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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PERSONALITY TRAITS AND
INFORMATION COMPETENCY IN KOREAN AND AMERICAN
STUDENTS

HANA Song
Sungkyunkwan University
NAHYUN KwON
Myongji University

We examined differences between Korean and American cultures in terms of the relationships
between Big Five personality traits (McCrae & Costa, 1990) and information competency.
Korean (n = 245) and American (n = 185) college students completed the NEO-Five
Factor Inventory (Costa & McCrae, 1992) and the Information Competency Scale (Kwon,
2010). Results showed both similarities and differences between the 2 culture groups.
Conscientiousness and openness to experience significantly predicted information competency
in both Korean and American students. However, the influence of extraversion was significant
only for American students. This result may be because of the high value placed on
extraversion in American culture.
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Information competency, or ability and confidence in searching and using
information (American Library Association, 2000), is one of the most important
skills in the 21st century. Researchers have examined the role of personality traits
as a mechanism for the development of information behaviors and competency
(Halder, Roy, & Chakraborty, 2010; Heinstrom, 2003, 2006). In particular, the
Big Five personality traits of extraversion, neuroticism, openness to experience,
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agreeableness, and conscientiousness, as proposed by McCrae and Costa (1990),
have become widely accepted among many personality trait theories.

In previous studies, researchers have reported the significant influence of
extraversion and openness to experience on the search for information, in that
people who were more extroverted and open to experience tended to search for
information more extensively and effectively (Halder et al., 2010; Heinstrom,
2003, 2006). We carried out the first research into the influence of the Big Five
personality traits on information competency and found that conscientiousness
was the strongest predictor of information competency in the American college
students’ culture (Kwon & Song, 2011). However, in our earlier study we did not
deal with information competency in other cultural contexts.

The latest trend in globalization has been to increase understanding of cultural
diversity in information behaviors and technology (Jackson et al., 2008). At
the same time, cultural variability has been a challenging issue when studying
personality traits (McCrae, 2001). However, the relationship between these
two topics has not yet been fully investigated in non-Western cultures. Thus,
our primary purpose in this study was to examine differences between Western
and non-Western cultures in regard to the relationships between the Big Five
personality traits and information competency. Specifically, we compared the
American and Korean cultures in this study.

Like other East Asian cultures, Korean culture has been considerably
influenced by Confucian traditions. Perhaps cultural differences between Korea
and the US can be attributed to the Confucian traditions. One such difference
between the two cultures is individualism versus collectivism. Western cultures
are generally characterized as individualistic, whereas most Asian cultures are
described as collectivist (Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002). Although
both individualist and collectivist cultures value self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997),
self-confidence seems to be valued in Western cultures. For example, in
studies of competency researchers have reported that students and adults in
highly individualistic cultures had a stronger tendency to perceive themselves
as competent compared with those in collectivist cultures (Earley, Gibson,
& Chen, 1999; Klassen, 2004). In the same cultural contexts, self-perceived
competence regarding academic achievement has been found to be lower
among Asian-American students than among American students who were not
Asian (Eaton & Dembo, 1997). It has been suggested that individualism might
contribute to the development of a sense of competency more strongly than
does collectivism (see e.g., Klassen, 2004). Thus, as with other competencies,
the information competency of Korean and American students is likely to differ.

Still, it is unclear whether or not Korean culture is solely collectivist. Although
contemporary Korean culture is highly Westernized, and, therefore, more indi-
vidualistic than in the past (Lim, Kim, & Kim, 2011), it may also be true that
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Korean culture still holds a strong collectivist tradition rooted in Confucianism.
Consequently, in the present study our examination of Korean culture and its
influence on the relationship between information competency and personality
traits was exploratory in nature.

We hypothesized that cultural differences in personality traits would exist
between Korea and the US. Although scholars have demonstrated the universality
of the Big Five personality traits (McCrae, Costa, Del Pilar, Rolland, & Parker,
1998), in further factor analyses substantial differences have been found in the
weighted factor scores of personality traits between Korean and U.S. populations
(McCrae, 2001) in that factor scores for Koreans were higher than those of
Americans for neuroticism, openness to experience, and agreeableness, but lower
for extraversion and conscientiousness.

The effects of cultural differences on the Big Five personality traits can be
further substantiated by Hofstede’s (1980) four dimensions of cultural charac-
teristics: individualism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, and masculinity.
Hofstede proposed that cultures can be described by the degree to which they
endorse behaviors on these dimensions. Hofstede classified Korea as a culture
with low individualism and high uncertainty avoidance, the opposites of charac-
teristics that he identified to describe American culture. It is important to note that
individualism and uncertainty avoidance were identified as being closely related
to the personality traits of extraversion and neuroticism, respectively (Hofstede
& McCrae, 2004). Hofstede’s description of Korean culture is indicative of
differences between Korean and American cultures regarding the Big Five
personality traits. Accordingly, in the present study our aim was to examine
whether or not Koreans are less extraverted and more neurotic than people in the
US and, if they are, whether these differences are related to differences in their
self-perceived information competency.

In summary, our primary purpose in this study was to examine the relationship
between the Big Five personality traits and information competency in two
different cultural contexts — Korea and the US. Because every culture consists
of unique combinations of various characteristics, we examined college students
from each of these two cultures separately. Our research questions were:

(a) Do Korean and American students differ in information competency?

(b) Do Korean and American students differ in the Big Five personality traits?

(c) Does the influence of the Big Five personality traits on information
competency differ between Korean and American college students?

Method

Participants and Procedure
The participants were 245 Korean (132 male, 113 female) and 185 American
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(75 male, 110 female) undergraduate students who were enrolled at large urban
universities in Seoul, Korea and Tampa, Florida, USA. Both Seoul and Tampa
are large metropolitan areas and the students had had extensive exposure to
computers. Convenience sampling was used to recruit students from various
undergraduate classes. The mean age of the Korean sample was 21.82 (SD
= 2.45) years and that of the American sample was 20.85 (SD = 4.20) years.
Approximately two-thirds of the students were majoring in the humanities and
social sciences, with the second most common major being sciences and arts, and
the distribution of years in college was also broad in both samples. All Korean
participants were East Asian and the majority of American participants were
White (58.2%), followed by African American (19.2%), and Hispanic American
(15.4%). Only six (3.3%) of the American students were of Asian descent. This
sample distribution represents the diversity of the American population, as
opposed to the homogeneity of Korea.

American participants completed two surveys measuring the Big Five
personality traits and information competency, and Korean participants completed
the two Korean versions of these surveys. The two surveys took approximately
20 minutes to complete and students received extra credit for their courses or a
small gift in return for participation.

Measures

The Big Five personality traits were measured using a short version of the
NEO-Five Factor Inventory (Costa & McCrae, 1992) that consists of 60 items.
Participants rate each item on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly
disagree to 5 = strongly agree. American students completed the original
English version. A Korean language version translated and modified by several
scholars (Min, Lee, & Chung, 1997; Shin & Chang, 2003) was used for the
Korean students. The Korean version included 48 items after items that were
not culturally appropriate and did not display good internal consistency were
eliminated. Because the Korean version included fewer items, in both groups we
calculated a mean composite score for each subscale instead of a sum of scores.

We also tested measurement invariance between the English and Korean
versions of the Inventory using the mean composite scores of the five subscales.
Results of multigroup factor analysis supported metric equivalence across
the two groups (chi-square for measurement weight model = 23.46, df =14,
ns), indicating the mean composite scores for the five personality traits were
comparable between the two culture groups. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
for the American and Korean samples were, respectively, .79 and .84 for
extraversion, 86 and .85 for neuroticism, .77 and .77 for agreeableness, .71 and
.77 for openness to experience, and .84 and .82 for conscientiousness.
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The Information Competency Scale (Kwon, 2010) is a 10-item measure
designed to evaluate personal sense of competency in searching and using
information. Items in this scale are derived from the components listed in the
Information Literacy Competency Standards for Higher Education (American
Library Association, 2000), which include the most essential knowledge and
skills for the information literacy education of college students. For instance,
items include: “I am competent in determining the nature and extent of the
information I need” and “I am competent in revising search results when I
don’t get what I want”. Participants rate each item on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. The researcher who
developed the original version also translated this scale into Korean. The
Korean participants in the present study completed the Korean translation of the
Information Competency Scale. An exploratory factor analysis eliminated one
item so that only nine items were used by both the American and Korean groups
in this study. Reliability was high in both groups: alpha coefficients were .91 in
the American sample and .87 in the Korean sample.

Results

Comparisons Between Korean and American Students Regarding
Information Competency and the Big Five Personality Traits

Table 1 contains the means and standard deviations of information competency
and the Big Five personality traits by sample. The results of ¢ tests showed that
American students reported significantly higher information competency than
did Korean students. Additionally, American students reported a higher level of
extraversion and conscientiousness than did Korean students. Korean students
reported a higher level of neuroticism than did American students. No significant
differences were found between the two cultures in terms of level of openness to
experience and agreeableness.

Table 1. Mean Differences in Information Competency and the Big Five Personality Traits in
Korean and American Students

Korea Us

M (SD) M (SD) t test
Information competency 31.04 (5.08) 33.77 (5.66) -5.25%%
Big Five personality traits
Extraversion 3.40 (.60) 355 (54 -2.66™*
Neuroticism 2.94 (.69) 2.74 (.68) 3.01*
Openness to experience 3.39 (.52) 3.33 (.50) 1.01
Agreeableness 3.53 (.51) 3.45 (.54) 1.67
Conscientiousness 3.12 (.64) 3.65 (.58) -9.09***

Notes: ** p < .01, " p <.001.
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Comparisons Between Korean and American Students in Terms of the
Influence of the Big Five Personality Traits on Information Competency

We compared the influence of the Big Five personality traits on information
competency in Korean and American students using a multiple regression
technique. Because ¢ tests revealed sample differences for both variables, we
conducted multiple regressions within each sample separately. Similarities and
differences revealed between the two samples are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. The Influence of the Big Five Personality Traits on Information Competency in Korean
Versus American Students

Korea (n = 245) US (n = 185)
B ! B !

Extraversion .06 .85 17 2.32%
Neuroticism -.10 -1.58 .07 .88
Openness to experience .14 2.27* 24 3.55%
Agreeableness -.05 =77 -.01 -.14
Conscientiousness .28 433" .35 4.41%
R2? 15 .28
F 8.42%* 13,75

Notes: * p < .05, ** p < .001.

Specifically, conscientiousness was the strongest predictor of information
competency for both samples, followed by openness to experience. However,
the influence of extraversion was significant as a predictor of information
competency only for American students. Neuroticism and agreeableness were not
significant predictors of information competency in either sample.

Discussion

In the current study, we investigated the influence of the Big Five personality
traits on information competency in Korean and American college students.
American students reported greater information competency than did Korean
students. However, this finding may not mean that Korean students are actually
less competent than American students at finding information. Rather, this
finding may indicate that Korean and American students differ in how they
perceive their information competency. This result is in line with findings gained
by previous competency researchers. People in Western cultures tended to
report higher self-efficacy and self-confidence than did people in Asian cultures
(Earley et al., 1999; Klassen, 2004). In this regard, it is significant that, in
previous research, even American students of Asian descent, who had a record
of excellent academic performance, reported lower self-competence compared
to their counterparts from other cultural backgrounds (Eaton & Dembo, 1997).



PERSONALITY TRAITS AND INFORMATION COMPETENCY 1159

Overall, those in Western cultures have been found to report higher levels of
self-competency.

We are of the view that the characteristics of Western or non-Western cultures
cannot be fully described in terms of a simple dichotomy between individualism
and collectivism. Yet, it is recognized that Korean culture has more collectivistic
characteristics than American culture (Hofstede, 1980). In individualistic cultures
self-centered values and independence are emphasized, whereas in collectivistic
cultures group-centered values and interdependence are emphasized (Triandis,
1989). People from Asian cultures are sensitive to the behaviors and opinions
of others because of their collectivistic orientation. For example, Miyake and
Yamazaki (1995) found that Japanese children were strongly encouraged to
control their behaviors and emotions in order to be in harmony with others.
Similarly, in Korean culture moderate expressions of self-confidence tend to
be preferred in order to express modesty and politeness. Thus, it may be that
the lower level of self-reported information competency of Korean students in
the present study can be attributed to the influence of group-oriented interde-
pendence in a collectivist culture.

Our results regarding the Big Five personality traits showed that American
students were more extraverted and conscientious than were the Korean students,
and that the Korean students were more neurotic than were the American group.
Higher neuroticism in Korean students is consistent with the findings gained by
previous researchers (McCrae, 2001). People following Asian cultural traditions
have been reported as scoring higher in neuroticism than people from European
cultural backgrounds in previous studies (Eap et al., 2008; McCrae, Yik, Trapnell,
Bond, & Paulhus, 1998). Additionally, the dominance of extraversion and con-
scientiousness in American culture has also been well documented (McCrae,
2001). Although all cultures value extraverted social interactions to some extent,
extraversion and conscientiousness are more prevalent in Western cultures,
which are highly individualistic, socially active, and achievement-oriented.

Finally, we believe that the most important findings in our study were that there
were both similarities and differences between Korean and American students in
terms of the relationships between personality traits and information competency.
Openness to experience and conscientiousness significantly predicted information
competency in both Korean and American students. Conscientiousness was the
strongest predictor of all.

In related studies, conscientiousness and openness to experience have been
identified as the most important attributes of effective information users (Halder
et al., 2010; Heinstrom, 2003, 2006). Conscientiousness includes the tendencies
to be goal-oriented, careful, and persistent. Openness to experience reflects
being tolerant of new ideas, being creative, being imaginative, and preferring
variety (McCrae & Costa, 1990). Thus, people with high openness to experience
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are likely to enjoy searching for, and collecting, various types of information
and ideas. Such broad information seeking seems to be related to information
competency to some extent (Heinstrom, 2003, 2005). In addition, conscien-
tiousness has been found to be the most important trait for the explicit motive of
achievement (Engeser & Langens, 2010). Assuming that a sense of competency
is derived from successful achievement, we did not find it surprising that
conscientiousness was the strongest determinant for self-perceived information
competency in this study.

Even though Korean and American students differed in their levels of consci-
entiousness and neuroticism, these differences were not the only factors affecting
their relationships to information competency within each culture. For example,
neuroticism did not significantly derogate information competency in Korean
students. American students reported greater conscientiousness than did their
Korean counterparts, yet conscientiousness was significant in accounting for
information competency in both cultures. Thus, the influential power of each
personality trait may be different within different cultures.

Extraversion significantly accounted for information competency only for
American students. This result is likely to be because of the high value placed on
extraversion in Western cultures. Extraversion describes the degree to which an
individual is assertive, sociable, active, and fun-loving. Extraverted individuals
tend to enjoy social interactions and to express self-confidence more actively
than do others. Extraversion has been positively correlated with individualism
across various cultures and contexts (Hofstede & McCrae, 2004; Migliore, 2011).
Although a positive correlation between extraversion and individualism has not
always been replicated, it has been generally found that American culture is more
individualistic and extraverted than Korean culture. Mooradian and Swan (2006)
reported that people in highly extraverted cultures gained information from
interpersonal sources more easily and more frequently than those in introverted
cultures. That is, information competency may be increased when a culture
has more extraverted interpersonal characteristics. Consequently, the greater
prevalence of extraversion in American students may be responsible for the
observed difference between Korean and American students in the relationship
between extraversion and self-perceived information competency.

A limitation in this study was that the influence of extraversion, which we
found in American but not in Korean students, was attributed to a stereotypical
difference between these two cultures in the collectivism of Korean culture in
contrast to the individualism of American culture. As increasing individualism
has been reported among the younger generations in Korea, our attribution
should be assessed by measuring the construct in a future study. In addition, we
assessed information competency by means of a self-report scale. Thus, there
might be a possible gap between an individual’s perception of his or her own
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competency and that person’s actual competency. Future researchers may choose
to assess information competency in real settings.
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