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Abstract

Personality can be closely associated with a person’s behavior, lifestyle, and stress regulation. These are the
factors that can influence the occurrence of many chronic diseases, therefore they are very important in a
person’s physical health. Based on the Big Five Personality, the nature of human psychology can be explained
in five factors. One of those factors, which is also the broadest yet least understood, is openness to experience.
This article aims to review previous studies discussing about the role of openness to experience in a person’s
physical health and well-being.
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1. Introduction

Human personality has been a subject of interest among researchers for a long time. Previous studies
showed that personality does not only influence a person’s psychology or mental well-being, but it also plays
a significant role in their physical health. It has been widely known that personality influences a person’s
physical health mainly through their health behaviors and response to stress.

Involvement in risky health behaviors is one of the many links between personality and health. People with
certain patterns of personality tend to participate more in high-risk behaviors such as smoking, substance use,
and unsafe sexual activities, while other patterns tend to have higher health awareness and adherence to
medical advices. From time to time, these health behaviors can accumulate into a lifestyle. This is where
behavior can be a determining factor in the occurrence of various chronic diseases. (1)

People with different types of personality can also have different ways of responding to stressful events.
Personality does not play a significant role in events with a low stress level, but it becomes important in
situations where the level of stress is high (1). An individual’s mechanism to cope and adapt during high-
stress situations can affect their physical health conditions (2). Some patterns of personality show an
objectively unfavorable response to stress, leading to several pathological conditions, chronic diseases, and the
increase of death risk (3).

A widely known personality indicator, Big Five Personality, is usually used to examine the connections
between personality and physical health. This paper reviews several previous studies discussing the role of
openness to experience, a trait from Big Five Personality in physical health.
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2. Overview of Big Five Personality

Personality experts agree that most of the human psychological nature can be explained using the five
following factors: openness to experience, conscientiousness, agreeableness, extraversion, and neuroticism or
emotional instability (4). Studies showed that these five factors are inheritable, found in many cultural
settings, and can be effectively assessed (5). It is believed that these factors are valid in both normal and
abnormal personality conditions and has a basis in human genome, thus can be found universally in the
human species (6, 7, 8). Each of these factors will be explained as follows:

2.1. Openness to Experience

As a personality factor, openness to experience has a wide spectrum of related sub-traits. Therefore, among
the other factors in Big Five Personality, openness to experience is the least understood. Individuals with a
dominant openness to experience has a sensitivity towards beauty and art. These people are also seen as
individuals who are easily bored, curious, creative, tolerant, and unconventional. Although being two separate
factors, openness to experience is sometimes related with high intellect. With all these traits combined,
individuals high in openness to experience are usually the first people willing to learn about new concepts and
beliefs, although not always embracing them. The opposite of openness to experience is closedness. (9, 10)

2.2. Conscientiousness

Conscientious individuals usually adhere to social and cultural norms and customs. They are known to be
ambitious and goal-oriented. These people are so self-driven that they are able to postpone their own pleasure
for the sake of achieving their goal. Conscientiousness is also linked to obedience to rules and laws. On the
other hand, the lack of conscientiousness is often associated with flexibility, clumsiness, spontaneity, and
untrustworthiness. Conscientious people often tend to have a relatively healthy lifestyle, and are less likely to
participate in high-risk health behaviors, mainly due to their effective self-control. (1, 11, 12)

2.3. Agreeableness

Previous studies found that individuals high in agreeableness tend to be liked by the people surrounding
them. They are described as kind, mindful, attentive, and homely. They are the people who always try their
best to build harmonious relationships with others. A study found that agreeable men tend to have a relatively
good physical condition during old age. (13, 14)

2.4. Extraversion

Extroverts favor external activities. They involve themselves in various social events and tend to absorb
energy from their surroundings. In several social interactions, extraverted people are seen as the dominant
ones. There are different findings regarding the role of extraversion in health. Some sources stated that
extroverts have the tendency to participate in risky social events, unsafe sex, alcohol consumption, and unsafe
driving. On the other hand, there are other studies that considered the strong social network of extroverts as a
protective effect. (1, 15, 16)
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2.5. Neuroticism

Studies have found that neuroticism is one of the core factors of negative emotional conditions. People
who are dominant in neuroticism usually do not have the ability to handle stress in a favorable manner. Most
of the time, neurotic people feel like they were being attacked or threatened, and can become extremely
burdened by relatively small and seemingly irrelevant disturbances. Neuroticism is also strongly associated
with unstable emotions and pessimism that can lead to high-risk health behaviors. (14, 17, 18)

3. Openness to Experience as a Predictor for Health

In association with health, some sources state that openness to experience is often linked with a high
intelligence level, therefore individuals dominant in this trait usually have an adequate knowledge about
health and tend to follow health instructions (9). Based on the same argument, people high in openness to
experience are also known as individuals who tend to follow a healthy lifestyle rather than an unhealthy one
(2). On the other hand, a study revealed that people dominant in this trait are keen to explore new experiences
and have an unpredictable behavior (9). Based on those findings, some studies stated that openness to
experience is associated with pleasurable yet risky health behaviors (19, 20).

In relation with stress regulation, there are also different findings between studies. Some studies stated that
openness to experience provides better resiliency towards stressful events (21, 22), but there are several other
findings stating otherwise. Individuals high in openness to experience are known to have flexible emotional
conditions, which means they can choose to express their emotions freely and also suppress them. This
suppression of emotion is what makes openness to experience is sometimes related with a relatively
unfavorable mental status (23).

In relation with diseases, many studies considered openness to experience as a protective factor. A study
from 2018 involving 62 women associated openness to experience with better atherosclerotic profiles (22).
Ironson and colleagues found a slower disease progression in HIV+ patients who are dominant in this trait
(24). A meta-analysis involving 11 studies found that openness to experience is a protective factor from
mortality of all causes (25).

On the other hand, several other studies had different findings. Most of them considered openness to
experience as a harmful factor due to unpredictable behaviors and emotion suppression associated with this
trait. A study by Denollet and Brutsaertm found that openness to experience is related to higher risk of
myocardial infarction (23). Another study from 2004 found that people with a dominant openness to
experience are more prone to tobacco smoking, which is a lifestyle factor of many chronic diseases (26).

4. Conclusion
There has been different findings regarding the role of openness to experience in physical health. Some
studies associated openness to experience with high intelligence and better stress regulation, therefore

considering it as a protective factor. Other studies found openness to experience to be harmful because it is
related with curiosity to do unhealthy behaviors and tendency to suppress emotions.
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