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Abstract

:

The purpose of this study is to explore the relation between personality traits and the level of aspiration to acquire new skills and improve one’s competence in the midst of first employment. Although with mixed results, previous studies indicated that personality attributes influence goal orientation, both in the school and work settings. However, there have not been any studies that have specifically analysed this relation in the context preceding the first employment. The results of this research, on a sample of last-semester business administration students of an esteemed mid-European university, indicate that prior to the first employment, two personality traits—openness to new ideas and disposition to negative emotions—influence the level of motivation to acquire knowledge and novel modes of action. Insight into the antecedents of an individual’s orientation towards increasing and developing competencies prior to the first employment is an important topic for organizations who have the imperative to develop more sustainable knowledge management practices in an early stage of organizational socialization.
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1. Introduction


Smooth integration of new employees in existing organizational dynamics is one of the pivotal elements of organizational development. The sine qua non of successful integration are the necessary skills and knowledge that newcomers possess as well as their personality and their commitment to organizational goals. This paper is focused on the relationship between the level of desire to acquire new skills and improve one’s competence and personality traits. Previous research focused on the relation between employees’ personality and orientation to learning in the work setting [1,2] and school setting [3]. However, in this paper, we suggest that special attention should be given to addressing the relation between attitudes towards learning motivation and personality in the time preceding the first employment.



Understanding determinants of individuals ambitions at the beginning of their careers can set the tone to the way in which the integration of newcomers is conducted and enables optimal engagement of each individual during this key segment of organizational socialization. On a more general level, identifying employees’ mindset in relation to goal orientation and commitment allows firms to effectively manage employees’ performance. That is so because goal orientation drives the development of dynamic organizational capabilities, such as market orientation and innovativeness. Answering this question is important because the individual’s learning goal orientation in early stages of organizational socialization sets the tone for the successful integration of newcomers into an organization, which consequently impacts organizational efficiency. Since knowledge is also a key ingredient of sustainable competitiveness, understanding employee’s proclivity to learn is of importance in developing adequate knowledge management practices.



Through the education process, students begin to realize their strengths and weaknesses, out of which they constitute expectations with respect to career development. One of the aspects of career development is their inclination to learn and develop their competencies in their future job. This important factor in future career development can be viewed through the construct of learning goal orientation, which focuses on intrinsic motivation to obtain mastery over segments of their work. People with a high learning goal orientation want to demonstrate high abilities or want to avoid demonstrating a lack of competence, primarily to themselves. Although the problem of learning goal orientation can be tackled from multiple perspectives, we hypothesize that personality traits have a significant role in the matter.



Personality as a problem area in organizational research is a well-established theme, covering multiple facets of organizational dynamic. Most individual differences in human personality can be classified into five broad empirically derived domains: extraversion—indicating how outgoing and social a person is; openness to experience—representing the level of intellectual curiosity and creativity; emotional stability—the tendency to remain stable and balanced in challenging situations; conscientiousness—the tendency to be responsible, hard-working, and to adhere to norms and rules; and agreeableness—indicative of friendliness, and tactfulness in communication.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Two Facets of an Individual’s Goal Orientation


The concept of goal orientation theory originated in achievement motivation theory [4] and refers to an individual’s disposition of goal achievement preferences. The concept emerged in the 1980s and today is considered to be a prominent research framework in organizational psychology and organizational behaviour [5].



The early studies commonly distinguished two forms of goal orientation: learning goal orientation (also called mastery), which is defined in terms of a focus on learning, mastering the task according to self-set standards or self-improvement, and performance goal orientation, which represents a focus on demonstrating competence or ability as well as on the question how ability will be judged relative to others [6,7]. Individuals holding a performance goal orientation want to demonstrate and validate their competences and prefer situations where they can compare their competences to the competences of others [8,9,10]. Compared to that, individuals who hold a learning goal orientation want to increase and develop their competences [8,10]. More recent works of goal theorists have incorporated a second dimension of goal orientation—approach and avoidance [11,12,13]—which corresponds to individuals’ positive or negative motivation to receive a favourable judgment from others.



The implications of goal orientation theory to organizational research are numerous [14,15]. By understanding goal orientation, psychologists identified links from learning and performance goals to the motivational elements of persistence, intensity, and choice in work behaviour [16,17]. A pioneering study led by Sujan, Weitz, and Kumar [18] was first to model the inter-related links between feedback, goal orientation, work behaviour, and performance among U.S. salespeople. This effort was followed in similar studies by Kohli et al. [19] and VandeWalle et al. [10]. In a comprehensive overview of goal orientation theory, Button, Mathieu, and Zajac [8] discuss the importance of goal orientation as a multidimensional construct in organizational research and suggests recommendations for further research. Since that time, the theory had many applications in connection with several different organizational issues.



Lee, Tan, and Javlgi [20] investigated the effects of learning and performance goals on different facets of organizational commitment and how these effects impact individuals’ job outcomes. Their results indicate that, while learning goal orientation is related to the three components of organizational commitment—affective, normative, and continuance—the performance goal is only related to affective commitment. Chadwick and Raver [21] investigated how individuals’ motivation for different goals achievement, that is, goal orientations, shape the way they individually and collectively participate in organizational learning processes. Similarly, Li and Tsai [22] addresses the issue of goal orientation with respect to organizational learning in the context of SMEs. With respect to the approach and avoidance dimensions of goal orientation, research has shown that learning goal orientation tends to have the most beneficial effects on performance outcomes whereas avoid-performance goal orientation tends to have the most detrimental effects on performance outcomes (e.g., [23]).



A significant body of literature can be found regarding the connection between goal orientation and creativity. For instance, Bakker at al. [24] were looking at the role of goal orientation on work engagement and creativity and found that learning goal orientation strengthened, and performance goal orientation weakened, the links between proactive management and engagement, and between engagement and creativity. Similarly, research on goal orientation (both learning and performance orientation) profiles in work contexts, conducted by Nerstad, Richardsen, and Roberts [25] on a big sample of more than 8200 engineers and technologists, noted that learning and performance climates are relevant antecedents of employees’ goal orientation profiles.



The idea of goal orientation is a fundamental part of a wider term “ambition”. For instance, Barsukova [26] identifies seven groups of the psychological characteristics of ambition: goals, achievement motivation, self-attitude, attitude to other people, attitude to professional activity, self-regulation, and cognitive characteristics. The connection between goal orientation and ambition is especially vivid in the case of performance goal orientation where individuals wish to demonstrate high abilities on the outside, within the social hierarchy of their choosing.




2.2. Differences in Personality and Major Personality Traits


The issue of differences in personality was a matter of research interest from the beginnings of psychoanalysis. Jung [27], Allport et al. [28], Cattell [29], Eysenck and Eysenck [30], and many more after them have dwelled on the subject in different ways. Most researchers in the area agree that personality is best conceptualized in terms of a five-factor model (called the Big-Five model), including the dimensions of extraversion, openness to experience, neuroticism, conscientiousness, and agreeableness [31,32]. The Big-Five framework suggests that most individual differences in human personality can be classified into these five broad, empirically derived domains [33]. Each factor is described in bipolar terms (e.g., extraversion vs. introversion) and also summarizes several more particular aspects (e.g., trustfulness), which, in turn, subsume a large number of even more specific facets (e.g., calm, suspicious).



Extraversion is the personality trait that depicts straightforward people, who do not mind arguing their opinions, interacting in a forthright way, and who seek stimulation [34]. A person high on extraversion has a tendency to be sociable [35]. On the other hand, a person who is more reserved, less likely to be social, and tends to be uncomfortable with interacting with strangers is termed as an introverted person [31]. Research suggests that extraversion is personality dimension that is a good predictor of career success [36].



Agreeableness is a personality trait that holds people to be accommodating and helping [34]. Individuals who have a high level of agreeableness create win–win situations by their flexible attitude [29]. These traits help one to negotiate and maintain balance [37]. More agreeable individuals have a propensity to attain cooperation and social harmony [31]. On the other hand, people who rank low on this personality trait tend to be selfish, not caring towards other people’s concerns, and, as such, believe that others are also working on their personal motive and for that reason they are likely to be less inclined to build relationships based on trust [31].



Conscientiousness have a positive influence on career success in any organization [36]. A conscientious person tends to be very careful about their future plans [34]; they are cautious about their surroundings, compact, and fully scheduled [29]. Conscientiousness encompass traits like reliability, perseverance, dependability, and hard work [38]. People ranking low on this trait will be careless about their work, not inclined to work in a concise way, and who would assure their work to be free of faults [31].



Openness to experience is a trait that allows us to reconfigure a situation in different ways [29] and enables us to have deductive ability to analyse problems [37]. People with a low score for openness to experience tend to be more conventional in their problem-solving approach and do not try to be explorative in finding new ways to solve a particular problem [34]. They also tend to dislike change and prefer well known routines [31].



Neurotic individuals are easily trapped by stress and tend to be emotional and anxious. They often feel hopeless and frustrated when showing their feelings and exhibiting their behaviours [39]. This personality type is prone to mental disorder and depression [34], which may have a serious impact on their physical and psychological health [31]. On the other hand, people who rank low in this personality trait are more optimistic, emotionally stable, seem to be mature, and not likely to overreact in stressful environments [29].





3. Research Sample and Design


3.1. Data Collection and Descriptive Statistics


The participants of the research were graduate students enrolled in the last year of a business administration program in a large mid-European university. The data was collected in two iterations, the first one in 2019 and the second in 2020 (total N = 223).



Students were asked two sets of questions. The first set of questions concerned their focus on learning with respect to the experience in the school setting and their expectation about work surroundings; the second set regarded an assessment of their personality types. The sample details are shown in Table 1.



As shown in Table 1, most of the respondents are women (65.92%). The vast majority of our sample ranges between ages 20 and 25 (76.68%), and few of them are over 30 years old. Additionally, there are five focus areas of the student’s business administration education: finance, general management, marketing, accounting, and managerial informatics. Relatively, the biggest part of the sample falls into the category of a major in finance (32.73%), although general management, marketing, and accounting also have significant representation (ranging from 16.15% up to 27.35%).




3.2. Instruments


The learning goal orientation metrics are reasonably well established in the case of work surroundings [10,15,40]; however, we argue that the context that we are interested in, finishing of university education and prior to first employment, calls for a slightly different approach. Although educational settings are to some extent goal oriented, in the sense of finishing the classes and graduating they are much less so than work surroundings with precisely set goals and pressure arising from committing results to other organizational members. Prior to the first employment, students have limited experience in goal-oriented organizational dynamics and we argue that the instrument that would adequately measure their learning goal orientation should be based on their own experiences in school surroundings and on their attitudes towards expected learning goal orientation in their future work. As a basis for our construct of learning goal orientation prior to first employment, we have used multi-item scales modified from Ames and Archers [41], which deals with a subject’s learning goal orientation in school surroundings, and from Sujan, Weitz, and Kumar [18], aimed at the expectations of the learning achievements in the work environment.



Ames and Archer studied how specific motivational processes are related to the salience of learning and performance goals on a sample of 176 students attending a junior high/high school for academically advanced students. In this research they have used 19 items that constituted learning goal orientation. These items could not be readily used in our research since their focus was on goal orientation in school surroundings. However, the authors also identified eight theoretical distinctions of learning goal orientation in the classroom climate, out of which they have constructed the 19 items used in the research [41]. Based on those distinctions, we have developed a set of questions to asses these characteristics from the student’s perspective prior to their first employment. The questions were focused on the following dimensions: (1) success defined as improvement; (2) placing value on effort; (3) challenges as reasons for satisfaction; (4) teacher’s orientation to how students are learning; (5) viewing of errors/mistakes as part of learning; (6) focus of attention as a process of learning; (7) learning something new as reasons for effort; and (8) progress as evaluation criteria.



Since we have observed learning goal orientation attitudes prior to the first employment, in the development of the research construct, besides school surroundings we have also included work-related expectations. The questions were posed in such a form to allow students to make assumptions on their level of learning goal orientation in their future work environment. The structure of this scale was similar to the instrument used to assert learning goal orientation in school settings but with one important difference—it was not based on experience but on the expectations of what future work would look like from the perspective of learning goal orientation. So, instead of asking the research subjects if they agree or disagree with the importance of the learning goal orientation statements, we have asked them to think whether their response with respect to learning goal orientation would yield satisfactory results in their work. The formulations of the questions were such to make students think about the utility of learning goal orientation in their jobs; for instance, one question stated, “In your opinion, would an approach to continually improve work skills be an important part of being a good employee?”. To operationalize this approach, we have used the multi-item scale from Sujan, Weitz, and Kumar [18], who investigated learning goal orientation as a motivational influence that guide salespeople’s behaviour. The research included 190 sales managers from eight firms across different sectors. Salespeople’s motivational orientation to improve their ability and skills was measured with a nine-item scale out of which we have taken seven items and modified it for our context. The selected items focus on (1) continually improving work skills, being an important part of being a good employee; (2) satisfaction with work well done; (3) making mistakes as a part of a learning process; (4) learning from each experience; (5) the worthiness of spending a great deal of time learning new approaches to deal with job requirements; (6) learning how to be good at a job as being of fundamental importance; and (7) putting in a great deal of effort sometimes in order to learn something new. The two items used in Sujan, Weitz, and Kumar’s research that were discarded for our purpose where the questions (1) “There really are not a lot of new things to learn about selling” (reversed), and (2) “I am always learning something new about my customer”, since they are context specific in the work environment.



The construct for measurement of learning goal orientation consisted of fifteen claims (an eight-claims scale for learning orientation in school settings and seven-claims scale for expected learning goal orientation at work). Each claim was presented as a five-point Likert-type scale, ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” for school learning orientation and “much worse” to “much better” for expected learning orientation at work, which defined the score range from a minimum of 15 to maximum of 75.



The learning goal orientation results were clustered in three segments: a low score, ranging from 15 to 35 points; a medium score, which consisted of scores between 35 and 55 points; and a high score, ranging from 55 to 75 points. Since the learning goal orientation is a self-evaluation construct, and since the participants in the research were students with little experience in organizational work, an objective presumption of misunderstanding of the concepts can be posed. In order to tackle this possibility, besides the measurement scales, the respondents were asked to position themselves in one of the three groups, designated as low, middle, and high level of learning goal orientation. These responses were than compared with the grouping based on the observed level of learning goal orientation. In 6 out of 223 cases (2.7%), the observed learning goal orientation and respondent’s assessment was not congruent. In each of the 6 cases, the respondents claimed to be more learning oriented than their achieved score suggested.



The most comprehensive instrument developed to measure the Big-Five dimensions is the 240-item NEO Personality Inventory developed by Costa and McCrae [42]. This instrument permits measurement of the five personality domains together with six detailed aspects within each dimension. However, the fact that it takes about 50 min to complete makes it hard to use for research purposes. The two other well-established and more widely used research instrument are the 44-item Big-Five Inventory (BFI) [43], as well as the scale developed by Goldberg [31], comprising 100 trait descriptive adjectives (TDA). However, even those instruments proved to be overly extensive (taking around 15 and 25 min, respectively) for use in research settings where time is an important factor. In response to the need for a very brief personality measure, a 10-item inventory (TIPI) was developed and evaluated by Gosling, Rentfrow, and Swann [33]. Since the psychometric properties of a brief personality test proved to be good, additional instruments were developed, including the Single-Item Measure of Personality (SIMP) [44,45]) as well as another 10-item measure developed by Rammstedt and John [46].



Since evaluation of the Ten-Item Personality Inventory (TIPI) suggested that briefer instruments can stand as reasonable proxies for longer Big-Five instruments, and since the time that it will take responders to finish the survey was a significant factor due to the fact that we had limited time with the students and wanted to make sure they stay concentrated on the task at hand, we have selected this personality scale for our purpose.



The goal of our research was to comprehend whether each of the personality factors influence learning goal orientation. To achieve this goal, we have used one-way analysis of variance: differences in personality types with respect to their learning goal orientation (N = 223). Since the previous larger studies on distribution of personality factors research show that a normal distribution can be applied in cases where subjects’ scores do not perfectly conform to a normal distribution (in this case the data is skewed to the left side of distribution), we will be treating personality factors as continuous data [47,48].



With respect to the particular personality traits and one’s learning orientation, we hypothesize that the higher levels of the personality traits openness to experience, associated with the level of proclivity to intellectual stimulation, will indicate higher levels of learning goal orientation. A case also can be made that the same can be expected for each of the following three personality traits: extraversion, neuroticism, and conscientiousness. However, in this specific context of engagement with the goal-oriented organizational dynamics for a first time, the same can be claimed for the opposite poles of these traits. The trait extraversion, indicating sociability of a person, suggests a more action-oriented individuals but that does not have to indicate desire for acquisition of knowledge as a result of the interaction. The same case actually can be made for the opposite side of this personality trait—introverts tend to be more interested in things than in people, but that does not indicate that the time spend in solitude will be oriented towards learning, especially in the context we are interested in. The personality trait dealing with the level of emotional stability, usually described by its opposite—the level of neuroticism—could also be indicative of an individual’s propensity to learn new things, since this trait is characterized by a high threat awareness. However, in the context of anticipation of the first employment, the expected necessity of adaptation of novel patterns of action can prove to be a trigger of negative emotions, which will consequently diminish one’s learning goal orientation. The same can be said for the personality traits conscientiousness, which represents a tendency to be responsible, boundary focused, and hard working. Although sometimes acquisition of knowledge can be used to deal with the task in hand, it is not the case in every situation. School surroundings, in most cases, appreciate well-grounded and confirmed strategies. Focusing on the novel approaches to finish the task can sometimes even hinder work efficiency, which would not be a good option for a highly conscientious person. Finally, we hypothesise that, of the all personality traits, agreeableness, which demonstrates warmness, friendliness, and tactfulness, is least likely to be connected with the learning goal orientation prior to the first employment.



Although somewhat inferior to the more extensive personality measures, in its evaluation, the Ten-Item Personality Inventory “reached adequate levels in terms of: (a) convergence with widely used Big-Five measures in self, observer, and peer reports, (b) test–retest reliability, (c) patterns of predicted external correlates, and (d) convergence between self and observer ratings” [33]. However, since the instrument is designed to measure very broad domains, with only two items per dimension, we cannot expect high alphas and good fit indices [45]. Actually, the Ten-Item Personality Inventory was designed using criteria that almost guarantee it will perform poorly in terms of alpha and Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) or Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) indices. Since the TIPI-s psychometric properties have been thoroughly evaluated as noted, we have focused our efforts to assessment of the measurement model for learning goal orientation.



Construct reliability and convergent and discriminant validity assessments were conducted to evaluate the measurement model for learning goal orientation. Individual Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were tested among the study variables to assess the construct reliability. The values of all construct were greater than 0.7, the acceptance level as suggested by Nunnally and Bernstein [49]. Interestingly, similar to Sujan, Weitz, and Kumar [18], the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for expected work context learning goal orientation was 0.81. Moreover, composite reliability (CR) was tested to confirm the construct reliability as well, with each reaching the 0.7 threshold [49]. Indicator reliability was tested by assess the factor loading of the items. According to Hair et al. [50], a loading greater than 0.5 is acceptable and all items proved to be satisfactory. Furthermore, the average variance extracted (AVE) was used to test the convergent validity. The result showed that the values ranged from 0.701 to 0.903, and as such are greater than 0.50, as recommended by Hair, Black, and Babin [51]. In addition, a confirmatory factor analysis was employed to assess the learning goal orientation measurement model validity by comparison of theoretical measurement model with the reality model. The construct of learning goal orientation consisted of two variables, self-evaluation of learning orientation (based on eight items) and self-evaluation of relative learning achievements (based on seven inputs), and is therefore a higher-order factor to those two latent variables. To assess the model fit, two indices were used, the comparative fit index (CFI) and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). The measurement model proved to be robust, yielding a CFI of 0.943 and RMSEA of 0.067.




3.3. Data Analysis


For the purpose of data processing, we have used the SPSS program package. The primary method applied for examining the differences in learning goal orientation prior to the first employment with respect to the personality traits of the Big-Five personality model is the one-way analysis of variance.





4. Results


Descriptive results for the set of questions concerning performance goal orientation show that most students exhibit a middle level of learning goal orientation (47.4%), but also that a significant number of subjects have a high level of learning goal orientation (44.7%); in turn, the responses of a very small number of subjects (5.3%) was connected with a low level of learning goal orientation. A tendency to report a high level of learning orientation is not surprising, since the research was done on students who are enrolled in the last year of prestigious business school and as such are by nature competitive and focused on achievement.



Figure 1 shows the personality inclinations of the students in the research sample, where the horizontal axis shows the measure of each personality trait. For example, in the trait extroversion, a measure of 1 indicates that the subject is highly extroverted while a measure of 6 indicates that the subject is introverted. The vertical axis designates frequencies of the overall number of 223 students that participated in the survey.



From the Figure 1, it can be seen that the distribution of the students’ personality traits is generally positively asymmetric, indicating that more results are grouped around higher values for each trait, with the highest level for agreeableness and the lowest level for neuroticism. According to the personality inclinations, students in the survey are generally more extroverted, meaning that they tend to seek outside affirmation and like dealing with others. From the perspective of the agreeableness personality trait, the research sample mostly consists of individuals who considered themselves as compassionate and approachable. The trait agreeableness showed relatively the highest level. A low level of conscientiousness refers to people who are disorganized, act recklessly, and are not attentive or practical. Only five students out of a total of 223 have characterized themselves by such characteristics. The majority of respondents concern themselves as being highly conscientiousness. With respect to the personality trait neuroticism, most of the subjects in the survey have described themselves as relatively emotionally stable (Level 3) and after that emotionally stable (Level 2), but 20% of the research subjects also designated themselves as relatively emotionally unstable (Level 4), which results in neuroticism being the relatively lowest personality trait in the sample. The trait openness to experience also shows positive asymmetry with more participants who described themselves as willing to explore new options and possibilities.



In order to explore the research problem—an investigation of the differences in learning goal orientation prior to the first employment with respect to the personality traits of the Big-Five personality model—we have used one-way ANOVA (Table 2).



Table 2 shows that no statistically significant difference was obtained between the levels of learning goal orientation and the personality traits extraversion (p < 0.05), agreeableness (p < 0.05), and conscientiousness (p < 0.05). However, it can be seen that the research yielded a statistically significant difference between learning goal orientation and neuroticism (F (2, 108) = 7.49, p = 0.001) as well as a statistically significant difference between the level of learning goal orientation and openness to experience (F (2, 108) = 10.51, p < 0.001). In order to determine between which groups of designated positions there is a statistically significant difference, we have conducted Fishers Least Significant Difference (LSD) post-hoc test. Regarding personality trait openness to experience, a statistically significant difference was obtained between the low and middle group (p = 0.015), middle and high group (p < 0.001), as well as between the middle and high group (p = 0.002). From the perspective of neuroticism, the results showed a significant difference between the lower and middle levels of learning goal orientation (p = 0.007), lower and higher levels (p < 0.001), and between the middle and higher levels (p = 0.04).




5. Discussion


The investigation based on assessment of the learning goal orientation of students prior to their first employment and their personality traits yielded a significant difference between learning goal orientation and the personality traits openness to experience and neuroticism.



Openness to experience proposes a willingness to tackle ideas and initiate novel action patterns. Results on this personality trait shows how participants whose level of learning goal orientation is designated as at a low level achieve higher results on the openness to experience scale (higher result means less openness to experience); i.e., they are more conservative and more inclined to the familiar (M = 4.00; SD = 1.67) compared to the participants at the middle level (M = 2.74; SD = 1.12) and at the high level (M = 2.00; SD = 1.18). Participants whose learning goal orientation was defined as middle also show less openness to experience (M = 2.74; SD = 1.12) compared to participants who claimed the highest level of learning goal orientation (M = 2.00; SD = 1.18). It is not surprising that a disposition to learn and develop competencies shows a connection with the personality trait openness to experience since it is the trait of creative individuals with emphasized conceptual skills.



Neuroticism is proclivity to negative emotions, which is approximated by awareness of possible losses and dangers. The evidence suggests that the students with a higher level of the personality trait neuroticism exhibit a lower level of learning goal orientation. Research subjects who designated their learning goal orientation as low show higher levels of the personality trait neuroticism; that is, they tend to be more prone to emotional stress and anxiety (M = 4.83; SD = 1.17) compared to students who reported their level of learning goal orientation to be at the middle level (M = 3.30; SD = 1.30) as well as the ones who designated their learning goal orientation as the highest (M = 2.76; SD = 1.34). Students who showed to be in the middle level regarding their learning goal orientation also showed higher results in the personality trait neuroticism (M = 3.30; SD = 1.30) with respect to students who demonstrated a high level of learning goal orientation (M = 2.76; SD = 1.34). Although the lack of emotional stability can increase the level of conflict between organizational members and hence diminish organizational effectiveness in the short term, a very low level of neuroticism can also prove to be problematic, since it disables us to perceive latent risks that have potential to undermine our efforts. Our interesting results concerning this personality trait should, however, be taken with a grain of salt. Our construct of learning goal orientation partly relied on self-evaluation of relative learning achievements, which, because it is based on comparison, has the potential to indicate lower levels for more neurotic respondents due to their lower self-confidence.



These results contribute to previous studies that have investigated the relationship between personality traits and goal orientations that, due to different theoretical and measurement models, are difficult to compare and lead to inconsistent results (e.g., [52,53]). Early studies [54,55,56], have explored the “personality” of jobs by examining the relationship between personality and the work or career an individual prefers. Other studies have examined the relationship between personality and career choice [57] or between achievement motivation and career choice [58].



In comparison to our results from previous research, two major differences need to be articulated: the first is that the largest part of the goal orientation research tackle the issue of performance goal orientation instead of learning goal orientation, and that most of them are situated in the work environment.



With respect to our research context, noteworthy research on the relations between the Big-Five personality traits and goal orientation was conducted by McCabe et al. [2], who investigated context-specific achievement goals in two different contexts: school and work. The authors used multilevel modelling with standardized values for both the traits and the goals so that they were able to interpret the results like correlation coefficients. The results across both studies showed how conscientiousness was strongly and positively related to learning-approach goals, agreeableness was positively related to learning-approach goals and negatively related to performance-approach goals, while both avoidance goals and performance goals were positively related to neuroticism. Similarly, in the two samples, for students and full-time employees, Bipp et al. [58] investigated the relationships between personality traits and the preference for job characteristics concerning either extrinsic (job environment) or intrinsic job features (work itself). The results indicate a different motivation on the basis of individual differences, which implies important practical consequences with respect to staffing decisions and the selection of the right motivational techniques for managers. According to this research, two personality traits (openness to experience and core self-evaluations) were consistently found to be positively related to the preference concerning work characteristics.



Several more noteworthy studies were conducted in educational setting. Sorić, Penezić, and Burić [59] examined the relationship between the Big-Five traits, academic motivation, and academic achievement on a sample of high school students. The mediation analysis revealed that for the personality trait conscientiousness, the learning approach, performance approach, and a work-avoidance goal orientation fully mediates the relationship between students’ personality traits and their academic achievement. Lamm et al. [60], on a sample of undergraduate leadership students, also found that openness, conscientiousness, and emotional stability can predict goal orientation. Similarly, the associations between the Big-Five personality dimensions and creativity moderated by learning motivational goal orientation was investigated by Kaspi-Baruch [61]. The results showed how individuals high in extroversion, emotional stability, and low in conscientiousness are most creative when they are oriented toward learning.



The literature also incorporates some evidence of the relationship between a personality and performance goal orientation. In a recent study, Pickett, Hofmans, and Fruyt [1] found that extraversion is associated with lower levels of performance approach goal orientation. These findings suggest that an integrative approach to personality allows a better understanding of the relationship between extraversion and performance approach goal orientation. However, this evidence arguably contradicts [62] previous argumentation that performance goals would lead to learning oriented, challenge-seeking goal-setting behaviour only if a person had confidence in his or her abilities. This raises the issue of how self-efficacy interacts with goal orientation to influence self-set goal levels if we take into consideration that extroversion plays an important part in the process of self-confidence.



There are three limitations of the research that we should point out. The first one is the potential misconception of the respondents on their learning goal orientation in the work setting. Since they are at the beginning of their professional work life, they do not have the experience to test themselves with respect to the claimed level of learning orientation they will demonstrate in the future. Secondly, the research sample included a relatively small number of reports that fall into the category of a low learning goal orientation. Although the difference between the middle and high learning orientation levels proved to be significant as well, the higher relative segment of research subjects who claimed a lower ambition to increase and develop competencies would be preferable. Although the Ten-Item Personality Inventory psychometrics are reasonable and well known, the use of the more extensive and established multi-item instruments can be warranted in situations if more time would be available.



There are several practical implications of our research results. Firstly, a better understanding of the relation between personality traits and students learning goal orientation prior to their first employment can give incentive to university counselling services that rely heavily on accessing and processing information that their students give them on the matters of competencies, positive attitudes, and coping behaviours. Secondly, the issue of attitude towards learning goal orientation can be, among other issues, useful in the selection process. We also argue that the results can contribute to the facilitation of adequate organizational socialization of newcomers.




6. Conclusions


Even beyond goal-driven organizational dynamics, the focus on learning has many benefits. As the German philosopher Lessing puts it, “The true value of a man is not determined by his possession, supposed or real, of Truth, but rather by his sincere exertion to get to the Truth.” [63]. In organizations, likewise, individuals who are oriented towards knowledge acquisition and who can incorporate new knowledge into solving the existing organizational problems are very valuable organizational assets, since knowledge acquisition is the fundamental resource of long-term competitive advantage.



The ambition to increase and develop competences can move into one’s focus in any stage of life but arguably it is most emphasized during the time of learning, including institutional education and practical, on-site learning. A specific period in this respect is time prior to first employment, where future employees are supposed to cross from theory to practice. Bridging this gap can prove to be an unpleasant experience for future employees but also for organizations whose suboptimal approach with respect to individual learning orientation can hinder the socialization of newcomers.



In our research, we have connected this proclivity to learning with personality, a well-established and proven concept in the organizational development literature. Since the research on influences of personality on numerous organizational issues is abundant, our research on connection with learning goal orientation gives novel insight into the rich body of organizational literature in the domain of personality.



Our findings indicate two important issues. First is that responders with a higher level of the personality trait openness to experience exhibit a higher level of learning goal orientation. Openness to new ideas and a willingness to engage in activities that one has not experienced before is the most important entrepreneurial trait; it fosters the development of conceptual skills, which are very hard to learn and also very valuable in many work settings, especially in contemporary business models. On the other hand, respondents with higher levels of the personality trait neuroticism show more modest levels of learning goal orientation. Proclivity to negative emotions, which is described by the personality trait neuroticism, is connected to an intensive response to stressors and more likely an interpretation of ordinary situations as threatening. Both of these findings can be starting points for more detailed studies of the antecedents and consequences of the connection between openness to experience and neuroticism and learning goal orientation.



Furthermore, while both performance and learning goal orientation in an organizational setting are reasonably well-investigated problems, the context of students at the begging of their professional path lacks research insight. This research context can hopefully attract more research attention since, in our opinion, a better understanding of an individual’s attitudes preceding the first employment can help organizations to develop more sustainable knowledge management practices in the early stage of organizational socialization.
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Figure 1. Personality inclinations of the responders in the research sample (N = 223). 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the sample.
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Variable

	
Category

	
Frequency

	
Percentage






	
Gender

	
Female

	
147

	
65.92




	
Male

	
76

	
34.02




	
Age

	
20–25

	
171

	
76.68




	
26–30

	
49

	
21.97




	
30–35

	
3

	
1.35




	
Major focus

	
Finance

	
73

	
32.73




	
General management

	
61

	
27.35




	
Marketing

	
48

	
21.53




	
Accounting

	
36

	
16.15




	
Managerial informatics

	
5

	
2.24
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Table 2. One-way ANOVA: differences in personality types with respect to performance goal orientation (N = 223).
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N

	
M

	
SD

	
F

	
P






	
Extroversion +

	
Low level of LGO

	
13

	
3.67

	
1.20

	
2.021

	
0.136




	
Middle level of LGO

	
107

	
2.94

	
1.36




	
High level of LGO

	
103

	
2.57

	
1.54




	
Agreeableness +

	
Low level of LGO

	
13

	
2.17

	
0.76

	
0.117

	
0.892




	
Middle level of LGO

	
107

	
2.24

	
1.06




	
High level of LGO

	
103

	
2.14

	
1.19




	
Consciousness +

	
Low level of LGO

	
13

	
3.17

	
1.81

	
2.163

	
0.121




	
Middle level of LGO

	
107

	
2.59

	
1.19




	
High level of LGO

	
103

	
2.22

	
1.31




	
Neuroticism

	
Low level of LGO

	
13

	
4.83

	
1.18

	
7.491 *

	
0.001




	
Middle level of LGO

	
107

	
3.30

	
1.33




	
High level of LGO

	
103

	
2.76

	
1.31




	
Openness to experience +

	
Low level of LGO

	
13

	
4.00

	
1.68

	
10.512 **

	
<0.001




	
Middle level of LGO

	
107

	
2.74

	
1.13




	
High level of LGO

	
103

	
2.00

	
1.12








Note: LGO—learning goal orientation; + higher results represent a lower level of a personality trait; ** p < 0.001, * p < 0.01.
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