced as explanatory variables (Models 1a, 2a, 3a and 4a). In a second step,
also individual-level attributes were added to the models (Models 1b, 2b, 3b and 4b). Lastly, we also controlled for discussion frequency and exposure to disagreement (Models 1c, 2c, 3c and 4c).
As to the different communicative roles in informal political conversations, Table 3 (Models 1a to 1c) and
Figures 1a to 1c reveal that being male, scoring high on the personality trait extraversion, and lower levels
of agreeableness increase the likelihood of preferring to say more in conversations than other participants.
These effects remain stable even when controlling for political dispositions and talk-centric variables. Moreover, the more individuals are interested in politics, attribute internal political efficacy to themselves and talk
about politics with peers, the more they are likely to dominate a conversation.
As Table 3 (Models 2a to 2c) and Figures 2a to 2c show, the strongest predictor of respondents not getting
the chance to speak in political conversations is neuroticism. Moreover, exposure to disagreement in private
political conversations increases the likelihood of not getting the chance to speak. Interestingly, neither sociodemographic variables nor individual-level political dispositions play any role. In the full model (Model 6),
lower levels of extraversion and higher levels of agreeableness additionally turn out to be modest predictors.
Regarding the withdrawal from political conversations that take a direction that is not appreciated, Table 3
(Models 3a to 3c) and Figures 3a to 3c show an inconsistent effect pattern. The only constant predictor is
gender: women are more likely to withdraw from such conversations. Apart from that, introversion, low interest in politics and little trust in the government, and exposure to heterogeneous political viewpoints predict
withdrawal from political talk.
Lastly, Table 3 (Models 4a to 4c) and Figures 4a to 4c show the results of the logistic regression for the
dependent variable active participation in discussions at public meetings. In line with extant results, openness to experience and extraversion are predictive of participation in political discussions in the public
sphere. In addition, interest in politics, a more left-leaning ideology, and the belief that one can participate in
politics promote civic engagement in public discussions about politics. Moreover, the more individuals talk
about politics in the private sphere and the more they are exposed to the heterogeneous viewpoints in these
conversations, the more they actively participate in public discussions. Overall, Table 3 reveals that controlling for individual political dispositions as well as talk-specific variables reduces the average marginal effects
of personality traits. As to the effects of personality traits and political dispositions, Table 3 shows that both
sets of variables explain variance in the dependent variables to a similar extent.
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Table 4: Path Model for Communicative Role in Political Talk

male → communicative role
extraversion → communicative role

Std. estimates
0.150

Std. errors

p-value

0.034

0.000

0.189

0.033

0.000

agreeableness → communicative role

-0.111

0.033

0.001

political interest → communicative role

0.313

0.034

0.000

political talk → communicative role

0.154

0.036

0.000

-0.186

0.031

0.000

0.101

0.026

0.000

age → political talk
extraversion → political talk
conscientiousness → political talk

-0.061

0.030

0.043

political interest → political talk

0.503

0.024

0.000

male → political interest

0.155

0.031

0.000

age → political interest

0.259

0.032

0.000

secondary education → political interest

0.199

0.032

0.000

agreeableness → political interest

-0.084

0.030

0.005

openness to experience → political interest

0.092

0.033

0.005

extraversion → political interest

0.103

0.032

0.001

Total

0.245

0.034

0.000

Total indirect

0.056

0.014

0.000

Indirect: extraversion → political interest → communicative role

0.032

0.010

0.002

Indirect: extraversion → political talk → communicative role

0.015

0.005

0.005

Indirect: extraversion → political interest → political talk → communicative role

0.008

0.003

0.012

Total

-0.144

0.036

0.000

Total indirect

-0.033

0.012

0.006

Indirect: agreeableness → political interest → communicative
role

-0.026

0.010

0.008

Indirect: agreeableness → political interest → political talk →
communicative role

-0.007

0.003

0.020

Effects from extraversion to communicative role

Effects from agreeableness to communicative role

Note: N = 869; standardised estimates, standardised errors, and p-values are indicated; estimator = WLS.
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Figure 5: Path Model for Communicative Role in Political Talk

Note: N = 869; only significant paths are indicated. Model goodness of fit: χ2 = 5.78 with 9 degrees of
freedom, p = 0.7618, RMSEA = 0.000, CFI = 1.000 TLI = 1.020. Explained variance: communicative role:
R2 = 28.1%, political talk: R2 = 28.2%, political interest: R2 = 13.5%.
We tested many different model variations in Mplus to measure the indirect effects of personality traits on
citizens’ engagement in political talk through individual-level political attributes. Only the ones fitting the data
best are presented in the following. Table 4 and Figure 5 present the results for citizens’ communicative
roles in political conversations (N = 869; model goodness of fit: χ2 = 5.78 with 9 degrees of freedom, p =
0.7618, RMSEA = 0.000, CFI = 1.000 TLI = 1.020. Explained variance: communicative role: R2 = 28.1%,
political talk: R2 = 28.2%, political interest: R2 = 13.5%). As can be seen, the positive direct effect of extraversion as well as the negative direct effect of agreeableness on citizens’ communicative roles in political
talks remain. Additionally, the effects of both personality traits are mediated by political interest and the
frequency of political talk with peers.
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Table 5: Path Model for Not Getting the Chance to Speak
Std. estimates
-0.102

Std. errors

p-value

0.038

0.007

agreeableness → not speaking up

0.073

0.037

0.050

neuroticism → not speaking up

0.119

0.038

0.002

extraversion → not speaking up

internal political efficacy → not speaking up

-0.125

0.038

0.001

disagreement → not speaking up

0.205

0.034

0.000

male → disagreement

0.080

0.036

0.027

extraversion → disagreement

0.112

0.034

0.001

openness to experience → disagreement

0.099

0.035

0.005

internal political efficacy → disagreement

0.165

0.032

0.000

male → internal political efficacy

0.220

0.032

0.000

age → internal political efficacy

0.099

0.035

0.004

secondary education → internal political efficacy

0.211

0.033

0.000

-0.097

0.031

0.002

0.104

0.034

0.002

-0.096

0.033

0.004

0.147

0.033

0.000

agreeableness → internal political efficacy
conscientiousness → internal political efficacy
neuroticism → internal political efficacy
openness to experience → internal political efficacy
Effects from extraversion to not speaking up
Total

-0.079

0.038

0.039

Total indirect

0.023

0.008

0.004

Indirect: extraversion → disagreement → not speaking up

0.023

0.008

0.004

Total

0.082

0.037

0.027

Total indirect

0.009

0.005

0.058

Indirect: agreeableness → internal political efficacy → not speaking
up
Indirect: agreeableness → internal political efficacy → disagreement → not speaking up

0.012

0.005

0.025

-0.003

0.001

0.014

Total

0.127

0.037

0.001

Total indirect

0.009

0.005

0.066

Indirect: neuroticism → internal political efficacy → not speaking up

0.012

0.006

0.031

Indirect: neuroticism → internal political efficacy → disagreement
→ not speaking up

-0.003

0.001

0.018

Effects from agreeableness to not speaking up

Effects from neuroticism to not speaking up

Note: N = 867; standardised estimates, standardised errors, and p-values are indicated; estimator = WLS.
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Figure 6: Path Model for Not Getting the Chance to Speak

Note: N = 867; only significant paths are indicated. Model goodness of fit: χ2 = 12.57 with 11 degrees of
freedom, p = 0.3205, RMSEA = 0.013, CFI = 0.993, TLI = 0.982. Explained variance: not speaking up: R2 =
7.8%, disagreement: R2 = 7.2%, internal political efficacy: R2 = 17.5%.
Table 5 and Figure 6 display the findings for not getting the chance to speak up in political conversations (N
= 867; model goodness of fit: χ2 = 12.57 with 11 degrees of freedom, p = 0.3205, RMSEA = 0.013, CFI =
0.993, TLI = 0.982. Explained variance: not speaking up: R2 = 7.8%, disagreement: R2 = 7.2%, internal
political efficacy: R2 = 17.5%). Again, direct effects of the personality traits extraversion, agreeableness, and
neuroticism on the dependent variable can be observed. Moreover, the effects are modestly conditional on
internal political efficacy and exposure to disagreement.
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Table 6: Path Model for Withdrawing from Political Talk
Std. estimates
-0.123

Std. errors

p-value

0.035

0.000

extraversion → withdrawing

-0.101

0.035

0.004

political interest → withdrawing

-0.127

0.036

0.000

external political efficacy → withdrawing

male → withdrawing

-0.112

0.032

0.001

disagreement → withdrawing

0.269

0.036

0.000

male → disagreement

0.075

0.033

0.022

extraversion → disagreement

0.100

0.031

0.001

agreeableness → disagreement

-0.065

0.029

0.026

conscientiousness → disagreement

-0.081

0.035

0.022

openness to experience → disagreement

0.097

0.033

0.004

political interest → disagreement

0.253

0.032

0.000

external political efficacy → disagreement

0.069

0.033

0.034

male → political interest

0.148

0.031

0.000

age → political interest

0.271

0.032

0.000

secondary education → political interest

0.146

0.034

0.000

extraversion → political interest

0.094

0.031

0.003

-0.094

0.030

0.002

openness to experience → political interest

0.079

0.033

0.018

external political efficacy → political interest

0.168

0.032

0.000

secondary education → external political efficacy

0.305

0.030

0.000

neuroticism → external political efficacy

-0.109

0.030

0.000

ideology → external political efficacy

-0.155

0.029

0.000

-0.079

0.036

0.027

agreeableness → political interest

Effects from extraversion to withdrawing
Total
Total indirect

0.021

0.010

0.027

-0.012

0.005

0.022

Indirect: extraversion → disagreement → withdrawing

0.027

0.009

0.003

Indirect: extraversion → political interest → disagreement →
withdrawing

0.006

0.002

0.009

Indirect: extraversion → political interest → withdrawing

Note: N = 849; standardised estimates, standardised errors, and p-values are indicated; estimator = WLS.
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Figure 7: Path Model for Withdrawing from Political Talk

Note: N = 849; only significant paths are indicated. Model goodness of fit: χ2 = 25.42 with 20 degrees of
freedom, p = 0.1860, RMSEA = 0.018, CFI = 0.988, TLI = 0.974. Explained variance: withdrawing: R2 =
9.6%, disagreement: R2 = 13.2%, political interest: R2 = 16.1%, external political efficacy: R2 = 16.1%.
The findings for citizens’ withdrawal from conversations can be found in Table 6 and Figure 7 (N = 849;
model goodness of fit: χ2 = 25.42 with 20 degrees of freedom, p = 0.1860, RMSEA = 0.018, CFI = 0.988,
TLI = 0.974. Explained variance: withdrawing: R2 = 9.6%, disagreement: R2 = 13.2%, political interest: R2
= 16.1%, external political efficacy: R2 = 16.1%). For this variable, too, extraversion has a direct effect on
withdrawal and is additionally mediated by political interest and disagreement.
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Table 7: Path Model for Active Participation in Discussions at Public Meetings
Std. estimates
-0.097

Std. errors

p-value

0.043

0.024

openness to experience → participation in public meetings

0.131

0.042

0.002

political interest → participation in public meetings

0.152

0.048

0.002

internal political efficacy → participation in public meetings

0.137

0.045

0.002

political talk → participation in public meetings

0.122

0.052

0.020

disagreement → participation in public meetings

0.170

0.049

0.000

male → disagreement

0.068

0.028

0.014

openness to experience → disagreement

0.081

0.028

0.004

political talk → disagreement

0.524

0.023

0.000

-0.211

0.030

0.000

extraversion → political talk

0.073

0.026

0.004

political interest → political talk

0.456

0.029

0.000

internal political efficacy → political talk

0.100

0.032

0.002

age → political interest

0.198

0.029

0.000

secondary education → political interest

0.121

0.030

0.000

internal political efficacy → political interest

0.448

0.024

0.000

male → internal political efficacy

0.250

0.030

0.000

age → internal political efficacy

0.096

0.033

0.004

secondary education → internal political efficacy

0.190

0.032

0.000

migration background → participation in public meetings

age → political talk

agreeableness → internal political efficacy

-0.094

0.030

0.002

conscientiousness → internal political efficacy

0.144

0.032

0.000

openness to experience → internal political efficacy

0.170

0.032

0.000

Total

0.191

0.042

0.000

Total indirect

0.060

0.012

0.000

Indirect: openness to experience → internal political efficacy →
participation in public meetings
Indirect: openness to experience → disagreement → participation
in public meetings
Indirect: openness to experience → internal political efficacy →
political interest → participation in public meetings
Indirect: openness to experience → internal political efficacy →
political talk → participation in public meetings
Indirect: openness to experience → internal political efficacy →
political interest → political talk → participation in public meetings
Indirect: openness to experience → internal political efficacy →
political talk → disagreement → participation in public meetings
Indirect: openness to experience → internal political efficacy →
political interest → political talk → disagreement → participation
in public meetings

0.023

0.009

0.009

0.014

0.006

0.028

0.012

0.004

0.006

0.002

0.001

0.080

0.004

0.002

0.042

0.002

0.001

0.033

0.003

0.001

0.004

Effects from openness to experience to participation in public meetings

Note: N = 865; standardised estimates, standardised errors, and p-values are indicated; estimator = WLS.
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Figure 8: Path Model Active Participation in Discussions at Public Meetings

Note: N = 865; only significant paths are indicated. Model goodness of fit: χ2 = 38.28 with 28 degrees of
freedom, p = 0.0933, RMSEA = 0.021, CFI = 0.983, TLI = 0.969. Explained variance: active participation in
meetings: R2 = 22.3%, disagreement: R2 = 29.9%, political talk: R2 = 27.6%, political interest: R2 = 27.4%,
internal political efficacy: R2 = 17.1%.
Table 7 and Figure 8 present the results for citizens’ active participation in public meetings (N = 865; model
goodness of fit: χ2 = 38.28 with 28 degrees of freedom, p = 0.0933, RMSEA = 0.021, CFI = 0.983, TLI =
0.969. Explained variance: active participation in meetings: R2 = 22.3%, disagreement: R2 = 29.9%, political
talk: R2 = 27.6%, political interest: R2 = 27.4%, internal political efficacy: R2 = 17.1%). While the direct effect
of openness to experience on civic participation in public meetings remains, the direct effect of extraversion—found in Table 3—disappears. As to the latter, the path model reveals that extraversion directly and
positively affects the frequency of political talk, which in turn increases the likelihood of engaging in the
political public sphere. It seems that the frequency with which individuals engage in political conversations
with peers in the private sphere is the crucial nexus between their personality traits and participating in the
public sphere. Furthermore, the path model demonstrates that the effect of openness to experience on active
participation in public meetings is contingent upon many individual-level characteristics (i.e. internal political
efficacy, political interest, frequency of political talk, and exposure to disagreement).
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7. Discussion
Some people love to participate in political conversations and dominate the conversation while others hold
back and rather prefer to listen. Some individuals feel that they never get the chance to speak, even when
they have something reasonable to say. Others withdraw from political conversations if they feel that they
are going in a direction they are not comfortable with. Furthermore, some citizens enthusiastically engage
in public discussions about policy affairs while others do not want to say a single word. This shows that
individuals differ in how they respond to the political world. Yet, research has not yet found answers to the
question of why people behave differently when they engage with the political word. Understanding the
origins of civic political engagement is thus crucial for the functioning of democracy (Dahlgren, 2009).
By drawing on individual-level personality traits as well as political attributes, this study aimed to provide an
integrative picture of how personality traits and political attributes shape civic conversations about politics.
Moreover, this work shed light on how political dispositions mediate the relationship between an individual’s
personality and engagement in political conversations. Overall, the study adds to existing research in four
respects. Firstly, it explores individuals’ communicative role in informal political conversation. Secondly, it
focuses on why some individuals feel that they do not get the chance to speak in political conversations.
Thirdly, it analyses why individuals sometimes withdraw from political conversations altogether. Fourthly, it
examines what variables promote citizens’ active participation in political discussions at public meetings.
The findings of this study revealed that particularly the personality trait of extraversion shapes the political
conversations in the private and public sphere of citizens. Additionally, also agreeableness, neuroticism, and
openness to experience were found to play a role. Besides showing that political conversation is influenced
by certain personality traits, this study demonstrated that also individual-level political dispositions and talkspecific variables are vital predictors of how citizens engage in talks about policy affairs. More importantly,
these effects equal if not exceed those of personality traits. However, the effects of personality traits on civic
political conversations are simultaneously mediated by these dispositions.
Naturally, this study does not come without caveats. Even though the TIPI battery—employed in this study
to measure the Big Five personality traits—captures the five personality traits very well (e.g., Gosling,
Rentfrow & Swann, 2003), longer batteries provide more reliable measures. A second limitation of this study
is that all the measures are based on self-reports and may be subject to social desirability or measurement
error. Lastly, another drawback of this study is that the Big Five were unfortunately only measured in the
second panel wave. While there exists strong empirical evidence that personality traits do not significantly
change over a short period of time (e.g., Boston et al., 2018), individual-level changes in these personality
traits cannot be ruled out.
Overall, this study underlines the importance of micro-level psychological differences on patterns of citizens’
engagement in everyday political talk. It also shows that only an integrative application of different predictor
variables allows a complete evaluation and understanding of citizens’ conversations about politics. Ultimately, this work helps to better understand how differences in what people are like affect how they engage
in political conversations. Furthermore, the findings suggest several avenues for future research. The most
relevant studies in this field of research have so far looked at the direct effects of personality traits on the
frequency of political conversations among citizens as well as on exposure to disagreement. As this study
has shown, the inclusion of individual-level political attributes is able to provide a more comprehensive picture of the effect patterns.
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