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people all over the world have been encouraged to adopt the 
“emergency goal” of social distancing, which involves mak-
ing changes in our everyday routines in order to minimize 
close contact with others, such as avoiding crowded places 
and non-essential gatherings, limiting contact with people 
outside one’s household, keeping a distance of at least 2 
arms lengths from others, and wearing a mask (when keep-
ing 2 m distances from others is not possible). Research sug-
gests that adhering to social distancing measures is effective 
in reducing the spread of the virus, resulting in lower num-
bers of new cases, hospitalizations, and deaths (Matrajt & 
Leung, 2020). While research suggests that social distanc-
ing is effective at flattening the curve, potentially saving 
the lives of hundreds of thousands of individuals, there is 
variation in how much individuals, or groups, agree with 
and adhere to social distancing measures. Since adhering to 
social distancing measures can have a large impact on the 
spread of the virus, an important research endeavor would 
be to explore personality and motivational factors that may 
predict adherence to social distancing measures.

A key factor that could be predictive of an individual’s 
likelihood of engaging in social distancing is the quality of 

The global COVID-19 pandemic, which at the time of writ-
ing this article has infected over 520  million people and 
claimed over 6 million lives worldwide, has led many gov-
ernments to recommend that their citizens make behavioural 
changes to reduce the spread of the virus. In others words, 
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personality comprises an individual’s life narrative, which is 
essential for identity formation. While this third level could 
be relevant to the adherence and internalization of social 
distancing measures, it is outside the scope of the present 
study. Indeed, the present study will primarily focus on the 
first two levels of personality and explore how traits and 
values, in the form of self-determination theory’s commu-
nity values (i.e. valuing helping those in your community 
and working towards the betterment of society), may relate 
to the internalization of the importance (i.e. autonomous 
motivation) of and actual adherence to social distancing 
measures. Since socially distancing within the context of 
the pandemic is to protect those in our communities who 
are most at risk, our hypothesis was that certain traits that 
orient people toward having greater concern for their com-
munity will be associated with greater autonomous moti-
vation for and actual adherence to the social distancing 
guidelines. Oosterhoff et al., (2020) found that a sense of 
social responsibility and concerns over others becoming ill 
were the primary motivations endorsed by adolescents who 
engaged in social distancing, however, they did not explore 
the quality of this motivation (i.e. whether it is autonomous 
or controlled) nor the personality traits that would predis-
pose someone to have these motivations.

Considering which of the Big 5 traits would orient an 
individual towards collaboration and therefore greater inter-
nalization of the COVID-19 pandemic protective health 
measures, agreeableness seems a likely candidate, and there 
is already emerging evidence to support this hypothesis 
(Zajenkowski et al., 2020). Individuals high on agreeable-
ness are thought to be warm, friendly, and have a tendency 
toward pro-social behaviour. The data appear to show that 
the death rates for COVID-19 pandemic increase with age 
and with the presence of pre-existing conditions (Onder et 
al., 2020). This means that for younger individuals, such as 
the young adult participants who were recruited in the pres-
ent study, a large part of the rationale for social distancing 
would be to care for and protect others in their community. 
As McAdams (2015) asserts, “agreeable people are more 
than nice. Agreeableness incorporates expressive qualities 
of love and empathy, friendliness, cooperation and care… 
[agreeableness] includes such concepts as altruism, affec-
tion and many of the most admirably humane aspects of the 
human personality”. Therefore, we hypothesized that high 
agreeableness would predispose an individual to care about 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on others and to 
want to do their part to protect their communities by social 
distancing. More specifically, we hypothesized a path in 
which agreeableness is associated with greater concern for 
their community, leading to greater autonomous motivation 
for adhering to social distancing guidelines, which is subse-
quently associated with greater adherence.

their motivation. According to self-determination theory, the 
value and importance of an activity, such as social distanc-
ing, can be internalized for autonomous or controlled reasons 
(Ryan & Deci, 2017). Relatively more internalized purpose 
or rationale for behaviour is considered to be more autono-
mously motivated and the behaviour is seen by the actor 
as self-generated and pursued whole-heartedly because the 
individual “wants to” (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Within the con-
text of the pandemic, this would mean the individual would 
engage in social distancing because they “want to” and have 
internalized the idea that it is an important and meaning-
ful practice. In contrast, an individual is considered to have 
controlled motivation for a behaviours when its purpose or 
rationale is only partially internalized and the individual 
tends to feel alienated from its pursuit and will only pursue 
it because they “have to” (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In this case, 
individuals would feel guilty or anxious if they did not prac-
tice social distancing or would do so only in anticipation of 
external consequences (e.g., disapproval of others). Several 
decades of research has found that pursuing goal-directed 
behaviour for autonomous, rather than controlled, reasons is 
predictive of more sustained effort and goal progress (e.g., 
Koestner 2008; Koestner et al., 2008; Milyavskaya et al., 
2015; Moore et al., 2021; Ryan & Deci 2017). The present 
study hypothesized that autonomous motivation for com-
plying to the COVID-19 pandemic social distancing heath 
guidelines would be predictive of the extent to which indi-
viduals adhered to the guidelines.

Autonomous motivation is often mistaken as being syn-
onymous with independence. Autonomous motivation is 
a highly personal form of motivation that highlights one’s 
desires and freedom of choice. However, recent research 
has found that autonomous motivation is a highly collab-
orative process and that dispositional characteristics that 
orient people towards cooperativeness with others is associ-
ated with an upward spiral of their autonomous motivation 
and progress in their goal-directed behaviours (Levine et al., 
2020, 2021). In the present study, we hypothesized that cer-
tain personality characteristics that promote collaboration 
and cooperation with others would predispose an individual 
to better internalize and feel more autonomously motivated 
to adhere to the COVID-19 public health recommendations.

McAdams’ (2015) 3-tier model of personality suggests 
how personality characteristics may be related to adhering 
to guidelines. The first level of personality comprises one’s 
dispositional traits. Broadly speaking, personality traits 
are consistencies in social-emotional functioning, and are 
thought to be best captured by the Big 5 trait taxonomy: 
agreeableness, conscientiousness, extraversion, openness to 
experience and neuroticism (John & Srivastava, 1999). The 
second level is one’s personal concerns (i.e. one’s personal 
goals, projects, aspirations, and values). The third level of 
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McAdams (2015) discusses how, even though agreeable-
ness and conscientiousness are different traits, they do tend 
to be associated with similar important life outcomes, such 
as positive relationship outcomes and prosocial behaviours 
(Graziano & Eisenberg, 1997; McAdams, 2015; Noftle 
& Shaver, 2006; Swickert et al., 2014). In addition, both 
agreeableness and conscientiousness are thought to develop 
out of the same developmental precursor – effortful control. 
Effortful control is a child temperament factor that consists 
of behaviours related to focusing attention and withstanding 
impulses so as to respond adaptively to situational demands 
(Li-Grining, 2007). Effortful control is thought to lead to the 
development of our “moral conscience” and is associated 
with key moral emotions such as empathy and a sense of 
moral responsibility – factors that would seem necessary for 
one to have a deep concern for the health and well-being of 
one’s communities (McAdams, 2015; Rueda, 2012). A con-
cern that would likely lead one to social distance during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, while we previously dis-
cussed a pathway from conscientiousness to social distanc-
ing through autonomous motivation due to the concordance 
of social distancing with trait conscientiousness, we would 
also hypothesize a similar pathway to the one outlined for 
agreeableness through their community values.

The present study

As evidenced by the large gatherings that took place dur-
ing periods of confinement and by the anti-mask protests 
that have been reported in the media, there are varia-
tions in how much people have been willing to adhere to 
the recommended social distancing measures during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The present study sought to explore 
the associations between personality and motivational fac-
tors and the extent to which individuals adhere to social 
distancing measures during the first wave of the pandemic. 
We hypothesized that individuals who were more autono-
mously motivated to social distance and those who highly 
valued supporting their community would be more likely to 
socially distance. In addition, we hypothesized that the Big 
5 personality traits of Agreeableness and Conscientious-
ness, which promote collaboration and cooperation with 
others, would orient individuals toward more community 
aspirations and would predispose individuals to better inter-
nalize and feel more autonomously motivated to comply 
with the COVID-19 health recommendations. Finally, we 
hypothesized that autonomous motivation for adhering to 
social distancing health guidelines and intrinsic community 
values would mediate the association between the personal-
ity traits and greater adherence. A methodological strength 
of the current investigation was that, in order to address 

Supporting our hypothesis, a recent study on the Big 5 
traits and adherence to COVID-19 pandemic social distanc-
ing guidelines found agreeableness to be the only Big 5 
trait associated with adhering to social distancing measures 
(Zajenkowski et al., 2020). One of the aims of the present 
study was to replicate and extend these findings using a lon-
gitudinal design by exploring whether an individual’s com-
munity values and level of internalization of the COVID-19 
public health guidelines mediate the relation between the 
Big 5 traits and adherence to the social distancing guide-
lines. Moreover, we also aimed to replicate the findings 
linking traits to social distancing by using friend and family 
informant reports of participants’ personality and their per-
ceptions of how much participants socially distanced.

Intuitively, conscientiousness, defined as being efficient, 
organized, dutiful, reliable and responsible, seems like a Big 
5 trait that would be plausibly associated with being effec-
tive at adhering to public health guidelines aimed at reduc-
ing the spread of the virus (McCrae & Costa, 1987). Indeed, 
adhering to public health guidelines requires behaviours 
such as being vigilant at hand washing, wearing a mask 
and maintaining a 2-meter distance from those around you 
whenever possible. It requires you to remain responsible 
and limit contact with others outside of your household and 
not engage in non-essential travel - no matter how temp-
ing it might be! These are all behaviours for which being a 
highly conscientious person would likely be quite helpful. 
Even prior to the pandemic, a meta-analysis found consci-
entiousness to be positively associated with health promot-
ing behaviours, such as diet and exercise, and negatively 
associated with risky health-related behaviours, such smok-
ing and alcohol use (Bogg & Roberts, 2004). Furthermore, 
Ai et al., (2019) found that conscientious individuals tend to 
visit relatively fewer places in a day. Taken together, these 
findings suggest that social distancing, which is essentially 
a health promoting behaviour, is consistent with behaviours 
that conscientious individuals were already engaging in 
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, according to 
Sheldon’s (2014) self-concordance model, when an indi-
vidual engages in goal-directed behaviour (such as social 
distancing) that is more reflective of and is better supported 
by one’s underlying traits, interests, values, and motives, the 
individual will tend to feel more autonomous and be more 
likely to persist (Moore et al., 2020; Ryan, Sheldon et al., 
1996). Therefore, we hypothesized that the trait of consci-
entiousness would be concordant with engaging in social 
distancing and will therefore be associated with greater 
autonomous motivation for and engagement in social dis-
tancing behaviours.

Besides trait conscientiousness being concordant with 
engaging in social distancing, would conscientiousness 
also predispose an individual to value their community? 
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Informant data and procedure

At baseline, participants were asked to voluntarily nomi-
nate and provide the E-mail of a friend and family mem-
ber that could be contacted via E-mail to complete two 
brief 5–10  min surveys via Qualtrics experimental soft-
ware (Qualtrics, Inc. Salt Lake City, UT). The informants 
completed one baseline survey at the start of the academic 
year, and a second 9 months later at the end of the study. At 
baseline, the informants perceptions of the participant’s per-
sonality was assessed. In the second survey, the informants 
were asked the extent to which they perceive the participant 
to be adhering to social distancing measures. 94.0% (268) 
of participants nominated a friend informant that could be 
contacted to complete an informant survey, and 94.7% (270) 
of participants nominated a family member informant. 75% 
of the nominated family members completed the baseline 
assessment and 55.2% completed the second end-of-study 
assessment. 75.9% of the nominated friends completed the 
baseline assessment and 54.8% completed the second end-
of-study assessment.

Measures

Big 5 Personality traits. The participants’ standing on the 
Big 5 Traits (conscientiousness, extraversion, neuroticism, 
agreeableness, and openness to experiences) was assessed 
at baseline using the 44-item Big Five Inventory (BFI; John 
& Srivastava 1999). Participants responded to the prompt I 
am someone who… and rated each item based on how much 
they agreed that the items reflected their own personality on 
a scale from 1 (meaning strongly disagree) to 5 (meaning 
strongly agree). An example of an item used to assess con-
scientiousness is does things efficiently and an example of 
an item to assess extraversion is outgoing, sociable. Mean 
scores were calculated for each trait subscale and the reli-
ability for all Big 5 traits were adequate (alphas > 0.74).

Informant perceptions of participants Big 5 traits. 
To assess the participant’s nominated friend and family 
member’s perceptions of the participant’s Big 5 traits, each 
friend and family member also completed the BFI with an 
adapted prompt that said [insert participant name] is some-
one who….

Adherence to social distancing. To assess the extent to 
which participants complied with public health recommen-
dations to socially distance, participants rated and a mean 
was calculated from the following two items on a scale from 
1 (meaning not at all) to 7 (meaning completely): How much 
are you currently following the recommendations to stay 
home as much as possible? and To what extent have you 
adopted the goal of social distancing?

the limitation of participant self-report bias, we also linked 
traits to social distancing using assessments of participants’ 
personality and social distancing behaviours via friend and 
family informant reports.

Methods

Participants and procedure

285 university students (83.2% female), aged 18 to 53 years 
(Mean = 20.7, SD = 3.80), were recruited to participate in a 
large 6-wave prospective study on personal goals and well-
being. We aimed to recruit upwards of 250 participants in 
order to ensure enough power to detect small effects 80% 
of the time. When conducting a path analysis, the literature 
suggests a minimum sample of 200 (Kline, 2011). Over-
all, 47.4% of participants reported they were White, 38.6% 
reported Asian, 5.6% Middle eastern/Arab Canadian, 4.6% 
Latino-Hispanic, 3.5% Black/African, and less than 1% 
Native/First Nations. More than 80% of participants were 
retained across surveys.

Due to the focus of the present study being on the 
COVID-19 pandemic, only measures assessed at baseline 
(T1) and mid-second semester (T5) were relevant for con-
sideration as it was at these time points that the variables 
of interest were assessed. Over the course of the study, 
participants completed online questionnaires via Qualtrics 
experimental software (Qualtrics, Inc. Salt Lake City, UT). 
Participants completed the first survey (T1) at the start of 
the academic year and completed baseline measures of their 
personality and community-oriented values. Approximately 
6 months later, the COVID-19 pandemic became increas-
ingly prominent in Canada, requiring classes to go online 
and an ethics amendment was submitted and approved by 
the institutional Internal Review Board for the addition of 
items related to the COVID-19 pandemic to this study. At 
T5, participant’s motivation for and the extent to which they 
adhered to social distancing measures was assessed. The 
retention rate from T1 to T5 was 81.3%. One-way ANOVAs 
revealed that participants who were lost to attrition tended 
to be less conscientious (F(1, 282) = 5.91, p = .02), however, 
no differences were found in their age, gender and their 
standing on the rest of the Big 5 traits.

All data are available on OSF (https://osf.io/
km8e5/?view_only=b60b5e1e11c048b999b74db49b92
2db6). The present study was conducted in compliance with 
the [omitted for the review process] Research and Ethics 
boards and participants were financially compensated up to 
$50.00 in cash or a gift card for their time depending on the 
number of surveys they completed as part of this study.
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Results

Primary analyses

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations and corre-
lations among the key variables used in this study. Impor-
tantly, in terms of building our later path analysis model that 
tested the mediational role of autonomous motivation and 
community values in the relation between traits and social 
distancing, agreeableness (r = .16, p = .02), and conscien-
tiousness (r = .16, p = .01) were the only two Big 5 traits cor-
related with social distancing and were therefore the only 
two traits included in the model. In addition, autonomous 
motivation for social distancing was significantly positively 
correlated with social distancing (r = 58, p < .001), whereas 
controlled motivation was unrelated. Therefore, only auton-
omous motivation for social distancing was included in the 
subsequently tested model. Age was negatively related to 
social distancing (r=-.14, p = .03), whereas gender was unre-
lated. None of the Big 5 traits were correlated to partici-
pant’s age and gender, except being female was significantly 
positively related with neuroticism (r = .12, p = .04).

Main analyses

A path model analysis was performed using robust maxi-
mum likelihood estimation (MLR) procedures using MPlus 
software (Muthén & Muthén, 2012) to test the mediational 
role of autonomous motivation for social distancing and 
community values in the relation between traits (i.e. agree-
ableness and conscientiousness) and social distancing1. 
The syntax and output are available on OSF (https://osf.
io/km8e5/?view_only=b60b5e1e11c048b999b74db49b92
2db6). The model fit the data adequately: MLR χ2 (df = 3, 
N = 284) = 1.365, p = .713, CFI = 1.000, RMSEA < 0.000 
(< 0.000, 0.073), SRMR = 0.016. Please refer to Fig.  1; 
Table 2 for a full summary of the statistically tested paths 

Informant perceptions of social distancing adherence. 
To assess the extent to which informants perceive partici-
pants to have complied with social distancing guidelines, 
participants rated the following item on a scale from 1 
(meaning not at all) to 7 (meaning completely): How much 
is [insert participant name] currently following the recom-
mendations to stay home as much as possible?

Motivation for social distancing. To assess participant’s 
motivation for adhering to social distancing measures, 
they completed a 7-item adapted version of the motivation 
measure used in Soenens, Vansteenkiste, Nemiec (2009). 
The following items were used to assess participant’s 
autonomous motivation for social distancing (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.75): The recommendations reflect my values, I 
find these recommendations meaningful, I understand why 
these recommendations are important. The following items 
assessed participant’s controlled motivation (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.84): I would feel guilty if I did not follow the rec-
ommendations, I feel pressured to do so, I don’t want to get 
criticized for not following the recommendations, Others 
would disapprove of me. Participants rated each item on a 
scale from 1 (meaning not at all true of me) to 7 (meaning 
very true of me).

Community Aspirations. In order to assess participant’s 
intrinsic community aspirations, a subscale of the short-
ened 12-item version of Kasser & Ryan’s (1996) Aspira-
tion Index was used. Note that this shortened version on the 
Aspiration Index has been used in past studies (e.g., Hope et 
al., 2016; 2019). On a scale from 1 (not all that important) 
to 7 (very important), participants responded to the follow-
ing two items to assess their community aspiration: To work 
for the betterment of society and To assist people who need 
it, asking nothing in return.

Table 1  Means, standard deviations and correlations between all variables of interest. (Note. Bolded terms represent p < .05; Aut. Mot. = autono-
mous motivation; Com. = community; Con. Mot. = controlled Motivation; SD = social distancing; T1 = baseline assessment; T5 = fifth follow-up 
survey. The values along the diagonal are the Cronbach alphas for the various scales or correlations between items for constructs assessed with 
two items).)

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1. Extraversion 3.15 .91 α = .88 .11 .09 − .29 .24 .10 .05 − .11 .03
2. Agreeableness 3.78 .64 α = .74 .18 − .16 .15 .33 .14 .01 .16
3. Conscientious 3.52 .71 α = .80 − .18 .01 .23 .22 .06 .16
4. Neuroticism 3.29 .89 α = .87 .01 .12 .03 .20 − .07
5. Openness to Experience 3.62 .68 α = .78 .32 .06 − .08 .04
6. T1 Com. Values 5.75 1.16 r = .50 .31 .09 .30
7. T5 Aut. Mot. For SD 6.21 1.00 α = .75 .21 .58
8. T5 Con. Mot. For SD 4.59 1.69 α = .84 .06
9. T5 SD 6.41 .92 r = .77
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member (r = .40, p < .001 ) reports of participant agreeable-
ness. Participants self-reported ratings of their conscien-
tiousness were significantly positively correlated with those 
of friend (r = .52, p < .001) and family member (r = .49, 
p < .001 ) reports of participant agreeableness. Family mem-
bers and peers agreed significantly in their ratings of par-
ticipants’ level of Conscientiousness (r = .52, p < .001) and 
Agreeableness (r = .34, p < .001).

We planned to use the informant reports to replicate the 
central findings of the current investigation – that the Big 
5 traits of Conscientiousness and Agreeableness were sig-
nificantly related to levels of adherence. Mean scores for 
the traits and social distancing were calculated across the 
family and peer reporters, resulting in T1 trait scores for 
242 participants and T6 social distancing scores for 200 
participants. Informant reports of participants’ social dis-
tancing (Mean = 6.54, SD = 0.87) were regressed on infor-
mant reports of participants’ traits of Conscientiousness 
(Mean = 4.03, SD = 0.65) and Agreeableness (Mean = 4.11, 
SD = 0.57). A significant multiple R of 0.311 was obtained, 
F (2, 197) = 10.56, p < .001. Informants’ ratings of Consci-
entiousness (beta = 0.199, t (197) = 2.85, p = .005, 95% CI 
[0.08, 0.45]) and Agreeableness, (beta = 0.257, t (197) = 3.53, 
p = .001, 95% CI [0.18, 0.63]) were significantly positively 
related to their ratings of participants level of adherence. 
The traits of extroversion, openness, and neuroticism were 
unrelated to reports of adherence (p’s > 0.20). The signifi-
cant results for informant ratings suggest that the positive 

and a display of the model. Importantly, a serial mediational 
path was found from agreeableness to T5 social distancing 
through both community values and autonomous motiva-
tion. The same serial mediational path was found from 
conscientiousness to T5 social distancing. Interestingly, a 
mediational path was also found from conscientiousness to 
T5 social distancing through autonomous motivation alone, 
however, this same path was not found for agreeableness.

Replicating main results with informant 
ratings of big 5 traits and social distancing

Family reports at baseline of participants’ Big Five Traits 
were available for 201 individuals and peer reports were 
available for 200. Family reports of social distancing were 
available for 144 participants and peer reports were available 
for 143. The correlations among participant and informant 
perceptions of the participant’s social distancing, agree-
ableness and conscientiousness can be found in Table  3. 
Importantly, participant ratings of their own social distanc-
ing significantly correlated with friend (r = .39, p < .001) 
and family member (r = .33, p < .001) reports of participant 
social distancing. Both informants also agreed significantly 
regarding participant’s level of adherence to social distanc-
ing guidelines (r = .32, p = 002). Participants’ self-reported 
ratings of their agreeableness were significantly positively 
correlated with those of friend (r = .47, p < .001) and family 

Fig. 1  Path model analyses of the mediational pathways from agreeableness and conscientiousness to adherence to social distancing guidelines 
through community values and autonomous motivation for social distancing. All significant paths and covariances are shown in the model; * 
p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
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individual to better internalize the COVID-19 health rec-
ommendations. The results supported this hypothesis in 
that individuals who were higher on agreeableness and con-
scientiousness tended to engage in more social distancing. 
The mediation analyses suggest that the link between the 
personality characteristics and adhering to the guidelines 
may result from greater internalization and integration of 
the importance and value of the social distancing guidelines 
and as a function of greater concern for the welfare of the 
community. The indirect path from conscientiousness to 
social distancing through autonomous motivation for social 

relation between the traits of Agreeableness and Consci-
entiousness with adherence to social distancing guidelines 
were not simply the product of self-report biases.

Discussion

With the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, the need to adhere 
to government health regulations to limit the spread of the 
virus has been of the utmost importance. The present study 
used a prospective longitudinal design to investigate per-
sonality and motivational factors that predict the extent to 
which an individual adheres to social distancing measures 
in a sample of undergraduate students during the first wave 
of the pandemic. First, we aimed to integrate self-determi-
nation theory’s concept of autonomous and controlled moti-
vation to explore whether individuals who managed to more 
effectively internalize and integrate the importance and 
value of social distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic 
and felt more autonomous in this endeavor would be more 
likely to adhere to the social distancing guidelines. Our 
results supported this hypothesis, which is consistent with 
several decades of research that have consistently found 
more effective goal-directed behaviour as a result of more 
autonomous engagement (e.g., Koestner 2008; Koestner 
et al., 2008; Milyavskaya et al., 2015; Moore et al., 2021). 
Interestingly, controlled motivation was not associated with 
social distancing, although we do wonder if this changed as 
time progressed throughout the second and third waves of 
the pandemic. The implication of these motivational find-
ings is that, in terms of informing future interventions aimed 
at increasing social distancing, using more autonomy sup-
portive strategies, such as perspective-taking and providing 
elements of choice, which would foster more autonomous 
“want to” motivation, would be more effective than control-
ling strategies, such as highlighting threats and fines.

In addition, we had hypothesized that Big 5 personality 
traits that promote collaboration, such as conscientious-
ness and agreeableness, would orient individuals towards 
more intrinsic community values and would predispose an 

Table  2  Summary of paths explored in the path model analyses 
exploring the mediational role of autonomous motivation for social 
distancing and community values in the relation between traits (i.e. 
agreeableness and conscientiousness) and social distancing
Path B[95% CI], p
Direct Effect
T1 Agree. ◊ T1 Com. Val. 0.30[0.19, 0.41], p < .001
T1 Consci. ◊ T1 Com. Val. 0.17[0.06, 0.28], p = .003
T1 Consci. ◊ T5 aut. mot. 
for SD

0.15[0.02, 0.28], p = .02

Com. Val.◊ T5 aut. mot. for 
SD

0.27[0.13, 0.42], p < .001

T5 aut mot. For SD ◊ T5 SD 0.54[0.34, 0.69], p < .001
T1 Com. Val.◊ T5 SD 0.13[0.02, 0.26], p = .03
Indirect Effect from Consci 
to T5 SD
T1 Consci. ◊ T5 aut mot. For 
SD ◊ T5 SD

.08 [0.02, 0.17], p = .04

T1 Consci. ◊ T1 Com. Val.◊ 
T5 SD

0.02 [0.004, 0.06], p = .06

T1 Consci. ◊ T1 Com. Val. ◊ 
T5 aut. mot. For SD .◊ T5 SD

0.03 [0.01, 0.06], p = .046

Indirect Effect from Agree 
to T5 SD
T1 Agree. ◊ T1 Com. Val.◊ 
T5 SD

0.04[0.01, 0.09], p = .04

T1 Agree. ◊ T1 Com. Val. ◊ T5 
aut. mot. For SD .◊ T5 SD

0.04[0.02, 0.09], p = .012

Note. agree = agreeableness; aut. mot = autonomoour motivation; 
Consci = conscientiousness; Com. Val. = T1 community values; 
SD = social distacning; Bolded values indicate significance. STDYX 
values were reported

Table 3  Correlations among participant and informant perceptions of the participant’s social distancing, agreeableness and conscientiousness. 
(Note. Bolded terms represent p < .05; Agree = agreeableness; Consci = conscientiousness; SD = social distancing)

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1. Participant rated SD .39 .33 .16 .02 .03 .16 .07 < .00
2. Friend rated SD .32 − .07 .20 .12 .15 .17 .16
3. Family member rated SD .14 .17 .27 .04 .20 .11
4. Participant rated Agree .47 .40 .18 .10 .13
5. Friend rated Agree .34 .08 .30 .13
6. Family member rated Agree − .04 .17 .34
7. Participant rated Consci. .52 .49
8. Friend rated Consci. .52
9. Family member rated Consci.
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optimal. Additionally, the correlations between informant 
and self-reported assessments of personality were lower 
than expected. Furthermore, the study sample was drawn 
narrowly from undergraduate students attending a large 
public North American university and the sample was dis-
proportionately female. Therefore, future research would 
benefit from exploring whether these findings are replicable 
in a more representative sample. Moreover, it’s important to 
note that our analyses were correlational, and we can there-
fore not make firm conclusions about the causation.

At the time of writing this article, Canada has experi-
enced three waves of the COVID-19 pandemic. During the 
first wave, COVID-19 pandemic restrictions were strictly 
imposed so that social gatherings were prohibited and all 
non-essential businesses (e.g., restaurants, gyms, services 
such as hairdressing salons) were ordered to close until 
the spring of 2020. During this lockdown period, there 
was variation in how much individuals complied with the 
restrictions, however, due to the closures there was not 
much else to do other than stay home. Throughout the pan-
demic, there have been periods where some of the restric-
tions were lifted (e.g., non-essential businesses opened, 
social gatherings within limits were allowed), but there still 
was the need for people to remain vigilant to limit further 
spread of the virus. An interesting future direction for this 
line of research would be to explore how personality and 
motivational variables impacted people’s motivation for and 
actual adherence to social distancing guidelines throughout 
these different periods.

Moreover, the implications and real-world applicabil-
ity of this research merit further consideration. The present 
study aimed to shed light on personality and motivational 
variables that are predictive of adhering to public health 
guidelines within the context of the pandemic with the hope 
of informing future interventions aimed at encouraging 
adherence during the remainder of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and beyond. Indeed, future research could explore whether 
these findings generalize across different kinds of public 
health guidelines, such as those aimed at increasing health 
promoting behaviours and cooperation during future crises 
and natural disasters. Our results suggest that to increase 
adherence to public health guidelines, it would be important 
for interventions to appeal to aspects of our personality that 
promote collaboration and cooperation and utilize strate-
gies that promote more autonomous, rather than controlled, 
motivation for goal-directed behaviour.

Conclusions

To slow the spread of the virus during the COVID-19, many 
of us we were required make sacrifices and significantly 

distancing was confirmed, whereas we did not find the 
same path for agreeableness. Being rule-bound and mind-
ful of guidelines, social distancing may have felt easier and 
more natural to those higher in conscientiousness, result-
ing in greater autonomous motives to socially distance. In 
contrast, the link from agreeableness to social distancing 
seemed to primarily work through orienting individuals 
towards their community values, which in turn promoted 
socially cooperative behaviour. These results suggest a need 
to further study and promote socialization techniques (e.g., 
parenting, schooling, coaching) that increase agreeableness 
and conscientiousness in order to increase people’s willing-
ness to adhere to important health guidelines during world 
crises where there is a need to work collaboratively together 
to protect the public at large. In other words, we suggest 
that it may be possible to utilize techniques to increase one’s 
standing on traits and values that orient people towards 
being more cooperative and collaborative, which could 
translate into greater adherence to public health guidelines 
during world crises. There is emerging evidence that per-
sonality is more flexible than previously thought, making 
these suggestions even more plausible (McAdams, 2015; 
Moore et al., 2020).

Within the present study, we also aimed to replicate our 
longitudinal findings linking traits to social distancing using 
friend and family informant reports of participants’ person-
ality and social distancing to incorporate a more objective 
assessment of participants’ personality and social distancing 
behaviours. Once again, we found that informant ratings of 
participants’ agreeableness and conscientiousness were pos-
itively associated with informant ratings of the participant’s 
adherence to social distancing guidelines. This replication 
of our results linking traits to social distancing behaviours 
bolsters our confidence in these findings.

The present study had several methodological strengths, 
such as having recruited a large sample and using a prospec-
tive longitidunal design that allowed us to use individual 
differences assessed prior to the COVID-19 pandemic to 
investigate variations in behavioral responses. In addition, 
we replicated our findings using informant reports which 
enhanced our confidence in these findings. There were 
also a few limitations to the present investigation that are 
important to note. In terms of the quality of measures used 
in the present study, future research would benefit from 
using more comprehensive measures of community val-
ues and participant and informant reports of social distanc-
ing. Additionally, although we did incorporate informant 
reports of personality and social distancing, future research 
would benefit from using behavioural measures of social 
distancing, such as phone tracking methods. Moreover, we 
acknowledge that the retention rate of informant reports and 
the coefficients in our main path analysis were lower than 
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est with respect to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this 
article.
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