
 

 

Researchers 
Dr Martha C Whiteman, Prof. Ian J Deary, Prof. F 
Gerald R Fowkes, Dr Amanda J Lee, Dr Michelle D 
Taylor 
 
Aims 
Using the Edinburgh Artery Study (EAS) our aims 
were: 
1. To provide new information on relationships 
between personality and mortality. 
2. To examine the effect of hostility and 
submissiveness on incident cardiovascular disease 
and all-cause mortality over 15 years. 
3. To examine the effect of anger and wider 
personality traits on incident cardiovascular and all-
cause mortality over 7 years. 
 
Project Outline/Methodology 
The EAS began in 1988 to investigate peripheral 
vascular and coronary heart disease in 1592 men and 
women aged 55-74 years. All participants had a 
medical examination at the start (baseline) of the 
study. The personality traits of hostility and 
submissiveness were also measured at baseline. In 
1996, the traits of anger, conscientiousness and 
agreeableness were assessed. All personality traits 
were measured just once, using standard 
questionnaires. Mortality and cardiovascular disease 
data were obtained annually throughout the study 
(1988-2003). Individuals with prevalent 
cardiovascular disease at the time of personality 
assessments were excluded from the analyses. 
 
Key Results 
Between 1988 and 2003, 635 people died (from any 
cause). After adjusting for other risk factors, we 
found that, over 15 years: (1) men whose baseline 
hostility scores were in the top quarter had about 1.5 
times the risk of death from any cause than men 
whose scores were in the lowest quarter; and (2) 
higher baseline submissiveness was associated with 
20-25% lower risk of fatal and non-fatal myocardial 
infarction (MI) in both men and women.  
 
In men, high agreeableness scores in 1996 reduced 
the risk of cardiovascular deaths over the next 7 
years by about 34%, while higher angry 
temperament increased risk by about 40%. Again in 

men, higher conscientiousness decreased the risk of 
7-year all-cause mortality by about 30%.  
 
Conclusions 
Personality was related to mortality in the following 
ways. (1) In men, high hostility was a risk factor for 
mortality from any cause, and lower agreeableness 
and higher anger were risk factors for cardiovascular 
mortality. (2) Submissiveness in both men and 
women was protective against fatal and non-fatal 
cardiovascular disease, but not all-cause mortality. 
(3) Personality-mortality associations were not 
explained by smoking, alcohol consumption, blood 
pressure or cholesterol.  
 
What does this study add to the field?  
There have been few studies of personality traits as 
risk factors for mortality. We were able to examine 
cardiovascular mortality as a specific endpoint in a 
representative Scottish sample. Submissiveness was 
a protective factor for MI in both men and women. 
This study also reports new analyses on the wider, 
cross-culturally replicable traits of agreeableness and 
conscientiousness, both of which were related to 
mortality. 
 
Implications for Practice or Policy 
Personality assessment may help clinicians identify 
people at risk of cardiovascular disease. Personality 
risk patterns are different in men and women, and 
the use of culturally robust personality measures 
allows for more direct comparisons across studies. 
This may help improve the evidence-base for 
prevention and treatment.  
  
Where to next? 
It is important to examine further the mechanisms of 
associations between personality factors and 
mortality. Attention should also be directed toward 
examining potential mediating variables.  
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