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ABSTRACT
Personality research suggests that individuals tend to develop more homogeneous—or similar—personalities within, rather 
than between, occupations due to attraction and selection, attrition, and socialization effects. We expand this perspective using 
a distance-based methodological approach that relates similarities between combinations of individuals' personality traits to 
similarities between their occupations. Leveraging German panel data tracing individuals' careers from 2005 to 2017, we test 
how attraction and selection, attrition, and socialization effects contribute to the emergence of similar personalities in similar 
occupations over time. Our results reveal that individuals with more similar Big Five personality traits join more similar occu-
pations, whereas those with personalities less similar to those of other occupational incumbents are more likely to leave the oc-
cupation. Moreover, individuals staying in more similar occupations develop more similar personalities. These findings enhance 
our understanding of the intricate interplay between individuals' personalities and occupations, providing evidence that similar 
personality traits emerge not only within the same occupation but also between similar occupations over time.

1   |   Introduction

Existing research recognizes reciprocal influences between indi-
viduals' personalities and their work environments, encompass-
ing teams, jobs, occupations, and organizations (e.g., Denissen 
et al. 2014; Heyde et al. 2024; Nieß and Zacher 2015; Roberts 2006; 
Wille et al. 2012; Wille and De Fruyt 2014; Woods et al. 2013, 2019, 
2020). The underlying idea is that individuals strive to reach an 
optimal fit between their personality traits and their work envi-
ronments (Van Vianen 2018; Woods et al. 2020). On the one hand, 
individuals' personalities affect their career choices, as attraction 
and selection, as well as attrition effects, lead people to gravitate 
toward work environments whose requirements, including tasks 
and duties, match their traits (e.g., Holland 1997; Schneider 1987). 
On the other hand, work environments shape the personalities 
of their incumbents through socialization effects (Frese  1982), 

because their requirements foster the development of traits that 
are necessary for a harmonious person–environment (P–E) fit 
(Woods et  al.  2019, 2020). These findings have led researchers 
to propose the “homogeneity hypothesis,” suggesting that more 
similar personalities emerge over time within, rather than be-
tween, work environments (e.g., King et al. 2017; Oh et al. 2018; 
Satterwhite et al. 2009; Schneider et al. 1998).

Investigating this proposition is relevant because the composi-
tion of human resources in a work environment shapes work-
place performance, contributing to the creation of competitive 
advantage (Ployhart et  al.  2014). Occupations—that is, work 
environments including roles with similar tasks and duties 
that necessitate specific individual attributes, such as skills and 
traits, for effective performance (Dierdorff 2019; Dierdorff and 
Morgeson 2007)—reflect the division of labor in organizations 
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and constitute an important context of investigation. Not only 
does person–occupation fit typically precede other types of fit, 
such as person–job or person–organization fit (Bradley-Geist and 
Landis 2012), but also occupational affiliations are often more 
lasting than organizational ones, playing a pivotal role in shap-
ing individuals' careers over time (Dierdorff 2019). Nonetheless, 
how personalities converge at the occupational level remains an 
underexplored topic (Anni et al. 2024). Further, although extant 
studies generally confirm that individuals' personality traits are 
more similar within than between occupations (e.g., Bradley-
Geist and Landis 2012; King et al. 2017; Satterwhite et al. 2009; 
Schaubroeck et al. 1998; Sundstrom et al. 2016), their findings 
come with certain limitations.

First, by treating occupations as separate, independent work envi-
ronments, often coded as dummy variables to predict differences 
in individuals' personality trait levels (e.g., Anni et al. 2024; King 
et al. 2017; Schaubroeck et al. 1998), prior research has supported 
the homogeneity hypothesis by showing that personalities are 
more similar within the same occupation rather than between 
different occupations. Yet,  this approach overlooks the intercon-
nected nature of occupations, with some being more similar than 
others due to shared requirements (Barrick and Mount 1991). In 
other words, not all individuals with similar personality traits are 
likely drawn to, and therefore shaped by, the same occupation; 
some may, instead, join and stay in similar ones. This raises the 
untested possibility that personality homogeneity may not be con-
fined to single occupations but could also extend among them, 
becoming more pronounced as occupational similarity increases. 
Second, existing evidence suggesting that larger misfits between 
individuals' personalities and occupations are related to higher in-
tentions to leave the occupation has been used to confirm attrition 
effects (Donohue 2006; Sitzmann et al. 2019). However, because 
intentions are merely a predictor of behavior (Mobley et al. 1979), 
the extent to which personality–occupation misfit truly contrib-
utes to personality homogeneity in occupations through actual 
attrition remains unclear.

Integrating this research, we investigate whether, over time, in-
dividuals with similar personalities work in similar occupations 
and how working in similar occupations influences personality 
similarity between individuals. We define individuals as having 
similar personalities when they share similar combinations of 
personality trait levels and occupations as similar when they in-
volve similar tasks and duties. The highest degree of similarity 
occurs when individuals have identical trait levels and work in 
the same occupation. To answer our research question, we derive 
and test three hypotheses. First, testing attraction and selection 
effects, we study whether individuals with more similar person-
alities join more similar occupations. Second, testing attrition 
effects, we examine whether individuals with personalities less 
similar to those of others in the same occupation (i.e., occupa-
tional incumbents) tend to leave the occupation. Third, testing so-
cialization effects, we investigate whether staying in more similar 
occupations contributes to developing more similar personalities. 
Overall, we explore how each effect contributes to the emergence 
of personality homogeneity across similar occupations over time.

In line with our longitudinal perspective, we retrieve data 
from 2005 to 2017 for the Big Five personality traits and occu-
pations of a representative sample of working individuals from 

the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP; Goebel et al. 2019). 
In detail, we create subsamples of joiners, stayers, and leavers 
to test the unique contribution of each theorized effect. Using 
all available data, we replicate our analyses over four study 
periods—2005–2009, 2009–2013, 2013–2017, and 2005–2017. 
We further employ multiple regressions on distance matrices 
(MRMs; Lichstein 2007) to relate similarities between individ-
uals' personalities to similarities between their occupations, ac-
counting for the role of occupational similarity in our analyses.

We make key contributions to research on the interplay between 
individuals' personalities and occupations. Our work directly 
addresses researchers studying personality homogeneity at the 
occupational level (e.g., Bradley-Geist and Landis  2012; King 
et  al.  2017; Satterwhite et  al.  2009; Schaubroeck et  al.  1998; 
Sundstrom et  al.  2016). Extending this body of literature, we 
treat occupations as interconnected rather than independent 
work environments and examine whether similar personalities 
emerge among similar occupations. Our findings show that, 
over time, similar personality traits are created not only within 
the same work environment (i.e., when individuals hold iden-
tical occupations) but also span environments with more sim-
ilar tasks and duties, driven by attraction and selection as well 
as socialization effects. Consequently, we broaden the scope of 
the homogeneity hypothesis, revealing that personality homo-
geneity extends beyond the boundaries of single occupations. 
Our results further position occupational similarity as a novel 
and relevant variable in research on the personality–workplace 
interplay. For example, our tests of socialization effects contrib-
ute to existing work on personality dynamics (e.g., Li et al. 2014, 
2021; Woods et al. 2020; Wu et al. 2020) by demonstrating that 
continuous membership in different yet similar occupations can 
predict changes in individuals' traits, making them more similar 
as time progresses. Moreover, we show that individuals whose 
personalities are less similar to those of other occupational in-
cumbents tend to leave the occupation over time. Although our 
tests in this instance relate individuals in the same occupation, 
capturing actual occupational changes integrates prior work 
that has linked individuals' personality misfits to their inten-
tions to leave the work environment (Donohue 2006; Sitzmann 
et  al.  2019), which may not always translate into actual attri-
tion. Hence, we advance the understanding of the role of attri-
tion toward the homogenization of individuals' personalities in 
occupations, confirming its previously theorized but untested 
contribution.

In general, instead of relying on cross-sectional data collected 
from incumbents within occupations — which captures only a 
snapshot of personality homogeneity at a single point in time 
and can make it difficult to determine whether the observed ho-
mogeneity is due to attraction and selection, attrition, or social-
ization effects (e.g., Bradley-Geist and Landis 2012; Satterwhite 
et al. 2009) — we use data over 12 years and test our hypotheses 
using different subsamples of workers. This approach enables 
us to demonstrate that, over time, each effect uniquely contrib-
utes to the emergence of homogeneity. Our results are robust, as 
evinced by their replication across all study periods considered. 
Similar replications across different time horizons, both shorter 
and longer, are extremely valuable. For instance, our findings 
can inform future meta-analyses that, similar to that of Bleidorn 
et al. (2022), aim to explore how time influences the relationships 
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between individuals' personalities and their work environ-
ments. At the same time, by using MRM (Lichstein  2007), a 
method from the spatial sciences, to relate similarities between 
personalities and occupations, we answer calls to identify novel 
approaches to the study of the interactions between personality 
and the workplace (Sosnowska et al. 2021).

Finally, our results hold several practical implications. For ex-
ample, they can assist HR practitioners in understanding and 
predicting personality convergence across different yet similar 
occupations within their organizations, facilitating more effec-
tive human resource management, including recruitment and 
internal transfers. Additionally, they can support vocational 
counselors in guiding individuals through occupational changes 
by identifying transitions that minimize the costs of personality 
adaptation.

2   |   Theory and Hypotheses

2.1   |   The Interplay Between Personality and Work 
Environment

Personality is a disposition manifested through enduring pat-
terns of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Roberts, Robins, 
et al. 2003). Departing from the trait perspective that considered 
personality as solely shaped by genetic predispositions (McCrae 
et  al.  2000), current research acknowledges reciprocal influ-
ences between individuals' personalities and their work envi-
ronments, spanning team, job, occupational, and organizational 
levels (e.g., Anni et al. 2024; Li et al. 2014, 2019; Lodi-Smith and 
Roberts  2007; Roberts, Caspi, and Moffitt 2003; Specht  2017; 
Wille et  al.  2019; Woods et  al.  2013, 2019, 2020; Wrzus and 
Roberts 2017). These dynamics are shaped by individuals' on-
going search for an optimal fit, or compatibility, between their 
personality traits and their environments (Woods et  al.  2019, 
2020) aimed to reach positive workplace outcomes (e.g., job sat-
isfaction and performance; Su et al. 2015).

First, attraction and selection, as well as attrition effects are 
pivotal1 to explain how personality shapes an individual's mem-
bership in a work environment. The overarching concept of 
these “gravitational mechanisms” is that individuals tend to be 
attracted to and selected for teams, jobs, occupations, or organi-
zations whose requirements best align with their personalities 
(e.g., Woods et al. 2019). When individuals find themselves in 
environments with poor fit, they seek to reach P–E fit through 
active adjustment (Dawis and Lofquist  1984). Although this 
search for compatibility may, at first, involve taking actions to 
actively manipulate existing careers (e.g., engaging in job craft-
ing; Wrzesniewski and Dutton 2001), it often culminates in at-
trition, with individuals exiting the current work environment 
in favor of one that better suits their personality (e.g., Denissen 
et al. 2014). In summary, individuals' personalities shape their 
careers by prompting them to gravitate toward work environ-
ments that are more compatible with their personality traits 
(e.g., Judge et al. 1999; Woods et al. 2020).

Second, socialization effects can explain how a work envi-
ronment contributes to developing an individual's personal-
ity. In this context, socialization describes “changes in the 

person which take place in and because of the work situation” 
(Frese  1982, 209–210).2 In this case, the requirements of the 
work environment create structures that encourage constant 
changes in behaviors, thoughts, and feelings (Wille and De 
Fruyt 2014). Therefore, personality development is the compre-
hensive outcome of the continuous interactions between indi-
viduals and their work environments (e.g., Woods et  al.  2019; 
Wrzus and Roberts 2017). When there is an initial fit between 
individuals' traits and their work environments, personality de-
velopment follows a corresponsive principle (Roberts, Caspi, and 
Moffitt 2003); that is, the traits that cause gravitation toward an 
environment are activated and, thus, reinforced. When there is 
a misfit between individuals' traits and their work environment, 
personality develops in a non-corresponsive manner (Woods 
et al. 2020); that is, the environment rewards behaviors that are 
inconsistent with individuals' traits but that can improve P–E 
fit. The repetitive engagement in trait-inconsistent behaviors 
drives individuals to continuously adjust their personalities in 
response to their work requirements (Woods et al. 2019).

Overall, as individuals gravitate toward work environments 
whose requirements, including tasks and duties, optimally fit 
their personality traits, similarity (i.e., homogeneity) between 
personalities is expected to be greater within an environment 
rather than between environments and to further intensify 
over time due to socialization effects (e.g., King et al. 2017; Oh 
et al. 2018; Schaubroeck et al. 1998; Schneider et al. 1998).

Below, we review existing research on the interplay between 
individuals' personalities and their occupations, that is, the 
work environments of our interest. We define an occupation as 
a work environment including work roles with similar require-
ments (i.e., tasks and duties; International Labor Office 1990), 
which require specific individual attributes, such as skills and 
traits, to be performed effectively (Dierdorff  2019; Dierdorff 
and Morgeson 2007). For example, the occupation of “medical 
doctors” includes ophthalmologists, surgeons, and others whose 
tasks and duties (e.g., conducting medical examinations) call 
upon specific individual attributes and, thus, are characterized 
by a certain similarity.

Complementing existing research, we focus on the similarities 
between individuals and between occupations. We define indi-
viduals as having more similar personalities when they possess 
more similar combinations of personality trait levels and occu-
pations as more similar when they entail more similar tasks and 
duties requiring specific skills (Dierdorff  2019; Dierdorff and 
Morgeson 2013). Identical combinations of traits or occupations 
represent the highest levels of similarity. Each occupation delin-
eates a distinct work environment (Woods et al. 2019), given that 
occupations exhibit a certain internal similarity because they 
group work roles with similar requirements (International Labor 
Office  1990). However, we also recognize that some require-
ments are shared among occupations (Barrick and Mount 1991). 
In essence, building upon the previous example, we acknowledge 
a high similarity in the work roles of “medical doctors” (e.g., 
surgeons and ophthalmologists), yet we also anticipate that 
“medical doctors” may exhibit greater similarity in occupational 
requirements with “pharmacologists, pathologists, and related 
professionals” than with “gardeners, horticultural  and nurs-
ery growers.” Overall, we study the interplay between similar 
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personalities and similar occupations by hypothesizing how 
attraction and selection, attrition, and socialization effects con-
tribute to their reciprocal relationships over time. This enables 
us to shed light on the emergence of personality homogeneity in 
similar occupations.

2.2   |   The Interplay Between Similar Personalities 
and Similar Occupations

Initially, we focus on attraction and selection, and attrition ef-
fects and describe how personality shapes occupational choices. 
Next, we consider socialization effects and discuss how occupa-
tional choices, in turn, shape personality.

2.2.1   |   Personality Shapes Occupational Choices

Various scholars have found evidence for attraction and selec-
tion effects that link single personality traits to occupations with 
compatible requirements (e.g., De Fruyt and Mervielde  1999; 
Denissen et al. 2014; Judge et al. 1999; Nieß and Zacher 2015; 
Wille et al. 2012; Woods et al. 2020; Woods and Hampson 2010). 
For example, higher levels of openness to experience in early 
life have been associated with working in social occupations 
(e.g., teaching) during adulthood (Judge et  al.  1999), whereas 
conscientiousness has been related to occupations that require 
practical and hands-on work (e.g., being a construction worker; 
Woods and Hampson 2010). Recognizing that individuals simul-
taneously possess different traits that function as a coordinated 
system (Allport 1971; De Fruyt 2002), some scholars have started 
investigating how individuals' personality profiles relate to their 
occupations. For example, individuals high on extraversion but 
low on agreeableness tend to enter realistic occupations char-
acterized by a sense of adventure (e.g., being a ski instructor) 
(Wiernik 2016) and leadership positions (Dilchert 2007). These 
findings provide evidence that individuals are drawn to and se-
lected for occupations that are compatible with their personality 
traits (e.g., De Fruyt and Mervielde 1999; Wille et al. 2012; Wille 
and De Fruyt 2014; Woods et al. 2020). Personality is a critical 
factor in this process, as it influences individuals' skills, which, 
in turn, determine whether they are likely to effectively perform 
the tasks and duties of a given occupation (Campbell et al. 1993; 
Motowildo et al. 1997), thus contributing to a favorable P–E fit.

We build upon this research to relate similarities between indi-
viduals' personalities to similarities between their occupations. 
Extant work suggests that distinct personality traits are needed 
to fulfill the requirements of different occupations (Woods 
et al. 2019). Accordingly, membership in occupations can pre-
dict individuals' differences in personality trait levels, such that 
it is possible to differentiate occupations based on the traits 
of their incumbents (e.g., Anni et  al.  2024; King et  al.  2017). 
Extending this research, we expect that more similar traits will 
be required not only in the same occupation but also in more 
similar ones that entail similar tasks and duties (Dierdorff and 
Morgeson  2013). In line with this expectation, prior research 
has shown, for example, that extraversion can predict individual 
performance in managerial and sales occupations (which are 
similar in that they are people-oriented), but not in occupations 
like engineering and production work (where the capability to 

interact with people is less crucial; Barrick and Mount  1991). 
Based on these arguments, we anticipate that individuals with 
more similar patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (i.e., 
overall personality traits) can effectively fulfill more similar 
tasks and duties. Consequently, we propose that, over time, indi-
viduals with more similar personalities will be attracted to and 
selected for more similar occupations. In sum, we hypothesize 
the following:

Hypothesis 1.  Individuals with more similar personalities 
join more similar occupations.

Scholars have also started investigating how personality relates 
to attrition at the occupational level. Prior research has provided 
initial evidence that individuals tend to transition toward oc-
cupations that better match their personality traits throughout 
their careers (Denissen et al. 2014; Nieß and Zacher 2015). For 
instance, highly extraverted individuals move to occupations 
where extraversion is more important for successful job per-
formance (Denissen et al. 2014). Although this research has fo-
cused on individuals' attempts to transition to new occupations 
that align better with their traits, it remains unclear whether 
these transitions are preceded by exits from current occupations 
that represent a personality misfit. Indeed, although attraction 
and selection effects ideally guide individuals toward compat-
ible occupations, some may still work in occupations that are 
not a natural fit for their personalities (Woods et  al.  2020). 
Consequently, some occupational incumbents will possess per-
sonalities that are less similar to those who typically align with 
the occupation. These individuals likely face more challenges in 
performing the tasks and duties of the occupation because these 
require behaviors that are inconsistent with their traits (e.g., 
Woods et al. 2019). Furthermore, as individuals compare them-
selves with other occupational incumbents, lower similarity in 
their personality traits may suggest a misfit with the environ-
ment (Sitzmann et al. 2019). Hence, individuals with traits less 
similar to other occupational incumbents or less congruent with 
their occupations tend to report lower job satisfaction (Törnroos 
et  al.  2019) and higher turnover intentions (Donohue  2006; 
Sitzmann et al. 2019), which are predictors of actual turnover 
behavior (Carless and Arnup 2011; Mobley et al. 1979). Overall, 
we expect that individuals with personalities that are less simi-
lar to those of other individuals in the same occupation will be 
more likely to leave the occupation over time. Finally, we hy-
pothesize the following:

Hypothesis 2.  Individuals with personalities less similar to 
those of other occupational incumbents are more likely to leave 
the occupation.

2.2.2   |   Occupational Choices Shape Personality

There is also evidence on socialization effects, confirming that 
occupations shape the personality of individuals (e.g., Denissen 
et  al.  2014; Hirschi et  al.  2021; Nieß and Zacher  2015; Wille 
et  al.  2012; Wille and De Fruyt  2014; Woods et  al.  2020). For 
example, individuals working in occupations that require high 
levels of openness and extraversion tend to experience a rein-
forcement of these traits over time (Denissen et al. 2014). Other 
scholars have found that openness, a trait generally preventing 
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the choice of conventional occupations (Holland  1997), can 
further diminish within these work environments (Wille and 
De Fruyt  2014). Although these findings represent correspon-
sive personality developments, evidence of non-corresponsive 
changes also exists; for example, staying in social occupations 
(which require interpersonal contact) has been associated with 
increases in agreeableness and decreases in neuroticism, even 
though these traits do not initially predict individuals' gravita-
tion toward social environments (Woods et al. 2020).

These findings support the idea that staying in an occupation 
can alter one's personality over time to better fit the work en-
vironment (e.g., Wille et al. 2012). This occurs because consis-
tently engaging in the behaviors required to perform the tasks 
and duties of an occupation can both reinforce individuals' 
traits that already fit the environment and adjust traits that do 
not fit3 (Woods et al. 2020). We build on this research to relate 
similarities between individuals' occupations to similarities be-
tween their personalities. Adding to existing work, we recognize 
that certain occupations share some requirements (Barrick and 
Mount 1991), which leads to greater similarity between them. 
Accordingly, we anticipate that individuals' personalities will 
converge not only in the same occupation but also across oc-
cupations that are more alike. In other words, we suggest that 
personality development may show greater resemblance in 
more similar occupations because these require more similar 
behaviors to perform their tasks and duties. Overall, we expect 
individuals staying in more similar occupations to undergo com-
parable reinforcements and adjustments in traits, further dimin-
ishing initial dissimilarities between them and, thus, leading to 
convergence in their personalities over time. In sum, we hypoth-
esize the following:

Hypothesis 3.  Individuals staying in more similar occupa-
tions develop more similar personalities.

3   |   Method

3.1   |   Sample

We derived our sample from the German SOEP, a representative 
annual survey that, since 1984, has been collecting information 
regarding the personal and professional lives of approximately 
20 000 German individuals (Goebel et  al.  2019). The classifi-
cation of occupations in the SOEP relies on the International 
Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO; International 
Labor Office  1990), which changed from version ISCO-88 to 
ISCO-08 in 2017. Individuals' occupations were identified based 
on the annual ISCO codes associated with them. To have a 
consistent measure of occupations over time, we relied on the 
ISCO-88 coding system for our analyses. The Big Five person-
ality traits were first measured in 2005, with additional mea-
surements in 2009, 2013, and 2017. Reflecting our longitudinal 
approach, we used these measurements to delineate the start (t0) 
and the end (t1) of a study period. This resulted in four study 
periods—2005–2009, 2009–2013, 2013–2017, and 2005–2017 
(covering the entire temporal horizon). In line with a multiverse 
analysis (Steegen et  al.  2016), we used all available data and 
tested our hypotheses across all of them. This approach enabled 
us to test the robustness of our results.4 As we are interested in 

individuals with an occupation, we excluded from our sample 
those without any employment spells in the years included in 
each study period considered.

We further formed three subsamples for each study period. A 
subsample of joiners who entered an occupation in a study pe-
riod (e.g., 2005–2009) was required to test the attraction and 
selection effects of Hypothesis  1. This subsample comprises 
individuals who changed their occupation (i.e., left an occupa-
tion to join another one as evinced by a change in their ISCO-
88 codes) and those who entered the workforce (i.e., joined an 
occupation, therefore receiving an ISCO-88 code after a period 
without employment) in a given study period, that is, by t1. To 
investigate attrition effects in Hypothesis 2, we compared indi-
viduals in a subsample of stayers, who remained in their occupa-
tion throughout a study period (i.e., had the same occupation as 
indicated by the same ISCO-88 code, e.g., from 2005 to 2009), to 
those in a subsample of leavers, who left the occupation they had 
at the start of a given study period for another one by the end of 
the same period (i.e., whose ISCO-88 code at t0 changed by t1). 
Those who completely left the workforce, for example, due to re-
tirement, were not included in the subsample of leavers because 
their exit may be justified by reasons beyond a poor P–E fit.5 
As we will describe in more detail below, we compared stayers 
with leavers who had the same initial, at t0, occupation to test 
Hypothesis 2. The subsample of stayers was also used to test the 
socialization effects of Hypothesis 3. Finally, if, during a study 
period, individuals changed more than one occupation, only the 
first change was considered because individuals can appear in a 
subsample only once to avoid non-independence.

Sample sizes per study period and subsample are shown in 
Table  1. Summing all individuals across subsamples, we have 
11 607 individuals for 2005–2009, 9503 individuals for 2009–
2013, and 9942 individuals for 2013–2017. Data for 6150 indi-
viduals are available for the entire temporal horizon (i.e., from 
2005 to 2017).6

3.2   |   Measures

We hypothesize on similarities between individuals' personali-
ties and occupations. This implies a shift in the unit of analysis 
from individuals to similarities between individuals. Instead of 
using values that capture the personality trait levels of each in-
dividual, we measured similarities by computing distance val-
ues between individuals' personality trait levels. We relate these 
values to similarities between individuals' occupations, which 
we operationalized by computing distance values between the 
four-digit ISCO-88 codes used to categorize them. Smaller dis-
tance values indicate a higher similarity between individuals' 
personalities and occupations. Next, we explain the relevance of 
a distance-based approach in our setting before describing our 
study measures.

3.2.1   |   Reasons for Using a Distance-Based Approach

The analysis of distances between entities is prevalent in some 
scientific domains, particularly the geographical sciences (e.g., 
Anselin  2001), but is rarely found in organizational research. 
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In our study, a distance-based approach capturing similarities 
between personalities allows us to move from a purely variable-
centered toward a more person-centered approach, aligning 
more closely with our theorizing. Moreover, it enables us to con-
sider the similarity that exists between occupations, providing a 

more fine-grained perspective of how personality homogeneity 
emerges across them. Common research paradigms allow for 
analyses that, by considering occupations as strictly indepen-
dent groups (e.g., “medical doctors,” “pharmacologists, pathol-
ogists, and related professionals,” and “gardeners, horticultural 

TABLE 1    |    Descriptive statistics across samples and study periods.

Study period (t0–t1)

2005–2009 2009–2013 2013–2017 2005–2017

Full sample size (stayers and joiners) 11 607 9503 9942 6150

Subsample of stayers 6275 5478 5668 2366

Subsample of joiners 5332 4025 4274 3784

Subsample of leaversa 4424 3565 3755 3270

Gender (% female at t0) 50.5 49.3 47.8 48.9

Mean age (years at t0) 44.4 47.2 49.0 45.1

Occupational distance (ISCO-88 code at t0)

0—Same occupation (unit group) 1.16% 1.19% 1.19% 1.17%

1—Same minor group 0.81% 0.83% 0.88% 0.83%

2—Same sub-major group 4.01% 4.22% 4.23% 4.17%

3—Same major group 8.43% 9.10% 9.56% 9.10%

4—Different major group 85.59% 84.66% 84.14% 84.73%

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Overall personality distance (at t0)

Full sample 23.43 6.72 23.85 6.66 23.26 6.58 23.39 6.61

Within the same occupationb 22.83 6.65 23.45 6.56 22.70 6.53 22.83 6.49

Distance in openness (at t0)

Full sample 5.22 2.67 5.33 2.65 5.18 2.62 5.18 2.64

Within the same occupation 5.11 2.62 5.21 2.61 5.02 2.57 5.05 2.59

Distance in conscientiousness (at t0)

Full sample 3.58 2.36 3.79 2.36 3.66 2.25 3.56 2.33

Within the same occupation 3.39 2.30 3.68 2.31 3.51 2.26 3.38 2.26

Distance in extraversion (at t0)

Full sample 4.81 2.56 4.89 2.59 4.74 2.57 4.82 2.56

Within the same occupation 4.71 2.52 4.82 2.55 4.65 2.54 4.73 2.51

Distance in agreeableness (at t0)

Full sample 4.37 2.33 4.45 2.33 4.33 2.29 4.37 2.32

Within the same occupation 4.26 2.31 4.39 2.32 4.26 2.29 4.28 2.32

Distance in neuroticism (at t0)

Full sample 5.46 2.71 5.39 2.70 5.34 2.70 5.46 2.71

Within the same occupation 5.37 2.69 5.35 2.68 5.26 2.67 5.39 2.69

Note: Descriptive statistics for gender, age, and occupational distance are reported for the full samples.
aOverlapping subsamples: All individuals in the subsample of leavers are also in the subsample of joiners, as leavers joined another occupation in a study period after 
leaving their initial occupation. Individuals who joined the workforce in a study period are in the subsample of joiners but not in the subsample of leavers.
bWithin the same occupation indicates a fraction of the full sample (stayers and joiners) that includes only pairs of individuals who stay in or join the same occupation 
in a study period. The full sample also includes pairs of individuals who stay in or join different occupations.
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and nursery growers” as equally independent occupations coded 
as dummies), ignore their similarities. Instead, by computing 
distance values between occupations, we can account for their 
interconnections.

At the same time, some work environments may not opti-
mally fit individuals with extreme personality traits (e.g., Le 
et  al.  2011). For example, occupation X might need moderate, 
but not extremely high or low, levels of extraversion to perform 
its tasks and duties. A test of one-directional hypotheses such as 
“higher (lower) levels of extraversion are associated with entry 
in occupation X” would fail to capture this scenario. In this 
case, individuals with moderate, rather than high or low, levels 
of extraversion would be the ones to optimally fit and, therefore, 
join and remain in this occupation. Furthermore, the person-
alities of individuals staying in this occupation would change 
to converge toward this optimal, moderate level of extraversion. 
Accordingly, those with above-average initial levels of extraver-
sion would experience a decrease in the trait over time, whereas 
those with below-average initial levels of the trait would show 
an increase. Once again, testing one-directional hypotheses like 
“extraversion increases (decreases) as individuals stay in occu-
pation X” would be inappropriate. This aligns with the idea in 
the P–E fit literature that individuals can achieve an optimal fit 
with their work environment at high, moderate, and low person-
ality trait levels (Van Vianen 2018). In other words, the relation-
ship between personality traits and occupations does not always 
follow a one-directional pattern. Often, an average trait level 
might represent the best fit. By capturing similarities between 
individuals' personalities and occupations, rather than focusing 
on values for each variable, a distance-based approach allows 
us to test hypotheses that do not imply similar one-directional 
trajectories. Below, we describe our distance-based measures.

3.2.2   |   Personality Distance

Personality was measured in 2005, 2009, 2013, and 2017 with the 
German Short Big Five Inventory (BFI-S), which comprises 15 
items regrouped into five subscales (Gerlitz and Schupp 2005). 
Each subscale (openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, 
agreeableness, and neuroticism) contains three items measured 
on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = does not apply to me at 
all to 7 = applies to me perfectly. A sample item for extraversion 
is “I see myself as someone who is outgoing, sociable.” Hahn 
et  al.  (2012) have shown that this inventory has acceptable 
levels of internal consistency, stability over time, and conver-
gent validity when compared to the revised NEO Personality 
Inventory (NEO-PI-R). Similar items are commonly employed 
in longitudinal household panel surveys to capture individuals' 
personalities (e.g., Zhou et al. 2021). Moreover, the SOEP data 
have already been used to study interactions between person-
ality traits and occupations (e.g., Denissen et  al.  2014; Ghetta 
et al. 2020), but with conceptual and methodological approaches 
that differ from those of our study.

We measured personality distance as the sum of absolute differ-
ences between two individuals on the 15 BFI-S items. We used 
all available information and looked at distances between items 
instead of computing distance values after aggregating the items 
at the subscale level to better capture personality nuances (e.g., 

Stewart et al. 2022). Thus, for example, if an individual answered 
all items with the scale anchor 3 and another always chose the 
scale anchor 5, the distance value between their personalities 
amounts to 15 * 2 = 30. The maximum distance per item was 6 
when individuals chose opposing endpoints of the 7-point Likert 
scale; hence, overall personality distance values can range from 
0 to 90, with lower values representing more similar personali-
ties. Supporting Information S1 offers a sample computation of 
personality distances, whereas Table  1 displays mean person-
ality distance values and standard deviations. All individuals 
are compared to all others in the same subsample (i.e., joiners, 
leavers, and stayers) per study period (e.g., 2005–2009). Thus, a 
subsample with N individuals has N * (N − 1)/2 personality dis-
tances. This measure of overall personality distance between 
individuals is appropriate to test our hypotheses because we are 
interested in how personalities, in general, converge in occu-
pations. However, we also computed distances for each single 
personality trait (e.g., openness; see Table 1 for mean distance 
values and standard deviations) and used these measures in sup-
plemental analyses.

3.2.3   |   Occupational Distance

We used the well-established ISCO-88 coding system to iden-
tify individuals' occupations in each year of a study period. 
Within ISCO-88, work roles are grouped into occupations based 
on the similarity of skills required to fulfill their tasks and du-
ties (International Labor Office  1990). Therefore, occupations 
coded according to ISCO-88 include roles subject to similar 
demands (Pelfrene et al. 2001) and with similar characteristics 
(Choi et al. 2020). In the SOEP survey instrument, participants 
are asked to indicate their current occupation, to which the 
SOEP interviewers assign a corresponding ISCO-88 code. The 
ISCO-88 codes consist of up to four digits, with each additional 
digit representing a more granular definition of occupations. 
Specifically, the first digit of the four-digit code captures major 
groups such as “professionals” (Group 2). ISCO-88 comprises 
a total of 10 major groups. The other digits refine each major 
group, resulting in 390 different four-digit codes. The second 
digit adds information regarding the sub-major groups, whereas 
the third digit indicates the minor group for each occupation. 
For example, “medical doctors” (2221) and “pharmacologists, 
pathologists, and related professionals” (2212) are both within 
the sub-major group 22, “life science and health professionals.” 
However, the occupations belong to different minor groups, that 
is, 222, “health professionals (except nursing)” in the first case, 
and 221, “life science professionals” in the second. Finally, the 
fourth digit indicates the unit groups, therefore defining an oc-
cupation as granularly as possible (e.g., “medical doctors” and 
“pharmacologists, pathologists, and related professionals”).

We relied on the information provided by each four-digit ISCO-
88 code to measure the occupational distance between indi-
viduals. Instead of testing our hypotheses for broad groups of 
occupations (e.g., combining “medical doctors” and “pharma-
cologists, pathologists, and related professionals” with other 
occupations under the broader major group of “professionals”), 
we computed occupational distance at the most granular level 
by comparing all four digits of the ISCO-88 codes. In line with 
prior research (King et al. 2017), we used the full details of the 
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occupational codes to identify even minor differences between 
occupations that might be overlooked when considering broader 
groups of occupations. Overall, if two individuals had the same 
four-digit code (i.e., both were in the same unit group and, thus, 
had the same occupation, e.g., 2221), the occupational distance 
was lowest and received the value of 0. If they shared the same 
three-digit, two-digit, or one-digit code, therefore having an 
occupation in the same minor, sub-major, or major group, the 
distance was set to 1, 2, or 3, respectively. For example, the oc-
cupational distance between 2221 (“medical doctors”) and 2212 
(“pharmacologists, pathologists, and related professionals”) was 
2. When two individuals had occupations in different major 
groups (e.g., 2221 “medical doctors” and 6112 “gardeners, hor-
ticultural and nursery growers”), the occupational distance was 
4. Thus, occupational distance can take a value between 0 and 4, 
and lower distance values between individuals indicate that they 
have more similar occupations. Table 1 reports percentages for 
each possible occupational distance between individuals in the 
full samples across study periods. Supporting Information  S2 
includes a sample computation of occupational distances. We 
computed distances between each pair of individuals in a given 
subsample.

3.2.4   |   Control Variables

We included age and gender as control variables in our analyses 
because both have been shown to affect work-related mobility 
(Rubenstein et  al.  2018) and personality (Feingold  1994; Soto 
et al. 2011). Age was measured in years at the start of a study 
period. In line with our distance-based approach, we computed 
age similarities between individuals and assigned a value of 1 
when the gender of two individuals differed and 0 when they 
had the same gender. In both cases, lower values represent more 
similar individuals.

3.3   |   Analytical Strategy

To test Hypotheses 1 and 3, we created personality and occupa-
tional distance matrices that included distance values between 
personalities and occupations for each pair of individuals in a 
given subsample. For example, as the subsample of stayers for 
the period 2005–2009 includes a total of 6275 individuals, we 
generated two 6275 × 6275 symmetric distance matrices with 
62752 = 39 375 625 cells. Cells included distance values between 
individuals' personalities in the personality distance matrix and 
distance values between their occupations in the occupational dis-
tance matrix. Supporting Information S1 and S2 include examples 
of such matrices. A specific type of statistical analysis is required 
because distance matrices, rather than the variables them-
selves, are the inputs that are related in the regression analyses. 
Distance values represent dyadic data points resulting from com-
paring each individual to all the others in the same subsample on 
a given dimension (e.g., personality and occupation). Accordingly, 
changes in one individual's values on a dimension affect all dis-
tances between this individual and the others in the subsample. 
MRMs have been introduced (Lichstein  2007) to account for 
this non-independence. Beta coefficient estimates in MRM are 
identical to those in OLS regressions, but significance tests use 
permutations. In detail, the rows and associated columns of the 

distance matrix that is used as the outcome are simultaneously 
permutated while keeping all explanatory distance matrices con-
stant (Lichstein 2007). A sample illustration of the inputs of an 
MRM analysis is available in Supporting Information S3. A more 
detailed discussion of MRM goes beyond the scope of this study, 
and we refer interested readers to Lichstein (2007) or, for a discus-
sion of MRM in careers research, to Biemann et al. (2020).

To test Hypothesis 2, we compared the personality distances 
of individuals from the subsamples of stayers and leavers at 
the start of a study period. We initially computed the mean 
personality distance at t0 between all individuals in a group 
that included all those who stayed in an occupation through-
out a study period. In this first group, the average distance 
value reflects the initial personality distances between pairs 
of stayers. Then, we calculated the mean personality dis-
tance at t0 between all individuals in a group that comprised, 
at the same time, those who stayed in and those who left an 
occupation in the same period. In this second group, the av-
erage distance value reflects the initial personality distances 
between pairs of stayers and leavers (i.e., pairs that included 
one stayer and one leaver). From the personality distance ma-
trix, we only selected cells that contained either the person-
ality distance between two individuals who both stayed in 
the same occupation during a study period (for the first group 
comparing stayers) or the distance between individuals who 
initially shared the same occupation, one of whom stayed in 
the occupation whereas the other left by the end of the period 
(for the second group comparing stayers with leavers). These 
distances represent only a fraction of the full personality dis-
tance matrix because each individual is only compared to 
others in the same occupation (i.e., with the same four-digit 
ISCO-88 code) at the start of a study period. For example, in 
the 2005–2009 period, there were 6275 stayers and 4424 leav-
ers in the sample. However, only 0.5% of the personality dis-
tances were distances between two individuals who stayed 
in the same occupation, and 0.6% of them were distances be-
tween a stayer and a leaver who were initially in the same oc-
cupation. Because we did not compare full distance matrices, 
we avoided the high non-independence of cases that required 
MRM analyses to test Hypotheses 1 and 3. Therefore, to test 
Hypothesis  2, we computed Welch two-sample t-tests that 
compared the mean personality distances at the start of each 
study period (t0) between the first group (stayer–stayer) and 
the second group (stayer–leaver).

All analyses were executed in R (R Core Team 2022), using the 
ecodist package (Goslee and Urban 2007) for MRM analyses. We 
report below unstandardized regression coefficients.

4   |   Results

4.1   |   Descriptive Results

The descriptive results on mean personality distances at t0 
between individuals across samples and study periods (see 
Table  1) offer some interesting preliminary insights. In all 
periods, the mean personality distance among all pairs of in-
dividuals, including both pairs of individuals with the same 
occupation and pairs with different occupations, is larger than 
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the mean personality distance in a fraction of this full sample 
that includes only pairs of individuals working in the same 
occupation. For example, for the period 2005–2009, the mean 
personality distance in 2005 was 23.43 for all pairs of individ-
uals but only 22.83 for the pairs of individuals within the same 
occupation. This suggests, as expected, that the personalities 
of individuals in the same work environment are more homo-
geneous. This pattern is also consistent when looking at the 
mean distances in single personality traits. Tables 2–4 report 
the results of our hypothesis tests.

4.2   |   Hypothesis Tests

Hypothesis 1 proposed that individuals with more similar per-
sonalities join more similar occupations. This hypothesis is 
supported if lower personality distances between individuals at 
the start of a study period (t0) are related to lower distances be-
tween the occupations they enter by t1. This implies that initial 
(pre-occupational entry) personality distances and distances in 
the occupations individuals join should be positively and sig-
nificantly related. Data from both t0 and t1 allow us to capture 
how initial personality distances affect the gravitational process 
toward occupations. We tested this hypothesis in the subsam-
ple of joiners. The results from our MRM analyses are shown 

in Table 2. The dependent variable is the distance between the 
occupations that individuals enter by t1, which is regressed on 
overall personality, age, and gender distances at t0. Hypothesis 1 
is supported in all study periods. For example, in Model 1a for 
2005–2009, the beta coefficient of overall personality distance at 
t0 amounts to b = 0.0015 (p = 0.001). As noted above, significance 
tests in MRM analyses use permutations, and we ran 1000 per-
mutations in our analyses. Thus, the lower limit for p values is 
0.001. This occurs when no permutation generates a beta coeffi-
cient that is more extreme than in the original, non-permutated 
data. All coefficients for overall personality distances at t0 are 
positive and significant (Models 1a, 1c, 1e, and 1g), indicating 
that greater initial similarity in personalities is related to greater 
similarity in the occupations that individuals join over time. 
This aligns with our first hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2 suggested that individuals with personalities that 
are less similar to those of other occupational incumbents are 
more likely to leave the occupation. To observe attrition be-
havior over time, we used the available data between the start 
and end of each study period. Specifically, this hypothesis is 
supported when the initial, at t0, mean personality distance be-
tween pairs of individuals who both stayed in the same occu-
pation during a study period (between t0 and t1) is smaller than 
the initial mean personality distance between pairs of stayers 

TABLE 2    |    Results from MRM analyses to predict occupational distance (Hypothesis 1).

Dependent variable: Occupational distance

Study period (t0–t1)

2005–2009 2009–2013 2013–2017 2005–2017

Model 1a Model 1b Model 1c Model 1d Model 1e Model 1f Model 1g Model 1h

Intercept 3.68 3.68 3.68 3.68 3.67 3.67 3.67 3.67

Distances (at t0) in

Overall 
personality

0.0015
(p = 0.001)

0.0013
(p = 0.001)

0.0015
(p = 0.001)

0.0020
(p = 0.001)

Openness 0.0022
(p = 0.001)

0.0028
(p = 0.001)

0.0027
(p = 0.001)

0.0026
(p = 0.001)

Conscientiousness −0.0002
(p = 0.723)

−0.0007
(p = 0.324)

0.0005
(p = 0.455)

0.0001
(p = 0.882)

Extraversion 0.0019
(p = 0.001)

0.0005
(p = 0.373)

0.0005
(p = 0.402)

0.0024
(p = 0.001)

Agreeableness 0.0017
(p = 0.001)

0.0015
(p = 0.015)

0.0013
(p = 0.041)

0.0018
(p = 0.006)

Neuroticism 0.0016
(p = 0.001)

0.0017
(p = 0.004)

0.0024
(p = 0.001)

0.0024
(p = 0.001)

Gender 0.0705
(p = 0.001)

0.0703
(p = 0.001)

0.0627
(p = 0.001)

0.0625
(p = 0.001)

0.0656
(p = 0.001)

0.0655
(p = 0.001)

0.0675
(p = 0.001)

0.0674
(p = 0.001)

Age 0.0007
(p = 0.001)

0.0007
(p = 0.001)

0.0002
(p = 0.223)

0.0002
(p = 0.131)

0.0005
(p = 0.001)

0.0004
(p = 0.001)

0.0004
(p = 0.009)

0.0004
(p = 0.005)

R2 0.3% 0.3% 0.2% 0.2% 0.3% 0.3% 0.3% 0.3%

N 5332 4025 4274 3784

Note: The subsample of joiners was used for these analyses.
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and leavers (who had the same occupation at t0, but where one 
stayed in the occupation whereas the other left it for another one 
by t1). Table 3 shows the results across study periods of t-tests 
comparing the mean personality distances at t0 between pairs of 
stayers and stayers and stayers and leavers. For example, for the 
period 2005–2009, the mean personality distance in 2005 was 
22.85 for stayers and stayers and 22.90 for stayers and leavers. A 
Welch two-sample t-test indicates a significantly smaller mean 
for the stayer–stayer group than for the stayer–leaver group 
(t = −3.93, p < 0.001). Overall, Hypothesis 2 is supported across 
study periods.

Hypothesis 3 proposed that individuals staying in more similar 
occupations develop more similar personalities. Thus, we fo-
cused on the subsample of stayers. This hypothesis is supported 
if lower distances in individuals' occupations at t0

7 are related to 
lower personality distances at t1, the dependent variable, while 

controlling for the initial (at t0) personality distances between 
individuals. Similar to Hypothesis  1, occupational distances 
and personality distances should be positively and significantly 
related. Further, by including initial distances in personality, 
we control for reverse causality. The hypothesis is only sup-
ported if the personalities of individuals staying in more sim-
ilar occupations are more similar at the end than at the start 
of a study period. Data from both t0 and t1 enable us to capture 
how personalities change over time. In the MRM analyses, age 
and gender distances at t0 are also included as control variables. 
The results in Table 4 support Hypothesis 3, as the coefficients 
for the distances in occupation at t0 are positive and significant 
across study periods in Models 3a, 3c, 3e, and 3g. For example, 
in Model 3a for 2005–2009, the beta coefficient of occupational 
distance amounts to b = 0.1133 (p = 0.001). As expected, individ-
uals' personalities become more similar over time while they 
stay in more similar occupations.

TABLE 3    |    Comparisons of mean personality distances (Hypothesis 2).

Study period (t0–t1)

2005–2009 2009–2013 2013–2017 2005–2017

Mean overall personality distance (at t0)

Between stayer and stayer 22.85 23.33 22.48 22.68

Between stayer and leaver 22.90 23.52 22.83 22.90

t = −3.93 (p < 0.001) t = −13.12 (p < 0.001) t = −25.38 (p < 0.001) t = −7.99 (p < 0.001)

Mean distance in openness (at t0)

Between stayer and stayer 5.12 5.20 4.98 5.03

Between stayer and leaver 5.13 5.23 5.04 5.06

t = −1.72 (p = 0.085) t = −6.31 (p < 0.001) t = −11.10 (p < 0.001) t = −1.98 (p = 0.048)

Mean distance in conscientiousness (at t0)

Between stayer and stayer 3.38 3.67 3.48 3.41

Between stayer and leaver 3.39 3.69 3.53 3.39

t = −2.30 (p = 0.021) t = −3.96 (p < 0.001) t = −12.20 (p < 0.001) t = 1.84 (p = 0.066)

Mean distance in extraversion (at t0)

Between stayer and stayer 4.73 4.81 4.59 4.69

Between stayer and leaver 4.73 4.82 4.67 4.74

t = 0.22 (p = 0.826) t = −1.56 (p = 0.119) t = −14.17 (p < 0.001) t = −5.00 (p < 0.001)

Mean distance in agreeableness (at t0)

Between stayer and stayer 4.22 4.34 4.21 4.21

Between stayer and leaver 4.28 4.41 4.29 4.29

t = −12.20 (p < 0.001) t = −14.89 (p < 0.001) t = −16.75 (p < 0.001) t = −7.54 (p < 0.001)

Mean distance in neuroticism (at t0)

Between stayer and stayer 5.40 5.32 5.22 5.34

Between stayer and leaver 5.38 5.37 5.29 5.43

t = 4.13 (p < 0.001) t = −8.23 (p < 0.001) t = −13.38 (p < 0.001) t = −7.99 (p < 0.001)

Note: Degrees of freedom varied between 1 095 356 and 1 103 168 in 2005–2009, between 798 280 and 799 982 in 2009–2013, between 884 121 and 885 860 in 2013–2017, 
and between 153 625 and 162 420 in 2005–2017. Differences in degrees of freedom between study periods occurred because of varying sample sizes across periods (see 
Table 1); differences within study periods occurred because of missing values on single items.
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4.3   |   Supplemental Analyses

In a first set of supplemental analyses, we split the distance in 
overall personality into its five dimensions (e.g., the distance in 
extraversion, the distance in conscientiousness) and repeated 
our analyses for distances in single personality traits. The re-
sults provide insights into how attraction and selection, attri-
tion, and socialization effects unfold for similarities in each Big 
Five personality trait. Such dynamics remain otherwise ambig-
uous when looking at similarities between individuals' overall 
personalities captured by single distance values (Edwards 1993).

Consistent with Hypothesis  1, across study periods, nearly all 
single personality trait distances at t0 positively and significantly 
predict the distances between the occupations that individuals 
join by t1 (Models 1b, 1d, 1f, and 1h in Table 2). Exceptions are ob-
served for the distances in conscientiousness and extraversion, 
where non-significant and mixed results are found, respectively. 
The results for Hypothesis 2 are less consistent when looking at 
distances at the trait level (see Table 3). For the entire temporal 
horizon from 2005 to 2017, mean personality trait distances at 
t0, except for conscientiousness, remain smaller between stayers 

and stayers than between stayers and leavers. Overall, these re-
sults are in line with Hypothesis 2. However, across the shorter 
study periods, mean distances in single personality traits are not 
always significantly different from one another (i.e., openness 
in 2005–2009 and extraversion in 2005–2009 and 2009–2013). 
Furthermore, there are also instances in which an opposite 
trend emerges with larger distance values between stayers 
and stayers than between stayers and leavers (i.e., neuroticism 
in 2005–2009). Finally, in line with Hypothesis 3, individuals' 
occupational distances at t0 remain a positive and significant 
predictor of future overall personality distances, even after con-
trolling for initial distances in each personality trait. Moreover, 
as expected, all personality trait distances at t0 positively and 
significantly predict distances in overall personality between in-
dividuals at t1 (Models 3b, 3d, 3f, and 3h in Table 4).

To further disentangle for which distances in single personality 
traits socialization effects occur as hypothesized, we report in 
Supporting Information S4 the results of analyses for 2005–2017 
where initial (at t0) distances between individuals' occupations 
predict future (at t1) distances in single personality traits, instead 
of distances in overall personality. In line with the findings for 

TABLE 4    |    Results from MRM analyses to predict personality distance (Hypothesis 3).

Dependent variable: Overall personality distance at t1

Study period (t0–t1)

2005–2009 2009–2013 2013–2017 2005–2017

Model 3a Model 3b Model 3c Model 3d Model 3e Model 3f Model 3g Model 3h

Intercept 14.38 14.40 12.70 12.74 12.69 12.74 15.47 15.48

Distances (at t0) in

Overall 
personality

0.3744
(p = 0.001)

0.4180
(p = 0.001)

0.4344
(p = 0.001)

0.3060
(p = 0.001)

Openness 0.3942
(p = 0.001)

0.4347
(p = 0.001)

0.4173
(p = 0.001)

0.3004
(p = 0.001)

Conscientiousness 0.3478
(p = 0.001)

0.3975
(p = 0.001)

0.3702
(p = 0.001)

0.2612
(p = 0.001)

Extraversion 0.4469
(p = 0.001)

0.4793
(p = 0.001)

0.5220
(p = 0.001)

0.3890
(p = 0.001)

Agreeableness 0.3323
(p = 0.001)

0.3598
(p = 0.001)

0.3696
(p = 0.001)

0.2421
(p = 0.001)

Neuroticism 0.3371
(p = 0.001)

0.4003
(p = 0.001)

0.4590
(p = 0.001)

0.3144
(p = 0.001)

Occupationa 0.1133
(p = 0.001)

0.1136
(p = 0.001)

0.1065
(p = 0.001)

0.1074
(p = 0.001)

0.0851
(p = 0.001)

0.0861
(p = 0.001)

0.0833
(p = 0.006)

0.0835
(p = 0.004)

Gender 0.2302
(p = 0.001)

0.2342
(p = 0.001)

0.2617
(p = 0.001)

0.2648
(p = 0.001)

0.2272
(p = 0.001)

0.2263
(p = 0.001)

0.2431
(p = 0.001)

0.2476
(p = 0.001)

Age 0.0041
(p = 0.115)

0.0044
(p = 0.090)

0.0045
(p = 0.107)

0.0045
(p = 0.112)

0.0032
(p = 0.249)

0.0036
(p = 0.223)

0.0023
(p = 0.664)

0.0022
(p = 0.656)

R2 14.3% 14.4% 17.2% 17.3% 18.8% 19.0% 9.6% 9.7%

N 6275 5478 5668 2366

Note: The subsample of stayers was used for these analyses.
aWe use the terms distances in occupation and occupational distance interchangeably.
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distances in overall personality, continuous membership in 
similar occupations significantly reduces distances in all traits 
except for extraversion and agreeableness. Similar results are 
observed for the other study periods. These analyses are avail-
able upon request.

In a second set of supplemental analyses, we used different op-
erationalizations of occupational distance to test the robustness 
of our results. In Supporting Information S5, we describe in de-
tail these alternative specifications and report the findings for 
the 2005–2017 period. Overall, the results for both Hypotheses 1 
and 3, which include occupational distance as a dependent or 
independent variable, remain robust. No substantial differences 
are observed for the results of the other study periods. These re-
sults are available upon request.

5   |   Discussion

Our study investigated whether, over time, individuals with sim-
ilar personalities work in similar occupations and how working 
in similar occupations shapes their personality similarity. By 
analyzing longitudinal, nationally representative data, we un-
veiled the contributions of attraction and selection, attrition, and 
socialization effects toward creating homogeneity in individu-
als' personalities in similar occupations. The process leading to 
homogeneity indeed seems to start with attraction and selection 
effects because individuals with more similar personalities join 
more similar occupations. It then continues through attrition 
and socialization dynamics. On the one hand, individuals with 
personalities that are less similar to other occupational incum-
bents tend to leave the occupation over time. On the other hand, 
personality similarities between individuals increase with con-
tinuous membership in more similar occupations. As with prior 
research studying interactions between individuals' person-
alities and their work environments (e.g., King et  al.  2017; Li 
et  al.  2021), the observed effect sizes in our study are small, 
which should be considered when deriving the implications of 
our results.

5.1   |   Theoretical Implications

Our work extends prior research in several ways. First, we con-
tribute to existing literature investigating the homogeneity of 
individuals' personalities in occupations (e.g., Bradley-Geist and 
Landis 2012; King et al. 2017; Ployhart et al. 2006; Satterwhite 
et al. 2009; Sundstrom et al. 2016). Although previous studies 
have generally confirmed that personalities tend to be more 
similar within the same occupation than between different 
ones, we provide evidence that trait homogeneity also emerges 
among increasingly similar occupations, driven by attraction 
and selection, as well as socialization effects. Theoretically, 
instead of considering occupations as separate, independent 
work contexts, we recognize that some are more related than 
others (Barrick and Mount 1991; Dierdorff and Morgeson 2013). 
Empirically, extant work has tested the personality homogene-
ity hypothesis by showing a sufficient lack of within-occupation 
variability in personalities compared to between-occupation 
variability, for example, based on information from intraclass 
correlation coefficients (e.g., King et  al.  2017) or MANOVAs 

(e.g., Satterwhite et al. 2009), or by focusing on proof of limited 
within-occupation variability through the computation of aver-
age deviations in the personalities of incumbents in the same 
occupation (Bradley-Geist and Landis  2012). In contrast, our 
distance-based approach relates similarities between personal-
ities and occupations, enabling us to investigate how personality 
traits distribute over time across occupations with varying levels 
of similarity. Overall, we confirm that more similar personalities 
develop in the same work environment (i.e., when individuals 
work in identical occupations, thus sharing the highest level of 
similarity). Yet, we also show that more similar traits can arise 
among distinct but increasingly similar work environments, 
broadening the scope of the personality homogeneity hypothe-
sis. In the process, we establish occupational similarity as a key, 
though underexplored, variable able to influence the interplay 
between personality and work. For instance, although prior re-
search has linked other contextual factors, such as job demands 
(Li et  al.  2014), job complexity, or work autonomy (Tasselli 
et al. 2018), to personality changes, our findings reveal that in-
dividuals' personalities become more similar as they remain in 
more similar occupations, demonstrating that occupational sim-
ilarity can also influence the development of personality traits 
over time.

Moreover, we provide empirical evidence supporting the hy-
pothesized role of attrition in the creation of personality homo-
geneity in occupations. The core idea is that personality misfits 
between individuals and their work environments increase the 
likelihood of leaving over time (e.g., Roberts  2006). However, 
prior research has focused on demonstrating a positive relation-
ship between concurrent measures of personality misfit and in-
tentions to leave the occupation. In detail, Sitzmann et al. (2019) 
found that individuals with personalities less similar to those 
of others in the same occupation have lower tenure and higher 
turnover intentions. Similarly, Donohue  (2006) revealed that 
those with lower congruence between their personalities and 
occupations report higher intentions to leave. Importantly, in-
tentions predict but do not necessarily equate to actual behavior 
(Carless and Arnup 2011; Mobley et al. 1979). This distinction 
is especially relevant for occupational changes, which often 
involve greater costs compared to other career moves (e.g., 
Blau  2007), such as organizational transitions. This can po-
tentially lead to inaction, even when individuals experience a 
misfit with their occupation. We resolve the existing mismatch 
between the theorized role of attrition and its empirical tests by 
using longitudinal data to identify subsamples of stayers and 
leavers who leave their initial occupations by the end of a study 
period. Extending extant research, our findings indeed demon-
strate that individuals with greater initial personality distances 
from other occupational incumbents tend to leave the occupa-
tion over time, leading to increased homogeneity in the work 
environment due to attrition effects.

Overall, analyzing study periods covering up to 12 years, we 
go beyond previous studies that have observed the existence of 
personality homogeneity in occupations at a single point in time 
(e.g., Bradley-Geist and Landis 2012; Satterwhite et al. 2009). 
By focusing on the role of occupational similarity and testing 
different effects by relying on subsamples of joiners, leavers, 
and stayers, we also offer new insights compared to exist-
ing longitudinal studies. These studies have documented the 
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emergence of personality homogeneity over time by examining 
only a subset of its underlying forces (e.g., attraction and selec-
tion from 2007 to 2013 in King et al. 2017; attraction and se-
lection as well as socialization from 2005 to 2009 in Denissen 
et al. 2014), neglecting attrition and overlooking the intercon-
nections between occupations. Furthermore, instead of focus-
ing on a single temporal horizon, we replicate our hypothesis 
tests across multiple study periods with different start and end 
points between 2005 and 2017. By subsetting our dataset to use 
all available data, we address calls for greater transparency in 
research aimed at increasing its reproducibility and replicabil-
ity (e.g., Steegen et al. 2016). Our replications exclude that spe-
cific temporal conditions, such as the European debt crisis in 
the 2009–2013 period, drive the results. At the same time, we 
provide evidence that all effects consistently contribute to the 
emergence of personality homogeneity in similar occupations 
over shorter (i.e., 4 years) and longer (i.e., up to 12 years) hori-
zons. These findings offer valuable insights for future meta-
analyses, such as that of Bleidorn et al.  (2022), which aim to 
enhance our understanding of how time influences personal-
ity dynamics in the workplace.

Second, we contribute to existing studies that, drawing on the 
concept of P–E fit (e.g., Edwards 2008; Van Vianen 2018), have 
tested attraction and selection, attrition, and socialization effects 
to examine the reciprocal influences between personalities and 
occupations, even though their primary objective was not to test 
the homogeneity hypothesis (e.g., De Fruyt and Mervielde 1999; 
Denissen et al. 2014; Hirschi et al. 2021; Judge et al. 1999; Woods 
and Hampson 2010). Specifically, we offer a new angle to this 
research by including hypotheses that relate the similarities be-
tween individuals' personalities to the similarities between their 
occupations instead of testing one-directional relationships 
(e.g., “staying in a conventional occupation increases consci-
entiousness over time”). In line with the P–E fit literature, our 
approach captures the idea that individuals are attracted to, are 
selected for, and stay in work environments that offer an optimal 
fit with their personalities and that personality developments 
occur to achieve this optimal fit (Van Vianen  2018). Thus, fit 
can be attained by individuals with low, moderate, or high levels 
of personality traits, as long as these align optimally with the 
requirements of their occupations (Wille and De Fruyt 2014).

Supporting extant research on attraction and selection effects, 
we observe that individuals with more similar personalities join 
more similar occupations. Yet, if prior studies could not always 
support empirically expected relationships between specific trait 
levels and occupations, such that, for example, higher extraver-
sion could not significantly predict entry into enterprising oc-
cupations (Woods and Hampson 2010), the finding for our first 
hypothesis provides evidence of attraction and selection effects 
in a setting that enables the emergence of fit not only at extreme 
trait levels but also at moderate ones. Concerning attrition, the 
idea that an optimal fit leads to more positive outcomes for oc-
cupational incumbents, potentially reducing the likelihood that 
they leave the occupation, has been explored in prior research. 
Studies by Ghetta et al. (2020) and Törnroos et al. (2019) have 
proposed that lower distances between individuals' personali-
ties and the average personality of others in the same occupa-
tion predict higher job satisfaction. However, only the latter 
study found support for the proposition. Comparing individuals' 

personality traits to the average traits of others in the same occu-
pation may have overlooked valuable information regarding the 
variability of traits among all occupational incumbents, poten-
tially contributing to the mixed results found. Our measure of 
personality distance closely resembles the one used by Sitzmann 
et  al.  (2019), as both capture the degree to which individuals' 
personality traits deviate from those of all other occupational in-
cumbents. However, instead of computing distance values based 
on the differences in individuals' dichotomous scores for four 
personality traits, our measure of personality distance relies 
on continuous ratings of the Big Five traits that capture more 
nuanced differences in individuals' personalities. Furthermore, 
as highlighted before, we relate personality to actual occupa-
tional changes rather than intentions to change, ultimately ad-
dressing a different research question. The finding in line with 
Hypothesis 3 that individuals in more similar occupations de-
velop more similar personalities over time contributes to our 
understanding of personality dynamics (e.g., Li et al. 2014, 2021; 
Wille et al. 2012; Woods et al. 2020; Wu et al. 2020). Our tests of 
socialization focus on changes in personality distances between 
t0 and t1 due to continuous membership in similar occupations. 
Yet, a reduction in the distance between the personalities of two 
(or more) individuals can only occur when, over time, their per-
sonality trait levels undergo within-person changes that make 
them more similar. Overall, our results confirm the existence 
of socialization effects in a context that does not assume that 
personality traits should homogeneously increase or decrease in 
response to occupational requirements. This assumption makes 
the frequent non-significant findings regarding theorized cor-
responsive and non-corresponsive changes in personality (e.g., 
Hirschi et al. 2021; Wille et al. 2012; Wille and De Fruyt 2014) 
hard to explain. By showing that individuals' overall personali-
ties develop such that initial similarities increase as they stay in 
more similar occupations, we further capture personality devel-
opments even if distances in certain traits remain stable. In other 
words, as the gravitation mechanisms encourage individuals to 
pick “niches” that fit their personality (Nye and Roberts 2019), 
our approach recognizes that certain traits may not change if 
they are already at an optimal level given the occupational re-
quirements (Wille and De Fruyt 2014).

Third, although the main findings for the distances in indi-
viduals' overall personality help us derive conclusions regard-
ing the general homogenization of individuals' personalities 
in occupations, our supplemental analyses for the distances in 
each Big Five trait suggest that attraction and selection, attri-
tion, and socialization effects do not unfold for all traits equally. 
Across the entire study period from 2005 to 2017 (see Table 2), 
individuals who are more similar in openness, agreeableness, 
extraversion, and neuroticism tend to join more similar oc-
cupations. However, similarities in conscientiousness do not 
serve as significant predictors in the context of attraction and 
selection dynamics. Similarly, in line with attrition effects, the 
results shown in Table 3 for the same period indicate that the 
mean distances in all traits except for conscientiousness are 
significantly smaller in the stayer–stayer group than in the 
stayer–leaver group. Examining more closely the results for 
attraction and selection, and attrition effects over the different 
study periods, similarities in extraversion and conscientiousness 
more frequently cannot significantly predict similarities be-
tween individuals' occupations and their likelihood of attrition. 
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Concerning conscientiousness and extraversion, prior research 
has related these traits with higher order motivational goals—re-
spectively, status striving (i.e., obtaining power and dominance) 
and accomplishment striving (i.e., accomplishing tasks)—that 
are common across occupations regardless of their requirements 
and, hence, their similarity (Barrick et al. 2002, 2013). Thus, as 
we find, distances in these traits may not be the strongest fac-
tors explaining why individuals enter and stay in more similar 
occupations. Our work aligns with existing studies suggest-
ing that conscientiousness is equally relevant for performance 
across occupations (e.g., Barrick and Mount 1991; Wilmot and 
Ones 2021). Further, it indicates that a similar role can be played 
by extraversion, despite this trait being traditionally considered 
more relevant in specific (e.g., sales), rather than across all, oc-
cupations (Barrick and Mount 1991).

In line with prior research on personality dynamics in the 
workplace (e.g., Wille and De Fruyt 2014; Woods et al. 2020), 
our study offers simultaneous evidence of corresponsive and 
non-corresponsive changes in some traits related to socializa-
tion. Expanding existing work, changes in our analyses cap-
ture whether traits become more similar rather than whether 
they move in a single direction, either increasing or decreas-
ing, across individuals. As shown in Table  2 and Supporting 
Information  S4 (see the results for the 2005–2017 period), 
similarities in openness and neuroticism not only guide indi-
viduals toward similar occupations but also develop further 
as individuals stay in these occupations in a corresponsive 
pattern. Further, although similarities in conscientiousness 
do not predict individuals' gravitation toward similar occu-
pations, these similarities do develop in a non-corresponsive 
fashion as individuals remain in a similar work environment. 
The evidence that similarities in occupations do not lead to an 
increase in the similarities between individuals' extraversion 
and agreeableness indicates that, as suggested before, individ-
uals' personalities may overall converge despite the similarities 
in some traits remaining unaffected by the continuous mem-
bership in similar work environments. A potential explanation 
for this finding is that some traits do not change after people 
join their occupations. For example, Wille and De Fruyt (2014) 
found evidence that extraversion does not develop in response 
to occupational characteristics, despite the trait initially guid-
ing individuals toward specific occupations. Evidence regard-
ing agreeableness is more mixed, with some studies finding 
that occupations can develop the trait (e.g., Wille and De 
Fruyt 2014; Woods et al. 2020), whereas others fail to provide 
similar evidence (Hirschi et al. 2021). As Hirschi et al. (2021) 
propose for extraversion, individuals may not feel the need to 
be more sociable once they obtain a job in an occupation. A 
similar argument may also be valid for agreeableness.

Finally, from a conceptual and methodological perspective, 
our research supports as warranted the calls from personal-
ity (Asendorpf  2015) and vocational researchers (Hofmans 
et al. 2020) to increase the use of person-centered perspectives 
to better capture differences in individuals' overall personal-
ities. At the same time, MRMs (Lichstein  2007), which have 
been used in other disciplines, provide a useful approach to cap-
ture and relate similarities in individuals' combinations of per-
sonality traits and their occupations in management research. 
Therefore, we fulfill a demand for innovative methods that can 

allow for a better comprehension of the interplay between indi-
viduals' personalities and their work environments (Sosnowska 
et al. 2021).

5.2   |   Practical Implications

As organizations can be seen as systems that include occupations 
of varying similarity (Dierdorff  2019), our research carries rele-
vant implications for HR practitioners. By showing that individu-
als with more similar personalities join more similar occupations 
that, in turn, further enhance their initial personality similarities, 
our work suggests that organizations that include more similar 
occupations tend to have a workforce with more homogeneous 
personality traits. Further, the finding that individuals whose per-
sonalities differ more from those of others in the same occupation 
are more likely to leave that occupation could help organizations 
better assess factors contributing to attrition risk. Overall, our in-
sights contribute to a broader understanding of the characteristics 
and expected development of human resources across the occu-
pations within organizations. They can assist HR practitioners in 
making more informed hiring decisions and managing the work-
force more effectively (e.g., when considering employee transfers 
among occupations). Moreover, the homogeneity in personality-
based human capital resources within organizations affects their 
competitive advantage (Ployhart and Hale  2014), for example, 
by promoting labor productivity and corporate performance (Oh 
et al. 2015). Hence, understanding how personality converges in 
organizations remains crucial. By observing how the similarity be-
tween occupations leads to the emergence of more homogeneous 
combinations of traits, we offer managers a novel approach to un-
derstanding the roots of this convergence.

Our results also apply to vocational counseling. They indicate 
that, beyond assessing individual trait levels, evaluating simi-
larities in combinations of personality traits among individuals 
can be useful when helping clients select sets of suitable occupa-
tions and avoid those with higher attrition risks. By indicating 
that those staying in similar occupations develop more similar 
personalities over time, our research may further encourage 
individuals to pursue occupations even if they do not meet the 
thresholds for some of the traits that are traditionally associated 
with them but, overall, possess relatively similar personalities 
compared to occupational incumbents. A greater similarity 
between personalities reduces the likelihood of changing oc-
cupations—a decision accompanied by substantial costs for in-
dividuals, such as the need for additional training in the new 
work role and the loss of professional relationships with peers in 
the same occupation (e.g., Blau 2007). Additionally, initial dis-
similarities in traits tend to diminish over time as individuals 
stay in similar occupations. Nonetheless, should individuals still 
wish to change occupations, our research can guide them to-
ward roles more similar to their previous ones, thereby reducing 
the costs associated with personality adaptation.

On the whole, although these remain valid implications, per-
sonality is only one of many factors influencing occupational 
outcomes. The significant, albeit modest, effect sizes observed 
in our analyses serve as a reminder to HR practitioners and 
vocational counselors of the importance of considering per-
sonality as a relevant factor alongside other elements, such as 
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organizational culture, individuals' skills, and career aspira-
tions, when guiding decisions or designing interventions.

5.3   |   Limitations and Avenues for Future Research

This study is not without limitations, some of which reveal 
promising avenues for future research. First, using different 
subsamples (i.e., joiners, stayers, and leavers) enhances our abil-
ity to test the drivers behind the interplay between similarities 
in personalities and occupations. Yet, our data do not enable us 
to empirically distinguish the attraction and selection mech-
anisms. There may be individuals who are attracted to a par-
ticular occupation but are not selected for it, which might have 
consequences such as increasing the likelihood of attrition from 
their “plan B” occupation. Further, it remains unclear which 
effect contributes the most to the homogenization of personal-
ities in occupations. Future research might rely on datasets that 
systematically track the career journeys of the same individuals 
over time, with information on their personalities, applications 
for specific occupations, and outcomes of selection processes 
(e.g., Oh et al. 2018), to separate and investigate the contribu-
tions of these forces more precisely. Moreover, some individuals 
in our subsample of stayers who experience a misfit between 
their personality and occupation may choose to change the envi-
ronment within their occupation, such as engaging in job craft-
ing, instead of altering their personality. As individuals modify 
their work environments to enhance the fit with their personali-
ties, these changes reduce rather than amplify the need for their 
personalities to adjust. Therefore, our estimates of the contribu-
tion of socialization effects toward personality homogeneity in 
occupations may be conservative. Nevertheless, exploring how 
changes within the occupation (e.g., tasks and work hours) in-
fluence the impact of socialization on the emergence of person-
ality homogeneity in this work environment remains a fruitful 
avenue for further research.

Second, in line with prior research (Ghetta et al. 2020), we use 
the ISCO codes to identify occupations. Specifically, our mea-
sure of occupational distance relies on the differences in the 
four-digit ISCO-88 codes assigned to occupations that capture 
similarities in their tasks and duties, reflecting the skills re-
quired for their execution (International Labor Office  1990). 
Thanks to the ISCO codes, we can rely on a standard system 
used internationally to categorize occupations. However, work 
environments can also be differentiated based on other features, 
such as in terms of more psychological situation characteristics 
(Woods et al. 2019). For instance, the DIAMONDS framework 
offers a taxonomy of dimensions reflecting individuals' per-
ceptions of situations, which can be related to their personal-
ity traits. For example, a situation perceived as high on the duty 
dimension may especially fit individuals high in conscientious-
ness (Rauthmann et  al.  2014). As a natural extension of our 
work, future studies could use differences in psychological sit-
uation characteristics (e.g., differences in perceptions of duty) 
to capture similarities between occupations and relate them 
to similarities between individuals' personality traits. Further, 
our measure of occupational distance assigns values of 0, 1, 2, 
or 3 for occupations within the same unit, minor, sub-major, or 
major groups, respectively, and 4 for occupations in different 
major groups, assuming equal increases in distances. Because 

we lacked a strong theoretical basis for assigning unequal 
weights, we opted for a straightforward method that is easy to 
apply to other systems, such as the US Standard Occupational 
Classification (SOC). To address a reviewer's suggestion that 
occupational distances might increase nonlinearly—where dis-
tances between occupations with fewer shared ISCO-88 digits 
should carry more weight—we conducted supplemental analy-
ses using alternative weights (0, 1, 3, 5, and 10; see Supporting 
Information S5). Although these analyses confirmed our origi-
nal results, underscoring the robustness and adaptability of our 
approach, future researchers may build on our work by explor-
ing different weighting schemes.

Third, similar to prior research in the field (e.g., Denissen 
et al. 2014; Hirschi et al. 2021; King et al. 2017), the effect sizes 
that we found are relatively small. Our novel approach makes 
it unfeasible to directly compare the magnitude of our effects 
and those of others. In general, different factors, such as socio-
economic opportunities, uncontrollable life events (Woods 
et al. 2020), or the use of various selection tools like cognitive 
ability tests and role-playing exercises, contribute to individuals' 
attraction to and selection for occupations alongside their per-
sonality. Additionally, as individuals gravitate toward “niches” 
that fit their personalities, stability rather than change in traits 
often prevails (e.g., Wille and De Fruyt 2014), justifying why per-
sonality developments due to occupational membership should 
not be overestimated. In our work, we find that even small 
deviations from the personality of other occupational incum-
bents are associated with attrition. The fact that attraction and 
selection, as well as socialization effects, operate as theorized 
limits the range of personality trait levels observed within each 
occupation. Simultaneously, other aspects of P–E fit likely play 
a more crucial role in occupational attrition, creating opportu-
nities for future investigations. Our small effect sizes could also 
result from the fact that, in our main analyses, we relate similar-
ities in a broad measure of personality (which includes the items 
for all of the Big Five traits) to a narrow measure of occupations 
(which relies on the four-digit ISCO-88 codes) (e.g., Judge and 
Kammeyer-Mueller 2012; Woods et al. 2019). The use of a broad 
personality measure enable us to test the emergence of homoge-
neity in individuals' personalities more generally and parsimo-
niously. However, by relating a narrow measure of occupations 
to a likewise narrow measure of personality (e.g., by remaining 
at the level of facets), other researchers could extend our find-
ings by providing more nuanced insights regarding the inter-
play between similarities in personality facets and occupations. 
Overall, even small effects regarding the relationships between 
individuals' personalities and work environments are meaning-
ful (Li et al. 2021). Personality remains an important predictor 
of workplace performance (Barrick and Mount  1991), and an 
optimal fit between personality traits and work environments 
contributes to job satisfaction (Törnroos et al. 2019). Therefore, 
even subtle shifts can have meaningful consequences on career 
success measures. Furthermore, cumulative effects can emerge 
over time, especially in the case of attrition and socialization 
effects, and even minor personality changes impact individu-
als' lives (Roberts et al. 2007). In spite of these considerations, 
and although our results are firmly grounded in theory and re-
main consistent across different time horizons, we nonetheless 
recognize that the significance of small effects in large samples 
should always be interpreted with some caution. Thus, while 
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the SOEP data provided access to a representative sample of the 
working population and a wide variety of occupations—key fac-
tors for reliably testing how personality homogeneity emerges 
at the occupational level (Anni et al. 2024; King et al. 2017), we 
encourage the replication of our results with datasets of varying 
sample sizes to further validate their generalizability.

Lastly, we believe that there are several other promising di-
rections for future research. We constructed datasets from the 
SOEP for four study periods, offered alternative computations 
of our key variables, and replicated our hypothesis tests across 
variations of alternatively processed data. Thereby, we embraced 
the suggestion from new methodological approaches, such as 
multiverse analyses (Steegen et al. 2016), to perform tests that 
increase transparency and scrutinize the fragility of study find-
ings. Consequently, we highlighted the robustness of our results 
for individuals' similarities in overall personalities while unveil-
ing inconsistencies in some findings for similarities in single 
personality traits (e.g., for conscientiousness and extraversion). 
Overall, our thorough examination of a large, representative 
sample over several years makes it unlikely that non-significant 
findings are due to sample bias or inadequate statistical power. 
Therefore, although we theoretically discussed some of these 
discrepancies, we encourage future researchers to continue in-
vestigating how similarities between individuals' single traits 
relate to similarities between their occupations. Besides, our 
focus is on participants' main job. Nevertheless, there is the pos-
sibility that multiple jobholders (i.e., individuals working in two 
or more paid jobs; Campion et al. 2020) may work in different 
occupations whose requirements also affect personality devel-
opment, such as when the requirements of occupations interact 
or when the second job compensates for a lack of P–E fit in the 
first one. For example, the similarity between the occupations of 
multiple jobholders may affect the extent to which socialization 
effects produce consistent personality changes. We encourage 
future researchers to test these possibilities. Finally, we used 
a distance-based approach to test our hypotheses. Other meth-
ods have been used in P–E fit research to study related research 
questions, most importantly spline regression (Edwards and 
Parry 2018) and response surface methodology (Edwards 2007). 
However, these methods tend to link the computed fit to an 
individual-level outcome, such as job satisfaction (e.g., Ghetta 
et  al.  2020), rather than relating similarities between entities 
(i.e., individuals and occupations). Our approach is versatile and 
can be extended to capture similarities between other individual 
attributes (e.g., values and vocational interests) and work envi-
ronments (e.g., jobs and organizations). In addition, similarities 
between personality traits other than the Big Five traits might 
be further employed to predict similarities between other types 
of career choices (e.g., being employed or self-employed), mobil-
ity (e.g., organizational turnover), and life outcomes (e.g., sleep 
quality and quantity, and volunteering).
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Endnotes

	1	Noteworthy models illustrating these effects include Holland's (1973, 
1997) theory of vocational choice, Schneider's  (1987) attraction–se-
lection–attrition (ASA) theory, the subsequent attraction, selection, 
transformation, manipulation, and attrition (ASTMA) model of per-
son–organization transactions (Roberts  2006), and the demands–af-
fordances transactional (DATA) model (Woods et al. 2019).

	2	Socialization effects are described in different theories that explain 
personality development. Exemplary models include Holland's (1997) 
theory of vocational choice (where these effects are called “second-
ary effects”), Woods' theory of vocational and personality develop-
ment (Woods et al. 2020), the theory of work adjustment (Dawis and 
Lofquist  1984), the ASTMA model (Roberts  2006), and the DATA 
model (Woods et al. 2019).

	3	As alternative options, individuals experiencing a misfit between 
their personality traits and occupations may leave the work environ-
ment or stay and modify it, for example, by engaging in job crafting. 
We account for the first alternative in our previous reasoning, leading 
to Hypothesis 2. In the limitations, we discuss the implications of the 
second alternative and its impact on our results.

	4	We also performed analyses for the periods 2005–2013 and 2009–2017. 
The study's results remain robust in these temporal horizons. The re-
sults of these additional analyses are available upon request.

	5	We further analyzed the attrition effect with an extended subsample of 
leavers, which included individuals leaving the workforce. The study's 
results remain robust in these supplemental analyses, which are avail-
able upon request.

	6	These sample sizes are computed by summing the sizes of the stayer 
and joiner subsamples for a given study period. This is due to the fact 
that all individuals in the leaver subsample (i.e., who left an initial oc-
cupation by the end of a study period) are already in the joiner subsam-
ple because they left an occupation to join another one.

	7	The subsample of stayers includes individuals staying in the same oc-
cupation throughout a study period. Consequently, individuals in this 
subsample have the same occupation at both t0 and t1.
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