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Abstract
Global pandemics, economic recessions, climate change, and warfare are just some of the few
crises plaguing the population worldwide, bringing major changes to the ways people work, live,
and connect to others. This time of uncertainty has ushered in a wave of anxiety that threatens to
crush some while it propels others to new levels of resilience. Recent publications in positive
psychology ask why this is—Why are some individuals able to find social and emotional balance
after trauma? Why do others struggle? What interventions can improve mental health outcomes
in times of crisis? The purpose of this paper is to examine how anxiety and resilience are shaped
by both personality traits and cultural context during periods of global crisis, with a particular
focus on the COVID-19 pandemic. Drawing on the Big Five personality framework, the paper
first explores how traits such as agreeableness, extraversion, and neuroticism predict variations
in anxiety levels and how they correspond to resilience. Then, the paper investigates how cultural
dynamics—specifically collectivism and individualism—influences the way people manage
trauma, positing predictions for various types of global crises. By analyzing both internal
dispositions and external cultural values, this paper offers a dynamic perspective of the

psychological mechanisms that underlie resilience in the face of global crises.
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Introduction

Between a global pandemic, climate disasters, and political conflicts, it would not be an
exaggeration to say that we are living in a time of perpetual crisis. As these events unfold, they
not only challenge public health and infrastructure but also affect psychological well-being.
Chronic exposure to crisis has led to rising levels of anxiety worldwide and even greater
disparities in mental health outcomes, which prompts the question, “What enables some
individuals and communities to recover or adapt while others struggle?” This paper asserts that
personality and culture modulate the relationship between anxiety and resilience during
traumatic global events. For the context of this paper, anxiety will be defined as the trait of a
heightened sense of uncertainty, worry, and perceived lack of control that emerges as a result of
a crisis. Resilience can be understood as a dynamic process of positive adaptation under
adversity with the support of personal strengths, relational support, and differing environments
(Luthar et. al, 2006). The paper will first review existing positive psychology research about the
relationship between anxiety, resilience, and personality theory (the Big Five model). Then, it
will explore how personality traits enable or inhibit resilience within the context of COVID-19 as

a primary example of a global crisis.

Theoretical Foundation

This paper relies on personality theory to examine the relationship between anxiety and
resilience in times of global crisis. Personality theories are frameworks that seek to describe and
explain an individual’s consistent patterns of thought and behavior. Trait theories are a category

of personality theories that conceptualize personality through a combination of stable traits. One



such theory, called The Big 5, asserts that human personalities consist of the following five
dimensions: extraversion (sociability, talkativeness), agreeableness (cooperativeness),
conscientiousness (dutifulness), neuroticism (instability), and openness (curiosity, imagination)
(McCrae & Costa, 1997). These traits exist on a spectrum and individuals exhibit varying
degrees of each.

Existing psychology research has shown that there is an association between The Big 5
personality traits, anxiety symptoms, and resilience. For example, a study about Chinese medical
students found that agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness were negatively associated
with anxiety and neuroticism was positively associated with it (Shi et al., 2015). Resilience, on
the other hand, was negatively associated with neuroticism and positively associated with
extraversion and conscientiousness among American students (Campbell-Sills et al., 2006). In a
study about Australian general practitioners, researchers found that resilience was negatively
associated with anxiety and anxiety disorders (Eley et al., 2013). The same study further asserts
that personality components associated with anxiety and resilience can vary within different
demographic groups because of cultural and socioeconomic factors. From this body of literature
we can conclude that resilience is a product of interaction between personality traits and
environmental factors, and it can be important when predicting an individual’s response to

traumas inflicted by global crises.

Anxiety and Resilience During COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic is one of the clearest examples of a global event that caused
widespread anxiety. COVID-19 introduced an invisible threat, which led to fears of not just

illness and death, but also of the spread of the virus in everyday social interactions, which is



proven by a study that estimated around 50.9% of people showed traits of anxiety during the
beginning of the global COVID-19 pandemic (Shah et al., 2020). However, levels of anxiety
differed based on factors such as one’s living areas, isolation, and the level exposure to the
disease. Those in medium and large urban areas showed the least amounts of anxiety due to
urban areas having the least unemployed workers and most economic investment to prevent the
spread of the disease (Rotarescu et al., 2020). Similarly, rural areas had low levels of anxiety due
to social distancing being a part of daily life, allowing living and working to continue unchanged
(Rotarescu et al., 2020). Lastly, the level of exposure to the disease changed anxiety levels. This
was most prevalent among healthcare workers like nurses who experienced higher levels of
anxiety and burnout due to concerns such as infection or infection of family members,
insufficient information, and inadequate staff and equipment (Georgousopoulou et al., 2024).
With such high levels of anxiety, resilience was an essential protective psychological
factor that enabled adaptive coping strategies that promoted psychological well-being and
reduced depression and anxiety (Rotarescu et al., 2020). One study by Sahni et al. (2020)
examined if the Big 5 factors could predict and build emotional resilience in individuals facing
anxiety due to the pandemic. Using a stepwise regression model, researchers found that traits of
conscientiousness, openness to experience and neuroticism produced the maximum change in
emotional resilience, meaning that those traits were most salient in forming coping strategies.
Participants who exhibited high levels of extraversion and agreeableness, however, had trouble
building resilience during the pandemic because they lacked the social connection they needed to
establish coping strategies during the time of social distancing. Additionally, participants who
exhibited these personality traits also felt a sense of guilt for not being able to help others,

rendering them emotionally weaker and further dampening their ability to bounce back from



traumas inflicted by COVID. These results are interesting because previous studies suggested
that agreeableness and extraversion were the traits that correlated with resilience. In this case, the
opposite seems to be true—they struggled to build resilience the most. Therefore, the
circumstances of the global crisis, along with personality traits, seems to influence the

relationship between anxiety and resilience.

The Influence of Culture in Building Psychological Resilience during COVID-19

Another important note from the Sahni et al. study is the claim that certain personality
traits are more prevalent in certain cultures or countries. While this issue was behind the scope of
their study, other scholarship about COVID posits that cultural contexts can also shape anxiety
symptoms and resilience outcomes during times of global crises. For example, collectivist
cultures, such as those in many Asian, African, and Latin American countries, often demonstrate
stronger communal coping mechanisms during crises. Shared values of mutual aid help reduce
individual anxiety (Pei et al., 2023). In countries like Pakistan which center family and
community involvement, social isolation caused by lockdowns or social distancing can produce
higher levels of loneliness, especially the elderly that are highly susceptible to depression and
other problems (Shah et al., 2020). Conversely, in such cultural contexts increased family
presence is associated with decreased levels of stress, anxiety, and depression, as individuals
have the culturally-appropriate tools to process trauma and build resilience (Shah et al., 2020).

In contrast, individualistic cultures, such as those in the United States and many Western
European countries, may emphasize self-reliance and personal responsibility when it comes to
building resilience in times of crisis. Individuals belonging to these cultures may be more

inclined to rely on internal coping strategies like self-reflection, self-imposed routines, or seeking



professional help to overcome anxieties inflicted by the pandemic. If these coping mechanisms
fail, it could lead to increased feelings of isolation and deflated sense of self. However,
individualism can also foster innovative coping strategies and personal resilience, showing that

cultural norms can both protect and challenge psychological adaptation.

Conclusion

This paper thus far has shown how personality traits and cultural context shapes
resilience in global crises, identifying personality traits that form protective barriers against
traumatic experiences. However, this is merely a surface-level understanding of the complex
relationship between resilience and anxiety, as many other personal characteristics influence how
anxiety is experienced and trauma, processed. These factors, which go beyond the scope of this
paper, include: gender, (Iimura & Taku, 2018; Weisberg et al., 2011), age, socio-economic status,
personal life stressors, self-efficacy, expressive flexibility, (Lass-Hennemann, 2023), and even
genetics, as anxiety disorders are largely influenced by genetics—ranging from 32% for
generalized anxiety disorder to 67% for agoraphobia (Schiele & Domschke, 2018). These kinds
of genetic predispositions can further interact with environmental stressors like global crises to
increase the signs of anxiety in individuals (Schiele & Domschke, 2018). Thus, while personality
theories and cultural dynamics can produce a robust theoretical framework, in practice the
relationship between anxiety and resilience looks different for each individual, and more
research is required to understand the full interplay of factors.

Although there are many ongoing efforts to support those affected by global crises,
completely eradicating anxiety and building resilience in every individual is impossible because

each situation is unique. However, culturally-sensitive reforms—ranging from small social



circles like family and friends to federal policy initiatives—can help bring communities together
and promote positive thinking. Support systems that encourage a sense of community and hope
are essential in mitigating the psychological impact of global crises. These measures not only
help alleviate mental health challenges but also motivate individuals to use their agency amidst
these crises. Practicing agency, even in small ways, can help people regain a sense of control,

reduce anxiety, and foster resilience over time.



Bibliography
Campbell-Sills, L., Cohan, S. L., & Stein, M. B. (2006). Relationship of resilience to
personality, coping, and psychiatric symptoms in young adults. Behaviour research and
therapy, 44(4), 585-599.
Eley, D. S., Cloninger, C. R., Walters, L., Laurence, C., Synnott, R., & Wilkinson, D.
(2013). The relationship between resilience and personality traits in doctors: implications
for enhancing well being. PeerJ, 1, e216.
Georgousopoulou, V., Pervanidou, P., Perdikaris, P., Vlachioti, E., Zagana, V., Kourtis,
G., ... & Matziou, V. (2024). Covid-19 pandemic? Mental health implications among
nurses and Proposed interventions. AIMS Public Health, 11(1), 273.
limura, S., & Taku, K. (2018). Gender differences in relationship between resilience and
big five personality traits in Japanese adolescents. Psychological reports, 121(5), 920-931.
Lass-Hennemann, J., Sopp, M. R., Ruf, N., Equit, M., Schifer, S. K., Wirth, B. E., &
Michael, T. (2023). Generation climate crisis, COVID-19, and Russia—Ukraine-War:
global crises and mental health in adolescents. European Child & Adolescent Psychiatry,

33(7), 2203-2216. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-023-02300-x

LUTHAR, S.S., SAWYER, J.A. and BROWN, P.J. (2006), Conceptual Issues in Studies of
Resilience. Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 1094: 105-115.
https://doi.org/10.1196/annals.1376.009

McCrae, R. R., & Costa Jr, P. T. (1997). Personality trait structure as a human universal.

American psychologist, 52(5), 509.


https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-023-02300-x
https://doi.org/10.1196/annals.1376.009

Pei, R., Falk, E. B., Carreras-Tartak, J., Andrews, M. E., Mattan, B. D., & Cosme, D. (2023).
Cultural influence on COVID-19 cognitions and growth speed: The role of collectivism.

Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 17(12). https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12908

Rotarescu, V. S., Matei, D. B., Mircea, 1. A., Mirescu, A. M., Nedelescu, B. G., Nedelea,
D. G,, ... & Tudor, L. C. (2021). How anxious did you feel during lockdown? The roles
resilience, living environment, and gender play on the level of anxiety state during
pandemic isolation. Research in Psychotherapy: Psychopathology, Process, and
Outcome, 23(3), 496.

Sahni, S., Kumari, S., & Pachaury, P. (2021). Building emotional resilience with big five
personality model against COVID-19 pandemic. FIIB Business Review, 10(1), 39-51.
Schiele, M. A., & Domschke, K. (2018). Epigenetics at the crossroads between genes,
environment and resilience in anxiety disorders. Genes, Brain and Behavior, 17(3),
e12423.

Shah, S. M. A., Mohammad, D., Qureshi, M. F. H., Abbas, M. Z., & Aleem, S. (2020).
Prevalence, Psychological Responses and Associated Correlates of Depression, Anxiety
and Stress in a Global Population, During the Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19)
Pandemic. Community Mental Health Journal, 57(1), 101-110.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10597-020-00728-y

Shi, M., Liu, L., Wang, Z. Y., & Wang, L. (2015). The mediating role of resilience in the
relationship between big five personality and anxiety among Chinese medical students: a
cross-sectional study. PloS one, 10(3), e0119916.

Weisberg, Y. J., DeYoung, C. G., & Hirsh, J. B. (2011). Gender differences in

personality across the ten aspects of the Big Five. Frontiers in Psychology, 2, 178.


https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12908
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10597-020-00728-y

