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Big-Five Personality Traits, Job Satisfaction, and
Turnover Intention: A Heuristic Model for Hospital
Nurses in Japan

Igor Milovanovic

Abstract— Japanese population is rapidly ageing. Thus, there is an increased demand for nurses in Japan. However, one of the common
problems in nursing is a relatively high rate of occupational withdrawal, or turnover. Past studies on personality, work attitudes, and work
behaviors, although being profoundly conducted across occupations and cultures, neglected the effects of personal dispositions on
turnover. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to integrate the available knowledge into one conceptual framework, by focusing on the
five-factor model of personality traits, or the Big-Five, job satisfaction as one of the main work attitudes, and turnover intention, as a direct
predecessor of employee withdrawal behavior. Specifically, we attempted to explain plausible direct effects the Big-Five personality traits
might have on turnover intention, as well as the mediating role of job satisfaction. A tentative model is proposed and the research

implications are discussed.

Keywords— Big-Five, job satisfaction, personality traits, turnover intention.

1 INTRODUCTION

URNOVER is a research topic extensively studied in the
past, representing one of the most significant causes of
morale decrease and productivity decline [1]. It repre-
sents an important issue for health care employees, largely
comprised of nursing professionals. High nurse turnover has
a negative impact on an organization’s capacity to meet pa-
tients’ needs and provide an enviable level of care [2], [3], [4].
Nursing in Japan is considered to be an extremely stressful
occupation [5], [6], with nursing professionals reporting high
levels of turnover intentions [7]. In their comparison study [8],
Poghosyan et al. found that among nurses from certain devel-
oped countries (US, Canada, UK, Germany, New Zealand, and
Japan), Japanese nurses report the highest levels of burnout
experience. Thus, a high turnover rate among nurses appears,
contributing to a constant nurse shortage [7], [9]. Moreover, a
rapidly ageing population combined with a steady decline in
fertility result in an increased demands for a qualified nursing
staff in Japan. Therefore, there is an urgent need to retain cur-
rently employed nurses in their profession.

Even though turnover has been studied by organizational re-
searchers for decades, its definitions are often inconsistent and
inaccurate, making it difficult to generalize or compare across
studies [10]. Likewise, the determinants of turnover are differ-
ent and numerous as well. In short, turnover can be defined as
a voluntary action of quitting a current job or a workplace. It

e Igor Milovanovic is currently a PhD Candidate in Social Systems and
Management Doctoral Program, Graduate School of Systems and Infor-
mation Engineering, University of Tsukuba, Tennoudai 1-1-1, 305-8573
Tsukuba, Ibaraki, Japan.

E-mail: igormilovanovic@rocketmail.com

has been proved that turnover intention is the most significant
direct predictor of actual turnover [11]. Furthermore, job dissat-
isfaction, as an opposite to job satisfaction, has been often iden-
tified as a main reason why nurses quit their jobs [12].

In spite of voluminous body of research on turnover, sur-
prisingly little is done to examine the causes of nurse turnover
[11]. Scholars have traditionally focused on turnover by ana-
lyzing the work environment, although personality, especially
the five-factor model (FFM) with five major dimensions of
personality, also known as the Big-Five, was found to have
influence over turnover intentions and behaviors [13], [14].
However, there is no clear consensus about which factors best
predict the actual turnover, nor what are the links among per-
sonality traits, job satisfaction, and turnover. It seems that the
mechanism in which personality, job satisfaction, and turno-
ver mutually correlate has not been fully understood so far.
Although some studies examine the effect of job satisfaction
on turnover, as well as the influence of dispositional traits
over job satisfaction, there is almost none or a rather few re-
search done that include personality, job satisfaction, and
turnover [14]. The author claims that “despite the presence of
dispositional traits in most theoretical models of turnover,
nearly all of the models that have been empirically tested treat
job satisfaction as an exogenous variable and do not include
dispositions as antecedents” (p. 311).

Thus, the aim of this study is to develop a tentative model
which incorporates Big-Five personality traits, job satisfaction,
and turnover intention for hospital nurses in Japan. We as-
sume the nature of the relationship between disposition and
job satisfaction, based on evidence that personality affects job
satisfaction, e.g. [15], [16]. Additionally, we will try to explain
the relationship between personality and turnover intention.
Moreover, since job satisfaction was found to be directly
linked with intent to stay/leave, e.g. [17], [18], the effects of
job satisfaction on turnover intention and their nature are dis-
cussed in detail. Our theoretical model, therefore, establishes
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causal linkages between key personality features (Big-Five)
and job attitudes (job satisfaction) that, in turn, lead to turno-
ver intention. More specifically, we make basic assumptions
about: (a) the effects of personality traits on turnover inten-
tion, (b) the effects of personality traits on job satisfaction, and
(c) the effect of job satisfaction on turnover intention, among
Japanese hospital nurses.

2 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Nursing
Nursing is an extremely stressful occupation [19], leading to a
high rate of personal burnout [20], [21], [22], [23]. Nurses are
often affected by various stressors, including: excessive work-
load, unpredictability, conflict with patients and physicians, as
well as constant exposure to patient deaths [24]. Consequent-
ly, because of high levels of stress and burnout, nursing occu-
pation is generally characterized by negative outcomes, such
as illnesses, absenteeism, and job dissatisfaction [25], leading
to decreased job performance, high turnover and nurse short-
ages [26]. Job dissatisfaction, low job performance, and high
turnover rate, in turn, negatively affect the overall quality of
care that patients receive [27], [28]. High nurse turnover re-
sults in higher costs, reducing hospitals’ efforts to function
efficiently and improve patients’ care [10]. In their study with
home care patients aged 65 and over [29], Zimmerman et al.
found that higher turnover of registered nurses increase the
patients” risk of infection and risk of hospitalization by almost
30% and more than 80%, respectively. However, there is a
scant evidence that patients experience physical and emotion-
al sufferings due to the high rate of nurse turnover [10].

Health care professionals in Japan report significant levels
of burnout experience [30] and high turnover intentions [7],
with nursing considered to be a highly stressful occupation
[5]. Both physicians and nurses at hospitals feel that their so-
cial standing has deteriorated and their work stress has in-
creased, comparing to the past [6]. Poghosyan et al.’s study [8]
found that nurses in Japan experience higher levels of burnout
than nurses in some other developed countries, namely US,
Canada, UK, Germany, and New Zealand. To make things
worse, with the declining fertility in Japan, it is becoming
more and more difficult to recruit a sufficient number of nurs-
es [9]. Moreover, a quite rapid ageing of the Japanese popula-
tion has even further increased the demands for the nursing
professionals [7].

2.2 Turnover vs. Turnover Intention

Turnover can be generally described as an action of voluntari-
ly quitting a current job, a work position or an organization.
In this manner, the nursing turnover is a process in which
nursing staff leave or transfer within a healthcare environ-
ment. Alexander et al. [11] postulate that turnover represents
a multistage process which links individual attributes (age,
gender, tenure, marital status, level of education, and type of
training), job attitudes, the decision to quit, and the behavior
of actual quitting. Job satisfaction - the extent to which some-
body likes his/her job, and intent to stay/leave - the extent to
which somebody plan to continue or quit membership with

his/her employer, are widely regarded as key factors in de-
termining the turnover process for nurses [31], [32], [33]. Price
and Mueller [34] consider turnover as a product of job satisfac-
tion and organizational commitment, influenced by intra-
organizational factors, demographics, and environmental fac-
tors outside of the organization. In their literature review [4],
Tai, Bame, and Robinson identified age, tenure, job satisfac-
tion, organizational commitment, external job opportunities,
and supervisor’s behavior to be the best predictors of turno-
ver.

Some scholars, however, claim that previous studies were
mainly focused upon turnover intention, as a measure of an
employee’s intention to leave, rather than measuring the actu-
al turnover [35]. Similarly, Takase [36] argues that turnover
intention has often been used in scientific research as a useful
replacement measure of the actual turnover. Thus, it is neces-
sary to make a clear distinction between turnover and turno-
ver intention, since the turnover intention alone represents a
precursor of the actual turnover. According to the Ajzen and
Fishbein’s attitude-behavior theory [37], a person’s intention
represents a function of his/her attitude toward performing a
behavior; “A single behavior is determined by the intention to
perform the behavior in question” (p. 888). In this manner,
withdrawal behavior is determined by withdrawal or turnover
intention. Takase [36] describes turnover intention as a multi-
stage process that includes an affective, a cognitive, and a be-
havioral component. The affective component consists of
emotional responses to negative aspects of organizations or
occupations, and it is usually considered as a starting point of
turnover intention; the cognitive component involves decision
to leave or quit, seen as an intention or a desire; and the be-
havioral component refers to the actual withdrawal behavior
that is oriented towards future opportunities [36].

And while job satisfaction/dissatisfaction and intent to
stay/leave are most consistently reported as determinants of
turnover [10], the results of studies elucidating factors that
affect turnover intention are rather mixed and inconsistent.
For instance, some studies confirm that job satisfaction is di-
rectly linked with intent to stay/leave [17], [18]. On the other
hand, Lum et al. [12] found that job satisfaction has an indirect
effect while organizational commitment has a direct effect on
turnover intention. Moreover, few researchers suggest only
weak relationships between job satisfaction, turnover inten-
tion, and actual turnover. For instance, Baron and Kenny [38]
found that positive affectivity, promotional chances, job rou-
tinization, and pay, although previously being highly associ-
ated with turnover intention, became statistically insignificant
when job satisfaction was included into regression equations.
In their longitudinal study which included Taiwanese hospital
nurses [39], Chen et al. found that only workload predicted
the actual turnover, whereas job satisfaction, among some oth-
er factors, was found to be highly associated with turnover
intention. Furthermore, they suggested that neither job satis-
faction nor turnover intention could be reliable determinants
of actual turnover. Therefore, it is necessary to further exam-
ine the complexity of the relationships among job satisfaction,
turnover intention, and actual turnover.
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2.3 Job Satisfaction

There is no universally accepted definition of job satisfaction
[40]. Job satisfaction is a positive emotional state, resulting
from the appraisal of one’s job or job experiences [41]. Argyle
[42] deems job satisfaction as one of the three most important
predictors of overall well-being, beside marriage and family
satisfaction. It has been considered as a global feeling about
the job or as a related constellation of attitudes about various
job aspects [43]. Simply said, job satisfaction can be described
as a positive feeling that an individual has about his or her
own job.

The determinants of job satisfaction are various and differ-
ent in nature. Clark [44] quoted good health and promotion
opportunities to be positively associated with job satisfaction,
while long working hours, commuting time, and, surprisingly,
level of education negatively affect job satisfaction. This is a
quite interesting finding, regarding the fact that better educa-
tion brings the opportunities for better jobs. The British
household survey showed different strength in correlations
between various dimensions of job satisfaction and survey
participants, with regards to their gender; men ranked promo-
tion prospects, pay, and job security, while women appreciat-
ed good relations with peers, working hours, and the work
itself more [44]. Job satisfaction is a valid predictor of future
quits [45]. Itis highlighted as a contributing factor to turnover
intention and turnover, being a complex area with many ele-
ments affecting its measurement [46]. Thus, we can claim that
voluminous body of past research treats job satisfaction as an
independent variable that affects behavior such as nurse reten-
tion and turnover, or as a dependant variable, being a result of
job features, work settings, or personal characteristics.

2.4 Personality

Human behavior occupies a considerable deal of attention
from many scholars worldwide for a long time [47], [48], [49].
Traditionally, the majority of studies have investigated the
differences in a person’s character, or personality [50], [51],
[52], [53]. Personality can be described as a variety of specific
individual differences, with each individual being character-
ized by a set of unique dispositional features, or personality
traits [54].

There is a general agreement among scholars that the per-
sonality can be best described by five major personality di-
mensions, or the Big-Five personality traits: openness to expe-
rience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and
neuroticism [49], [54], [55], [56], [57], [58], [59]. Numerous
studies and meta-analytic reviews were conducted in order to
investigate the validity of personality traits through a variety
of occupations. As a result, the five-factor model (FFM) is
found to be quite stable over time and across different cultures
[50], [54], [57], [59], [60], [61], [62].

Openness to experience (or intellect) represents a receptive
orientation towards a variety of experiences and new ideas
[56]. It usually implies being imaginative, cultured, curious,
original, broad-minded, intelligent, and artistically sensitive
[60]. Openness to experience underlines traits such as imagi-
nation, curiosity, and creativity [63]. Likewise, Saucier [64]
describes people who are open to experience as being creative,

imaginative, philosophical, intellectual, complex, and deep.

Conscientiousness highlights strong tendencies towards per-
sistence, sense of duty, industriousness, organizing, planning
and self-discipline [56]. Conscientious people are careful,
thorough, responsible, organized, planful, hard-working,
achievement-oriented, and persevering [60]. Goldberg [63]
argues that conscientiousness includes traits such as organiza-
tion, thoroughness, and reliability. Conscientious people are
described as being organized, efficient, systematic, and practi-
cal [64].

Extraversion represents the disposition towards cheerful-
ness, sociability, and an extensive activity [56]. Barrick and
Mount [60] described extraverted people as sociable, gregari-
ous, assertive, talkative, and active. Goldberg [63] claims that
extraversion is related to traits such as talkativeness, asser-
tiveness, and activity. Moreover, Saucier [64] defines extra-
verts as being talkative, extraverted, bold, and energetic.

Agreeableness represents a clear inclination towards inter-
personal trust, and consideration of others [56]. Barrick and
Mount [60] argue that agreeableness entails being courteous,
flexible, trusting, good-natured, cooperative, forgiving, soft-
hearted, and tolerant. According to Goldberg [63], agreeable-
ness includes kindness, trust, and warmth. Agreeable people
are often described as sympathetic, warm, kind, and coopera-
tive [64].

Neuroticism (the opposite of emotional stability) represents
a tendency to experience distressing emotions, such as fear,
guilt, and frustration [56]. Barrick and Mount [60] view per-
sons who score high on neuroticism as being anxious, de-
pressed, angry, embarrassed, emotional, worried, and inse-
cure. Goldberg [63] postulates that neuroticism includes such
traits as nervousness, moodiness, and temperamentality. Sim-
ilarly, neurotic people are considered to be moody, jealous,
temperamental, envious, touchy, and fretful [64].

3 HYPOTHESIZED MODEL

Job satisfaction and turnover intention are the most reported
determinants of turnover. The intention to leave has been
clearly recognized as an immediate direct precursor of turno-
ver behavior [10], [65]. A significant positive correlation be-
tween turnover intention and actual turnover was reported
among hospital employees in South Carolina [66]. Likewise,
Alexander et al. [11] found intention to quit to be the most
important predictor of actual turnover for nursing staff work-
ing in neuropsychiatric hospitals across the US.

Many previous studies explored the effects of the Big-Five
on job performance, e.g. [60], [67], [68], [69], [70], [71], [72].
Conscientiousness and emotional stability are found to be val-
id predictors of job performance across almost all work set-
tings, whereas agreeableness, extraversion, and openness are
found to be relevant only for some occupations. These find-
ings are quite reasonable; it is logical to assume that if people
are hard-working, reliable, responsible (major facets of consci-
entiousness) and emotionally stable in various situations, their
performance would be generally high.

However, we would like to propose a model in which dis-
positional features of personality make some nurses more
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prone to think about quitting, and eventually opt for the with-
drawal behavior. Specifically, we want to explain the effects
of the Big-Five personality traits on the turnover intention.
Although there is an extensive pool of knowledge related to
the Big-Five, empirical studies examining personality and
turnover intention are limited, with the results often being
inconsistent and rather mixed. For instance, Salgado [13]
found emotional stability, conscientiousness, and agreeable-
ness to be negative predictors of turnover; conscientiousness
and agreeableness negatively predicted deviant behaviors;
and none of the Big-Five traits, however, were valid predictors
of absenteeism and accident rate. Zimmerman [14] further
claims that none of the past studies examined the effects of
personality on employees” intentions to quit. Therefore, we
find it purposeful to propose a model with turnover intention
as an outcome or criterion variable.

In his meta-analysis, Zimmerman [14] found that neuroti-
cism, or emotional instability tend to strengthen the level of
turnover intention, whereas conscientiousness and agreeable-
ness tend to decrease the rate of actual turnover. Le Pine and
Van Dyne [73] argue that individuals scoring high in neuroti-
cism tend to be uptight, uncooperative, having fewer interac-
tions with co-workers, and often expressing negative attitudes
towards them. Emotionally instable people tend to have nega-
tive perceptions of themselves and their surrounding envi-
ronment. Thus, those employees who have negative views of
their work are more likely to leave [74]. In this regard, highly
neurotic people tend to express their withdrawal intentions
more often than those who are low on this trait. On the other
hand, Witt et al. [75] argue that conscientious workers are
predisposed to be organized, exacting, disciplined, diligent,
dependable, methodical, and purposeful. Hence, they are
more likely to thoroughly and correctly perform tasks, to stay
focused on work tasks, to take initiative in solving problems,
to comply with policies, and to remain committed to the job.
Highly conscientious individuals are more likely to believe
they have a moral obligation to stay with an organization [14].

H 1: Neuroticism positively affects turnover intention.
H 2: Conscientiousness negatively affects turnover intention.

A majority of theoretical evidence suggests that agreeable-
ness and extraversion have negative effects on withdrawal. It
is plausible that both agreeableness and extraversion are im-
portant to perform tasks in occupation that requires extensive
social interactions, such as nursing. Agreeableness entails
being likeable, cooperative, and good-natured [71]. Due to
their adaptability and compliance, as well as their tendency to
establish positive and satisfying relationships with people
around themselves, highly agreeable individuals tend to stay
at their current jobs [14]. Similarly, extraverts have strong ties
with their co-workers. They tend to perceive both themselves
and their work environment more positively, feeling better
about their work, and being motivated to stay in their organi-
zations [74].

H 3: Agreeableness negatively affects turnover intention.

H 4: Extraversion negatively affects turnover intention.

Maertz and Griffeth [74] suggest that people high on open-
ness to experience tend to appreciate job change, making them
more willing to leave an organization. Zimmerman [14] ar-
gues that individuals scoring high on this trait are often ready
to leave in their quest for potential chances outside of an or-
ganization; “individuals higher in Openness are more likely to
leave the organization to explore other opportunities, regard-
less of how they feel about their job” (p. 317).

H 5: Openness positively affects turnover intention.

Nevertheless, there is some evidence that personality af-
fects job satisfaction [15]. For instance, emotional stability, as
an opposite of neuroticism, and extraversion are both listed as
positive predictors of job satisfaction [76], [77]. Judge et al.
[16] found neuroticism to be the strongest negative predictor
of job satisfaction. Judge and colleagues argue that neurotic
people often put themselves into situations that foster nega-
tive affectivity, resulting in diminished levels of job satisfac-
tion.

H 6: Neuroticism negatively affects job satisfaction.

Conscientiousness has been recognized as a universal pre-
dictor of job satisfaction among the Big-Five traits [72], [78].
DeNeve and Cooper [79] found conscientiousness to be posi-
tively related to life satisfaction and well-being. Likewise,
Judge et al. [16] reported the estimated true score correlation
with job satisfaction for conscientiousness to be .26.

H 7: Conscientiousness positively affects job satisfaction.

Concerning the fact that nursing is an occupation that re-
quires good teamwork with co-workers and extensive interac-
tions with patients, agreeableness and extraversion may be
rather significant in understanding job satisfaction. Agreea-
bleness entails getting along with other people, by making
pleasant and satisfying relationships. Agreeable individuals
tend to achieve interpersonal intimacy that leads to greater
levels of both job and life satisfaction. Likewise, extroverts
tend to experience positive emotions in social situations, hav-
ing more friends comparing to introverts, and enjoying more
in interpersonal interactions. Moreover, Judge et al. [16] re-
ported the true score correlations with job satisfaction to be .25
and .17 for extraversion and agreeableness, respectively.

H 8: Extraversion positively affects job satisfaction.
H 9: Agreeableness positively affects job satisfaction.

Even though people are often ready to pursuit their future
career outside of their current organizations, exploring the
potential external prospects, those who score high on open-
ness tend not to express their affective reactions related to
their jobs, making the effects of openness on job satisfaction
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unclear [79]. Judge et al. [16] found that, while extraversion,
conscientiousness, and neuroticism were significant predictors
of job satisfaction, openness to experience showed a weak, an
indistinguishable from zero, and a highly variable correlation
with job satisfaction. Sutin et al. [80] also confirmed openness
not to be associated with job satisfaction. Nevertheless, open-
ness was found to be a significant (5% level) negative predic-
tor of job satisfaction among university employees [81]. Simi-
larly, openness was significantly negatively associated with
job satisfaction for both managerial and non-managerial posi-
tions in the US utility company [82].

H 10: Openness negatively affects job satisfaction.

Finally, it is commonly considered that job satisfaction does
not influence turnover directly [65]. Instead, it affects the in-
tention to quit, which in turn leads to turnover [14]. Satisfac-
tion is seen as the positive affective response to a job itself [83].
Tett and Meyer [84] described job satisfaction as an affective
attachment to one’s job. They found that a strong negative
correlation between job satisfaction and turnover is being me-
diated through the intention to quit. Accordingly, the indirect
effect of job satisfaction on turnover through the turnover in-
tention was reported to be much stronger (-.58) than the direct
effect of job satisfaction on turnover (-.25). Similarly, a signifi-
cant negative relationship between job satisfaction and turno-
ver intention was confirmed [85]. It is logical to assume that if
someone is highly satisfied with his/her own job, he/she does
not intend to quit the job or leave the current organization. In
the study that includes three hospitals in southern Taiwan,
Tzeng [86] found overall job satisfaction to be a significant
predictor of turnover intention for the nurses. Therefore, we
contend that the effect of job satisfaction on turnover intention
will be negative in nature.

H 11: Job satisfaction negatively affects turnover intention.

On the basis of the afore-mentioned hypothesis, our hy-
pothesized model is graphically depicted in Fig. 1 (the direct
effects of Big-Five personality traits on turnover intention are
marked in bold).

4 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

We strongly believe in personality, especially the Big-Five dis-
positional traits to be valid predictors of both turnover inten-
tion and job satisfaction among hospital nurses in Japan. Spe-
cifically, our position is that those nurses who are highly re-
sponsible, well-organized, and hard-working in their daily
work activities, besides being cheerful, sociable, energetic,
warm, kind, and cooperative in interpersonal relationships
tend to express higher levels of both job satisfaction and inten-
tion to leave. On the contrary, we expect that those nurses
who score high on experiences such as anxiety, depression,
anger, and nervousness, in addition to being imaginative,
broad-minded, philosophical, creative, and curious, tend to be
less satisfied with their job, and, therefore, develop withdraw-
al or turnover intentions more easily. Our hope is that the

hypothetical model developed in this study will be a signifi-
cant contribution to the existing literature, further enhancing
our understanding of the nature of complex processes that
lead to nurse turnover. Yet, we find it necessary to emphasize
that our model still falls short of perfection in predicting the
trait-attitude-intention relationship, mainly because it does not
include other plausible determinants of withdrawal behavior,
such as job characteristics, work environment, organization
settings, demographics, etc., as some other scholars’ studies
before us did, e.g. [87]. That was out of the scope of this
study. Instead, we solely focused on Big-Five personality
traits as possible antecedents of both turnover intention and
job satisfaction among Japanese hospital nurses. However, we
would like to embolden our fellow researchers to empirically
test our model across different cultures, diverse situations, and
various contexts, try to improve, and eventually modify it, if
necessary. Moreover, we believe that our theoretical proposal,
combined with comprehensive empirical results, will become
more than a useful guideline for managers, human resource
practitioners, and policy makers throughout healthcare organ-
izations, in relation to the nurse turnover. Minimizing the
turnover rate among nurses and retaining them in their occu-
pation will tackle the global problem of a chronic nurse short-
age, especially in societies with high demand for nurses and
rapidly ageing population such as Japan.
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H6 (-)
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Fig. 1. Big-Five personality traits, job satisfaction, and turnover
intention for hospital nurses in Japan.
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