
Correlations between Disgust Sensitivity, Personality Characteristics, 
and Birth Order

Markeya S. Dubbs
Faculty Mentor:  William Wozniak
University of Nebraska – Kearney

Abstract
Differences in personality factors and birth order based life 
experiences related to sibling and pet care tasks were correlated 
with disgust sensitivity scores.  Participants were asked to 
complete a paper and pencil survey providing the necessary 
information. Participants provided information used to determine 
their birth order placement and answered questions on whether 
or not they helped care for siblings or pets while growing up.  The 
Big Five personality traits of neuroticism and openness to 
experience as well as gender were significantly correlated with 
disgust sensitivity.  There were no other significant correlations.  
This suggests that adult disgust sensitivity is not affected by 
exposure to potentially disgusting stimuli while growing up.

Introduction
Disgust
• Results from undesired closeness to a noxious object or idea, 
generally evoking a feeling of nausea and repulsion (Nabi, 
2002) 
•  Believed to be rooted in the response to stimuli
associated with bodily contamination (Miller, 2004)

Big Five Personality
•  Five Dimensions:  Extroversion, Agreeableness, 
Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, Openness to Experience 
•  Broadest level of classification for personality
•  Not meant for specific behavioral predictions, rather a 
foundational level of understanding of personality (John 
et. al., 2008)
Birth Order
•  Older siblings frequently help care for younger siblings
•  Early exposure to disgusting stimuli may have an effect on the 
development of disgust sensitivity
Hypotheses
•  Older siblings, especially those who grew up performing care-
giving tasks potentially disgusting in nature, will have lower 
disgust sensitivity scores than younger siblings
•  Individuals who grew up caring for pets will have lower 
disgust sensitivity scores than those who were raised 
without pets
•  Disgust sensitivity scores will positively correlate with 
Neuroticism scores
•  Disgust sensitivity scores will negatively correlate with 
Openness scores.

Extroversion Agreeableness Conscientiousness Neuroticism Openness to 

experience

Disgust 

sensitivity

Extroversion  ― -.024 .061 -.243* .358** -.126

Agreeableness -.024 ― .459** -.230** -.046 .087

Conscientiousness .061 .459** ― -.341** -.127 .072

Neuroticism -.243** -.230** -.341** ― .034 .193*

Openness to 

experience

.358** -.046 -.127 .034 ― -.277**

Disgust sensitivity -.126 .087 .072 .193* -.277** ―

Correlation Matrix: Big Five Personality Characteristics and Disgust Sensitivity

Note. r = Pearson correlation coefficient
*.  p < .05.  **.  p < .01.

Method
The participant pool consisted of 140 general psychology 
students from UNK.  Each participant completed a questionnaire 
consisting of an informed consent form, a demographic 
information sheet, a big five personality inventory, and a disgust 
sensitivity inventory.  

The disgust sensitivity inventory used in this study was developed 
by Haidt, McCauley, and Rozin (1994) and is known as the Disgust 
Scale-Revised (DS-R).  The personality inventory was the NEO 
Personality Inventory-Revised (NEO PI-R) (Costa & McCrae, 1992).  

The inventories were then scored, and participants were given a 
numerical score for each of the five dimensions of the NEO PI-R 
and one for disgust sensitivity.  In addition to these six raw 
scores, each subject also had data points for gender, age, birth 
order, sibling care, and pet care, and performing potentially 
disgusting care tasks.

Results
Data were analyzed and a correlation matrix was created, shown in 
Table 1.  Statistically significant correlations were found between 
gender and disgust sensitivity (r(138) = .281, p=.001), neuroticism 
and disgust sensitivity (r(138) = .193, p=.023), and openness to 
experience and disgust sensitivity (r(138) = -.277, p=.001).  There 
were no significant correlations between birth order placement or 
birth order functions and any of the personality dimensions or 
disgust sensitivity. 

Discussion
The lack of a significant correlation between sibling care or pet care 
and disgust sensitivity suggests that disgust sensitivity is not largely 
affected by exposure to physically disgusting stimuli at the point in 
development when children are given responsibilities related to the 
care of other siblings or pets. This may indicate early encounters 
with disgusting stimuli has no impact on later disgust sensitivity, or 
that any impact happens earlier in development, perhaps during 
toddlerhood or the early elementary school years. 

Disgust is recognized as having two components, physical and moral 
(Jones & Fitness, 2008).  Our study found two personality traits 
significantly correlated with disgust sensitivity:  neuroticism (r(138) 
= .193, p = .023) and openness to experience (r(138) = .-.277, 
p=.001).  The two traits had no correlation between them however 
(r(138) = .034, p = .689).  This suggests there are at least two 
separate underlying factors contributing to an individual’s 
measured disgust sensitivity.

All significant results found in this study are in line with previously 
reported research.  The lack of a significant relationship between 
reported care-giving experiences through early family life indicates 
disgust sensitivity is not altered by these experiences in a consistent 
manner.  It is suggested that mere exposure or prevention of 
exposure to dirty diapers, baby vomit, or pet feces is not enough to 
significantly determine adult disgust sensitivity.
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