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Conscientiousness and locus of control (LOC) are two of the most extensively studied traits in personality 
research.  Previous research has suggested that these traits are related for self-ratings in specific populations. The 
present study investigates the relationship between conscientiousness and perceived LOC, and expands previous 
research beyond self-reports to include ratings by others of university students. In this experiment, undergraduate 
students and instructors read a description of a fictional student as being either high or low in conscientiousness 
and rated her LOC orientation. Participants who read the high conscientiousness description rated the student as 
having a much more internal LOC than participants who read the low conscientiousness description. These results 
indicate that conscientiousness and perceived LOC may be related, and that individuals perceive and expect this 
relationship to occur in others. 
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Often, in the absence of reliable information about an 
individual, observers will make assumptions about that 
individual's personality based on observations of other 
characteristics that the observer assumes are related (Singer & 
Salovey, 1991).  These assumptions exist in nearly every 
domain of human interaction, e.g. during a job interview, on a 
first date, during a sales pitch, during an interview for a 
research assistantship; anywhere that humans converge. 
Research has shown that expectations of personal qualities have 
the  potential  to  cause  individuals  to   behave  in   ways  that  
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confirm those expectations (Snyder & Swann, 1978).  
Understanding what personality characteristics individuals 
assume to be related is essential to understanding how these 
confirmatory interactions take place.  By knowing what 
qualities individuals perceive as related, psychologists will be 
able to improve interactions between people in various domains 
by prescribing appropriate interventions. 

Locus of control is one of the most extensively studied 
traits in personality psychology (Bono & Judge, 2003).  It is a 
trait representing the degree to which an individual believes the 
outcomes in her or his life are influenced more by personal 
actions (internal locus of control) or by external forces or fate 
(external locus of control; Kirkpatrick, Stant, Downes, & 
Gaither, 2008).  Conscientiousness is a personality trait in the 
Big Five model of personality, representing an individual's 
self-control, need for achievement, dependability, orderliness, 
and persistence (Costa, McCrae, & Dye, 1991).  It seems 
probable that these two constructs may be related; an individual 
who is dependable, persistent, and self-controlled is likely to 
believe she or he is in control of her or his life outcomes. 
 There is empirical evidence to suggest that these 
constructs are related, as both predict the same important 
outcomes in professional settings.  Internal locus of control has 
been shown to predict job performance in correlational studies 
of accounting professionals (Chen & Silverthorne, 2008) and of 
production workers (Hattrup, O'Connell, & Labrador, 2005), 
in a meta-analysis (Judge & Bono, 2001), and in literature 
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reviews (Bono & Judge, 2003; Judge, 2009).  Additionally, 
conscientiousness has been linked to workplace success.  
Hattrup et al. (2005) showed that conscientiousness predicts 
performance ratings of production workers, and a longitudinal 
study of workers in several industries showed that 
conscientious individuals are more likely to obtain greater 
career success over the course of their lifetimes (Judge, 
Higgins, Thoresen, & Barrick, 1999).  Two meta-analyses 
have also strongly supported the use of conscientiousness to 
predict job performance (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Tett, 
Jackson, & Rothstein, 1991). 
 In addition to job performance, both internal locus of 
control and conscientiousness have been linked to job 
satisfaction.  A number of studies (Bono & Judge, 2003; Chen 
& Silverthorne, 2008; Judge & Bono, 2001) have indicated that 
internal locus of control strongly predicts global job 
satisfaction, and both a longitudinal study (Judge et al., 1999) 
and a meta-analysis (Judge, Heller, & Mount, 2002) 
demonstrated the predictive validity of conscientiousness for 
job satisfaction. 
 Both traits predict similar outcomes in academic 
settings as well.  Chamorro-Premuzic and Furnham (2003) 
completed two longitudinal studies of university students, and 
found that conscientiousness strongly predicts several measures 
of academic success, including course grades and tutor ratings.  
In a similar longitudinal study, Hall, Smith, and Chia (2008) 
found that students with internal locus of control orientations 
were more likely to complete college degrees in a timely 
manner.  Kirkpatrick et al. (2008) found correlations between 
internal locus of control and college course grades. 
 The fact that the same important outcomes in academic 
and professional settings are predicted by both 
conscientiousness and internal locus of control, often with 
similar levels of predictive validity, suggests that they may be 
related to each other.  That is, the similar predictive power of 
both conscientiousness and locus of control may be the result of 
an underlying factor between them. 
 To determine if such a relationship between the two 
constructs exists, some researchers have directly examined the 
link between conscientiousness and locus of control.  Morrison 
(1997) examined the personality profiles of managers and 
owners of franchise businesses, and found them to be high in 
both conscientiousness and internal locus of control.  This 
concurrence of personality traits suggests a relationship 
between them.  An even stronger indication of the relationship 
between locus of control and conscientiousness comes from 
Abe (2005), who conducted a longitudinal study and found that 
childhood scores on conscientiousness predicted adolescent 
locus of control orientation. Finally, meta-analysis has shown 
that conscientiousness is correlated strongest to locus of control 
among all of the Big Five personality traits (Judge, Erez, Bono, 
& Thoresen, 2002).  
 Previous research has provided evidence that 
conscientiousness may be related to locus of control 
orientation.  Both constructs predict the same important 
outcomes, including performance and satisfaction in academic 

and workplace settings.  All previous studies of 
conscientiousness and locus of control have relied upon self-
reports of the constructs; none have examined whether this 
relationship is perceived and assumed by others.  While other-
ratings of personality tend to agree with self-ratings (Watson, 
Hubbard, & Wiese, 2000), making it likely that other 
individuals will perceive this relationship, the question merits 
direct study as there could be a significant impact upon how 
professors view their students and how their students perform 
based upon those perceptions. 
 The purpose of the present study was to examine the 
relationship between a college student's conscientiousness and 
others' perceptions of her locus of control orientation.  The 
relations between various student personality characteristics 
that are assumed to exist by advisers, faculty, and other 
students may have the potential to critically affect their 
interactions with these students and, therefore, influence those 
students' collegiate success.  If a professor perceives a student 
to possess a particular personality characteristic in an academic 
setting and based on that perception assumes the student to 
possess another trait, the professor may set expectations for the 
student that cause her or him to perform accordingly.  For 
example, if an instructor assumes a highly introverted student is 
also not industrious, the instructor is likely to ignore the 
student in discussions, which may discourage her or him from 
applying effort to the course, thus confirming the expectation.   

The study presented participants with a description of 
a fictional student as either high or low in conscientiousness.  
We define high conscientiousness in an academic setting as, but 
not limited to: highly studious, organized, prepared for classes 
with proper materials, good ability to take notes, ask questions, 
and scores well on papers and exams.  We define low 
conscientiousness in an academic setting as, but not limited to: 
low studiousness, poorly organized, ill-prepared for classes and 
missing materials relevant to the class, bad note-taking, and 
poor marks on papers and exams.  Each one of these factors 
can contribute to a perception in others of either high or low 
conscientiousness.  The participants then completed a survey of 
their perceptions of the fictional student's locus of control 
orientation.  We hypothesized that an individual who read a 
description of a high conscientiousness student would perceive 
the student as having a more internal locus of control than an 
individual who read a description of a student with low 
conscientiousness.  
 

METHOD 
 
Participants 
 The present study used a convenience sample of 72 
participants.  Fifty-four were University of Minnesota 
undergraduate students recruited during classes, in public 
locations, and from acquaintances of the researchers, and 18 
were University of Minnesota instructors recruited by visiting 
public office hours.  The sample included 47 females and 25 
males.  Participant ages ranged from 18 to 72 years (M = 
24.18, SD = 9.83).  The sample was relatively racially 



 
 

CONSCIENTIOUSNESS AND PERCEIVED OF LOCUS OF CONTROL                     Saint-Germain, Wiernik, Goebel, Van Eendenburg, and Klapperick                
 
 

 
 
VOLUME 4 – SPRING 2011 - www.psych.umn.edu/sentience 
© 2011 Regents of the University of Minnesota                                                                                                                                                               3 

homogeneous (Caucasian, 88.90%; Asian/Asian-
American/Pacific Islander, 9.70%; Other, 1.40%).  The 
sample was similarly homogeneous with regards to Hispanic 
status (Hispanic, 4.20%; Non-Hispanic, 95.8%).  The 
participants were not compensated. 
 
Materials 
 Two descriptions of a fictional female college student 
were created (See Appendix A).  Each depiction consisted of a 
short paragraph and included details based on 
conscientiousness-related items from the International 
Personality Item Pool (Goldberg et al., 2006).  Each 
description described the student’s behavior, focusing on 
academic behavior.  One description portrayed the fictional 
student as very high on conscientiousness, demonstrating such 
qualities as attentiveness in class, responsibility in completing 
assignments, and ability to plan and stick to a schedule; the 
other portrayed the fictional student as very low on 
conscientiousness, demonstrating qualities including shirking 
responsibilities, wasting time, procrastination, and lack of 
attentiveness in class.  Other details unrelated to 
conscientiousness, such as major, on-campus employment, 
typical pattern of affect, and recreation preferences, were 
included and were identical in both descriptions. 

Participants’ perceptions of the fictional student’s 
locus of control orientation were measured using an adapted 
version of the Intellectual Achievement Responsibility (IAR) 
scale (Crandall, Katkovsky, & Crandall, 1965).  Ten items 
from the original scale were excluded, as they were not 
relevant to the college setting.  The language in the remaining 
twenty-four items was modified to reflect a college setting, 
rather than the elementary and middle school setting intended 
for the original scale.  Items were modified to measure an 
individual’s perceptions of another person’s locus of control, 
rather than measure the individual’s own locus of control.  
Once modified, the instrument consisted of 24 two-alternative 
forced-choice questions measuring perceptions of the fictional 
student’s locus of control and six two-alternative forced-choice 
filler questions (items 1, 3, 8, 10, 16, and 26) measuring 
perceptions of unrelated traits.  The modified IAR scale is 
included in Appendix B. 

 
Procedures 

Participants were approached by a researcher and 
asked if they would be willing to participate in the study.  Once 
participants had agreed to participate, they were given a written 
informed consent statement and asked to read it. Once they had 
given consent, participants were given a packet of sheets 
containing one of the descriptions of the fictional student, the 
modified IAR scale, and demographic questions.  Participants 
were randomly assigned to receive either the high 
conscientiousness description or the low conscientiousness 
description using a block randomization technique to ensure an 
equal number of participants in each condition.  Each block 
consisted of two participants, and by flip of a coin, the 
researcher would determine which of the two participants 

would get which of the two descriptions. If only one participant 
was available, the next participant would then get the other 
description. Due to participant error in filling out the modified 
IAR scale, some responses had to be discarded, thus the 
unequal amounts within groups. The researcher asked the 
participant to read the paragraph and to answer the questions 
that followed.  Participants were given as much time as desired 
to read the description, complete the modified IAR scale, and 
answer the demographic questions.  Participants were permitted 
to reference the descriptions of the fictional student as they 
completed the modified IAR scale.  Once participants had 
completed the questions and returned the sheets to the 
researcher, they were given another sheet that contained a 
debriefing statement and were instructed to read it at their 
leisure.  The researcher then answered any questions the 
participants had before dismissing them. 
 

RESULTS 
 

Items from the modified IAR scale were scored for 
internal locus of control orientation.  Items 4, 6, 9, 11, 12, 17, 
20, 25, 28, and 30 were scored as internal for an “A” 
response.  Items 2, 5, 7, 13, 14, 15, 18, 19, 21, 22, 23, 24, 
27, and 29 were scored as internal for a “B” response.  Items 
1, 3, 8, 10, 16, and 26 were not scored.  The items scoring 
internal were summed to obtain an overall perception of 
internal locus of control orientation score ranging from 0 to 24. 

The influence of the degree of the fictional student’s 
conscientiousness and the participants’ occupation on the 
participants’ ratings of the fictional student’s locus of control 
orientation were examined using a two-way factorial ANOVA.  
Analyses showed that there was a significant main effect of the 
fictional student’s degree of conscientiousness on participants’ 
ratings of her locus of control orientation, F(1,68) = 30.69, p 
< 0.001, d = 1.44.  Specifically, the participants who read the 
high conscientiousness description (M = 17.44, SD = 4.07) 
perceived the student as having a significantly more internal 
locus of control orientation than participants who read the low 
conscientiousness description (M = 11.21, SD = 4.71). There 
was not, however, a significant main effect of occupation 
(undergraduate student or instructor) on locus of control 
orientation perception, F(1,68) = 1.66, p = 0.20.   
Participants were equally likely to perceive the student as 
having an internal locus of control whether they were 
undergraduate students (M = 14.15, SD = 5.31) or instructors 
(M = 15.89, SD = 5.40).  Finally, the interaction effect of 
conscientiousness level with occupation was not significant, 
F(1,68) = 0.48, p = 0.49.  The cell means for the interaction 
can be found in Table 1.  Figure 1 illustrates the effect of 
conscientiousness level on perceived locus of control for each 
occupation group. 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The results of the present study support the hypothesis 

and  indicate  that  an  individual’s  level  of  conscientiousness  
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TABLE 1.  Perceived Internal Locus of Control by Conscientiousness 
Level and Occupation. 

 

 

 Conscientiousness Level 
 Low    High 
Occupation n M (SD)  n M (SD) 
Undergraduate Student 25 11.04 (4.80)  29 16.83 (4.20) 
Instructor 8 11.75 (4.71)  10 19.20 (3.22) 

 
influences others’ perceptions of her locus of control.  
Participants who read the description of a high 
conscientiousness student ranked her on average 1.44 standard 
deviations higher on internal locus of control than participants 
who read the description of a low conscientiousness student.  
This effect is quite large for a single variable relationship, 
according to the benchmarks described by Cohen (1992).  The 
results support the conclusion that individuals tend to believe 
that a person of high conscientiousness has a more internal 
locus of control than someone who exhibits low 
conscientiousness, suggesting that individuals believe there is a 
relationship between conscientiousness and locus of control. 

The descriptions of the fictional students provided no 
information regarding locus of control orientation, so 
participants were judging locus of control orientation without 
any real evidence to support their ratings.  Individuals perceive 
these traits as being highly related, therefore, they simply 
expect them to be at similar levels within others.  This 
expectation is present in both students perceiving their peers 
and in instructors perceiving potential students, thus it is not 
limited to particular subsets of the population. 

Certain limitations of the present study should be 
considered, however.  Participants came from convenience 
sampling on a university campus and therefore the sample is 
not random, possibly limiting external validity. It is possible 
that this perception of covariance between internal locus of 
control and conscientiousness is not present in the broader 
population outside of the American midwestern university 
environment.  This additionally applies to the construct of 
gender, as our descriptions only referred to a female student 
and not a male student. The measure of locus of control used 
was specifically aimed at control over academic outcomes and 
not personal outcomes, so it is possible that this perceived 
relationship is idiosyncratic to an academic setting.  Because 
past research has investigated conscientiousness and locus of 
control in more general settings, however, this possibility is 
unlikely. Finally, we modified the IAR from its original form, 
which may have impacted the validity of the measure. 

Despite previous strong evidence for the relationship 
between conscientiousness and locus of control and our 
findings on perception by observers, the reason such a 
relationship exists is not yet clear.  It is possible that these 
traits are both aspects of some broader underlying trait, or it 
may be that formative experiences leading an individual to be 
industrious and hardworking also lead her or him to perceive 
the world as being under her or his own personal control.  
More research is needed to examine these possible 
explanations.  Large-sample longitudinal research using both 
self- and  other-report  data should  be  conducted on these  and  

 
 

FIGURE 1.  Ratings of internal locus of control for each occupation and 
each conscientiousness level. 

 
other conceptually-related personality traits, such as 
neuroticism, self-efficacy, and self-esteem, in order to 
investigate how these traits develop, how they are related to 
each other, and which, if any, of these traits are antecedents of 
others. 

Additionally, further research should examine how 
individuals perceive the relationships between other important 
personality traits, such as extraversion, agreeableness, self-
esteem, and intelligence, and how these perceived relationships 
may affect important outcomes, such as grades, academic 
opportunities, and overall health, in collegiate settings.  Future 
researchers should also investigate the process by which 
observers develop these perceptions of relationships and what 
particular cues lead individuals to draw conclusions about other 
persons. 

Students’ levels of conscientiousness cause others to 
perceive them in particular ways and to assume that they view 
the world through a certain lens.  Instructors and staff in 
academic institutions must be cognizant of this fact in order to 
properly tailor instructional efforts to meet the needs of 
students.  Knowing the relationship between perceived internal 
locus of control and conscientiousness could help existing 
programs or measurements which currently only focus on the 
relationship of one of these traits with improving their 
performance. Programs could be developed to help professors 
who have trouble perceiving external locus of control in their 
students. Educational interventions that attempt to help students 
who have the propensity to struggle, could measure those 
students’ conscientiousness or internal locus of control scores, 
via self- and/or other-ratings, to better identify students who 
may need assistance.  By knowing how observers perceive the 
personality traits of others, instructors and administrators can 
be sure that they leave no student without the proper 
educational assistance.   

These results can further be generalized to other 
domains of human interaction.  Knowing that people perceive 
conscientiousness and internal locus of control as related could 
help individuals in job interviews portray characteristics that 
companies may be looking for. They could additionally assist 
individuals in presenting characteristics that send specific 
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signals to prospective mates during dating that would signify 
their suitability in a relationship. They could assist individuals 
in taking visual cues from how a salesperson presents 
themselves to prospective clients, helping them to avoid a 
disorganized and possibly disastrous outcome.  Any situation in 
which perceptions of others’ locus of control and/or 
conscientiousness plays an important role could be impacted by 
these findings. 

 
APPENDIX A 

 
High Conscientiousness Description 
Please read the following description of a student: 

Sally is a sophomore student at a large public university. She is majoring 
in Political Science. Sally is fairly intelligent and likes most of her classes. She 
is always prepared for class, and she pays close attention to details during 
lecture. She never wastes her time, and she never shirks her responsibilities. 
She always gets assignments done right away, without being prompted or 
pushed. Sally has many close friends, and she likes to go dancing on the 
weekends. She plans out her schedule ahead of time and sticks to those plans. 
Sally works as a student caller at the university's alumni center. She always 
tries to follow through and finish what she starts. Sally is happy most of the 
time. 

 
Low Conscientiousness Description 
Please read the following description of a student: 

Sally is a sophomore student at a large public university. She is majoring 
in Political Science. Sally is fairly intelligent and likes most of her classes. She 
is seldom prepared for class, and she doesn’t usually pay close attention to 
details during lecture. She often wastes her time, and she sometimes shirks her 
responsibilities. She usually procrastinates on assignments, usually needing a 
push to get started. Sally has many close friends, and she likes to go dancing 
on the weekends. She doesn't plan ahead, and she finds it hard to put her mind 
on the task at hand. Sally works as a student caller at the university's alumni 
center. She often leaves tasks unfinished and doesn't see things through. Sally 
is happy most of the time.  

 
APPENDIX B 

 
Please read the following statements and then circle the letter of the 

answer you feel most appropriately fits with the statement, based upon the 
previous description of Sally that you read. Remember, there are no wrong 
answers, and your first selection is usually your best. 

When you have completed the questionnaire, please inform the 
researcher. 
 
1. If Sally's classmates positively rate her efforts as group leader for a project, 
is it  

a. because she allowed people to decide for themselves what they should 
have done, or 
b. because she made it clear to everyone what their jobs were? 

 
2. If a professor passes Sally in a course, would Sally think that this is 

a. because the professor likes her, or 
b. because of the work she did? 

 
3. If Sally gets in trouble in school and is kicked out of a class, is it  

a. because her parents punished her too much, causing her to act out, or 
b. because her parents were too easy on her, allowing her to get away 
with too much? 

 
4. When Sally learns something quickly in class, would Sally feel that this is  

a. because she paid close attention, or 
b. because the professor explained it clearly? 

 

5. If people think Sally is bright or clever, would Sally believe this to be 
a. because they happen to like her, or 
b. because she usually acts that way? 

 
6. When Sally does well on an exam, would Sally believe that this is  

a. because she studied for it, or 
b. because the test was especially easy? 

 
7. If a professor says to Sally, "Your work is excellent," would Sally think this 
is 

a. something professors usually say to encourage pupils, or 
b. because she did a good job? 

 
8. Suppose Sally gets in a verbal altercation with one of her classmates. Is this 

a. because heredity has dictated her personality to be generally 
adversarial, or 
b. because this particular experience was especially stressful? 

 
9. When Sally finds it hard to work problems in a math course, would Sally 
feel that this is 

a. because she didn't study well enough before she tried them, or 
b. because the professor gave problems that were too hard? 

 
10. If Sally finds that her professor accidentally gave her credit for an incorrect 
answer on her exam, would she: 

a. tell her professor and admit her mistake, or 
b. say nothing and cover up her mistake? 

 
11. If a peer tells Sally that she is bright, is it more likely that Sally thinks this 
is 

a. because she thought up a good idea, or 
b. because they like her? 

 
12. When Sally reads a textbook and remembers most of it, would Sally feel 
that this is 

a. because she was interested in the material, or 
b. because the text was well written? 

 
13. Suppose Sally graduates on time. Does she believe this happened 

a. because other people helped her when she needed it, or 
b. because she worked very hard? 

 
14. Suppose Sally was not sure about the answer to a question that the 
professor asked her and the answer Sally gave turns out to be wrong. Would 
Sally thinks this is 

a. because the professor was more particular than usual, or 
b. because she answered too quickly? 

 
15. If a professor did not pass Sally in a course, would Sally think that this is 

a. because the professor "had it in for her," or 
b. because her schoolwork wasn't good enough? 

 
16. When Sally copies her classmate’s homework, is it 

a. because she is the kind of person who is just no good, or 
b. because even though she is good like most people, she neglected to 
study for this assignment? 

 
17. Suppose Sally did better than usual in a course outside of her major. Would 
Sally think this happened 

a. because she tried harder, or 
b. because someone helped her? 

 
18. When Sally has trouble understanding something in class, would Sally feel 
that this is 

a. because the professor didn't explain it clearly, or 
b. because she didn't listen carefully? 

 
19. When Sally does not do well on an exam, would Sally believe that this is 

a. because the test was especially hard, or 
b. because she didn't study for it? 
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20. Suppose a person doesn't think Sally is very bright or clever.  Would Sally 
believe that 

a. she could make him change his mind if she tries to, or 
b. there are some people who will think she’s not very bright no matter 
what she does? 

 
21. When Sally forgets something she heard in class, would Sally believe that 

a. the professor didn't explain it very well, or 
b. she didn't try very hard to remember? 

 
22. Suppose Sally was not sure about the answer to a question that the 
professor asked her, but Sally’s answer turned out to be right. Would Sally 
thinks this is  

a. because the professor wasn't as particular as usual, or 
b. because she gave the best answer she could think of? 

 
23. If a professor says to Sally, "Try to do better," would Sally think this is 

a. because this is something the professor might say to get pupils to try 
harder, or 
b. because her work wasn't as good as usual? 

 
24. When Sally finds it easy to work problems in a math course, would Sally 
feel that this is 

a. because the professor gave her especially easy problems, or 
b. because she studied the material well before she tried the problems? 

 
25. Suppose Sally didn’t do as well as usual in a course outside her major. 
Would Sally think this happened 

a. because she wasn’t as studious as usual, or 
b. because somebody bothered her and kept her from working? 

 
26. Suppose Sally received the highest score in the class on an exam. Is this  

a. because she is smarter than everyone else, or 
b. because she studied harder than everyone else? 

 
27. When Sally reads a textbook and can't remember much of it, would Sally 
feel that this is 

a. because the text wasn't well written, or 
b. because she wasn’t interested in the material? 

 
28. Suppose Sally doesn’t graduate on time. Does she believe this happened 

a. because she didn't work hard enough, or 
b. because she needed some help, and other people didn't give it to her? 

 
29. If a peer tells Sally that she is dumb, is it more likely that Sally thinks this 
is 

a. because they are mad at her, or 
b. because what she did really wasn't very bright? 

 
30. When Sally remembers something she heard in class, would Sally believe 
that 

a. she tried hard to remember, or 
b. the professor explained it well? 

 
Please indicate your: 

Age: _____________  
Gender:      Male       Female       Other  
Are you Hispanic/Latino?      Yes       No       Decline/Don’t Know 
Profession:      Undergraduate Student       Instructor  
Race:      Caucasian       Black/African/African-American 
              Native American       Asian/Asian-American/Pacific Islander 
              Other _____________  
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