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Research universities in Malaysia are striving to transform into world-class institutions. These universities have 
the capacity to attract the best students to achieve excellence in education and research. It is important to monitor 
the psychological well-being of students during the transformation process so that proactive intervention can help 
students cope with the learning and research demands. This study profiled and monitored the personality traits of 
postgraduate and undergraduate students in a selected Malaysian research university using a quantitative research 
method. The researchers profiled personality traits using an online assessment, the Behavioral Management 
Information System (BeMIS), and tracked real and preferred personality traits and positive changes during rapid 
institutional transition.
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     Malaysia is advancing toward a knowledge-based economy and relies heavily on its universities to educate 
and train the much-needed human capital for the country (Fernandez, 2010). Research universities have the 
capacity to attract the best students and have the autonomy to select students who excel in education and 
research. Various measures are being implemented to transform universities into world-class institutions 
(Wan, 2008). The institutional transformation at Malaysian universities focuses on critical areas such as 
governance, leadership, academia, teaching and learning, as well as research and development (Ministry of 
Higher Education, 2011). Educational institutions must monitor the psychological profile and well-being of their 
students, especially those who are potentially at risk of mental health issues such as anxiety and depression, as 
well as substance abuse, in order to promote optimum human capital development (Wynaden, Wichmann, & 
Murray, 2013). Moreover, during the institutional transformation process, all levels of the university community, 
including students, may experience changes driven by higher standards and demands in teaching and learning 
as well as research performance (Schraeder, Swamidass, & Morrison, 2006) that might result in stress (Becker 
et al., 2004; Gladstone & Reynolds, 1997; Smollan & Sayers, 2009). Certain personality traits may build the 
community’s resilience in coping with psychological stress (Lievens, Ones, & Dilchert, 2009; Nelson, Cooper, 
& Jackson, 1995). A detailed personality profile of university students can help research institutions put in place 
necessary support systems to strengthen students’ well-being during institutional transformation.
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The Impact of Institutional Transformation

     Institutional transformation at research universities in Malaysia can result in stress, anxiety and uncertainty 
for students at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Successful coping with new demands is integral 
to the process of transformation. Failure to cope with stressors may lead to fatigue and depressive mood. 
Such physical and psychological symptoms may impair daily living, work and school performance, and 
learning ability (Goretti, Portaccio, Zipoli, Razzolini, & Amato, 2010; See, Abdullah, Teoh, & Yaacob, 2011). 
Organizational change may affect personality changes in students and impact academic performance (Horng, 
Hu, Hong, & Lin, 2011; Nelson et al., 1995; Oreg & Sverdlik, 2011; See et al., 2011). Ongoing research 
including profiling and monitoring the personality traits and psychosocial behavior of students can assist 
students in adapting successfully (Marshall, 2010). Counselors and psychologists at the university can help 
students develop positive coping strategies during stressful transitional periods.

Personality Characteristics

     Connor-Smith and Flachsbart (2007) have defined personality as characteristic patterns of thoughts, 
feelings and behaviors over time and across situations. Some theorists have described coping as a process of 
the personality responding to stress (Connor-Smith & Flachsbart, 2007). For example, individuals with the 
personality trait of extraversion may seek social support during life crisis, while someone with the trait of 
neuroticism may respond with avoidance or denial. Thus, personality traits may influence university students’ 
responses and coping skills in stressful situations. Individuals with an extraverted personality tend toward 
optimistic assessment of accessible coping resources and react less intensely to stress, while those with a 
neurotic personality often experience high rates of stress and intense emotional and physiological reactivity 
to stress (Connor-Smith & Flachsbart, 2007). Personality predispositions can predict an individual’s ability to 
adapt to change. Resilient traits enable stress management in reaction to institutional transformation (Nelson 
et al., 1995; Oreg, Vakola, & Armenakis, 2011; See et al., 2011). The goal of this study was to analyze the 
personality profile of undergraduate and postgraduate students at a research university in Malaysia during 
institutional transformation, and to propose proactive interventions to help the student community cope with 
change. 

Overview of the Study

     The selected research university in this study was awarded the status of Accelerated Program for Excellence 
(APEX) in 2008, making it the first and only APEX university in Malaysia. APEX is a fast-track development 
program that aims to enable a selected university to transform and seek world-class status (Razak, 2009). The 
APEX program has been identified as a critical initiative to increase the level of excellence of higher education 
in Malaysia (Razak, 2009). An APEX university has the autonomy to select students based on academic merit 
and other criteria that the university deems essential. For this study, the researchers randomly selected from 
among postgraduate and undergraduate students who had volunteered to participate, and used the Behavioral 
Management Information System (BeMIS) to investigate the students’ personality profile and well-being. The 
research objectives included the following: (a) profile the real and preferred personality traits of the university 
students during institutional transformation, and (b) explore personality changes over different phases during 
the university’s transitional period.

Participants and Design
     This longitudinal study gathered data relating to personality traits and psychosocial behaviors of 
postgraduate and undergraduate students over three phases. Seventy-eight students (34 undergraduate students 
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and 44 postgraduate students) participated in phase 1; 142 students (80 undergraduate students and 62 
postgraduate students) participated in phase 2; and 169 students (72 undergraduate students and 97 postgraduate 
students) participated in phase 3.

Instrument
     The BeMIS is an online assessment and reporting tool used to measure personality. The BeMIS was 
developed using the Adjective Check List (ACL), a standardized personality trait measure comprised of 300 
adjectives commonly used to describe personality traits (Gough & Heilbrun, 1983). The ACL is capable 
of effectively measuring 37 personality traits under five main categories of traits: (a) responsiveness, (b) 
psychological needs, (c) specific responses, (d) interpersonal behavior and (e) cognitive orientation (Gough 
& Heilbrun, n.d.; Center for Credentialing and Education, 2009). The 37 personality traits are enthusiasm, 
optimism, negativity, communality, achievement, dominance, endurance, order, exhibition, psychologically 
perceptive, nurturance, affiliation, social energy, autonomy, aggression, change, support seeking, self-blaming, 
deference, counseling readiness, self-control, self-confidence, personal adjustment, self-satisfaction, creativity, 
structure valuing, masculinity, femininity, fault finding, respectful, work centered, playful, security seeking, 
affected, intellectualistic, pragmatic and scientific. The behavior for each scale is presented in percentile ranks, 
and grouped into real and preferred personality traits. The real-self personality traits are the existing traits, 
and the preferred-self traits are the desired traits. The mean for each measured behavior is 50, with a standard 
deviation of 10. On average, scores range between 40 and 60. A score of 60 is considered high and indicates 
a strong expression of the trait. A score of less than 40 is considered low and suggests suppression of the trait. 
Any extreme score (exceeding 70 or less than 30) may reveal stress and dissatisfaction with life (Gough & 
Heilbrun, n.d.). The BeMIS was translated into Bahasa Malaysia and the reliability of the Bahasa Malaysia 
version was tested (See et al., 2011). The reliability and validity of the BeMIS and ACL have been adequately 
substantiated (See et al., 2011; Center for Credentialing and Education, 2009; Gough & Heilbrun, n.d.).

Procedure
     The researchers conducted the first phase of the study 1 year after the start of the university transformation 
process. They carried out phase 2 of the study 18 months after the university embarked on the transformation 
agenda, and carried out the third phase two and a half years after the start of the transformation process. The 
researchers sent questionnaires to all 26 schools in the university, requesting for each school to randomly select 
five postgraduate students and five undergraduate students to participate in the study. Participants were required 
to respond to BeMIS twice during each phase. The first time participants chose adjectives that they thought 
described them as they really were, while the second time they chose adjectives that they would prefer to 
describe them. In addition to the questionnaire, participants received a participant information and consent form 
that served to protect the confidentiality of student information.

Results

Postgraduate Students’ Personality Profile
     Figure 1 shows the real-self and the preferred-self traits of the postgraduate students in phase 1 of the study. 
The postgraduate students did not indicate any extreme low scores (less than 30) or extreme high scores (more 
than 70) during this phase of the study. The researchers performed a t test, and found significant differences (p 
< 0.05) in 17 of the 37 traits between the real self and the preferred self of postgraduate students. Among these 
17 traits, four traits were significantly higher in the real self, compared to the preferred self: negativity, support 
seeking, self-blaming and security seeking. In contrast, 13 traits were significantly higher in the preferred self 
than the real self (optimism, achievement, dominance, endurance, order, affiliation, self-confidence, personal 
adjustment, self-satisfaction, structure valuing, masculinity, respectful and work centered), indicating that the 
postgraduate students desired to be stronger in these traits.
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The real-self and the preferred-self traits of the postgraduate students in phase 2 of the study appear in Figure 
2. The postgraduate students did not indicate any extreme low scores (less than 30) or extreme high scores 
(more than 70) during this phase of the study. The researchers found 24 traits to be significantly different 
(p < 0.05) between the real self and the preferred self of postgraduate students. Among the 24 traits, the 
researchers found five traits to be significantly higher in the real self than the preferred self: negativity, support 
seeking, self-blaming, security seeking and intellectualistic. The researchers found 19 of the 24 traits to be 
significantly higher in the preferred self than the real self (optimistic, achievement, dominance, endurance, 
order, psychologically perceptive, affiliation, exhibition, self-confidence, personal adjustment, self-satisfaction, 
creativity, structure valuing, masculinity, respectful, work centered, playful, affected, and scientific), indicating 
that the postgraduate students desired to be stronger in these traits.

Figure 1. Postgraduate students’ personality traits (real/preferred) in phase 1.* p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.

Figure 2. Postgraduate students’ personality traits (real/preferred) in phase 2. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.
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     In phase 3, as revealed in Figure 3, the institutional transformation produced strong preferred-self traits 
(scores of more than 60), including optimism, self-satisfaction, creativity, playful, self-confidence and 
dominance. The postgraduate students indicated scores below 40 for two preferred-self traits—support seeking 
and security seeking—indicating a suppression of the traits. The postgraduate students did not indicate any 
extreme low scores (less than 30) or extreme high scores (more than 70) for either the real-self or the preferred-
self traits in phase 3. The incongruence between the real-self and the preferred-self traits was most exaggerated 
in phase 3 (Figure 3), in which the researchers found 25 traits to be significantly different (p < 0.05). The 
five traits found to be significantly higher in the real self were the same as in phase 2 (negativity, support 
seeking, self-blaming, security seeking and intellectualistic). The 20 traits found to be significantly higher in 
the preferred self were similar to the ones in phase 2 (optimistic, achievement, dominance, endurance, order, 
psychologically perceptive, affiliation, exhibition, self-confidence, personal adjustment, self-satisfaction, 
creativity, structure valuing, masculinity, respectful, work centered, playful, affected and scientific), with the 
addition of the nurturance trait.

Undergraduate Students’ Personality Profile
     The real-self and the preferred-self traits of undergraduate students in phase 1 of the study appear in Figure 
4. The undergraduate students did not indicate any extreme low scores (less than 30) or extreme high scores 
(more than 70) during the first phase of the study. The researchers performed a t test on the real-self and the 
preferred-self traits of the undergraduate students and found significant differences (p < 0.05). In phase 1, 26 
traits of the real self and the preferred self of the undergraduate students had significant differences. Six traits—
negativity, support seeking, self-blaming, fault finding, security seeking and intellectualistic—were found to 
be significantly higher in the real self compared to the preferred self. The other 20 traits were significantly 
higher in the preferred self than the real self, indicating that the undergraduate students desired to be stronger 
in the following 20 traits: optimistic, achievement, dominance, endurance, order, psychologically perceptive, 
nurturance, affiliation, social energy, aggression, self-confidence, personal adjustment, self-satisfaction, 
creativity, structure valuing, masculinity, respectful, work centered, playful and scientific.

Figure 3. Postgraduate students’ personality traits (real/preferred) in phase 3. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.
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     Figure 5 shows the real-self and the preferred-self personality traits of the undergraduate students in phase 
2. The undergraduate students did not indicate any extreme low scores (less than 30) or extreme high scores 
(more than 70) in phase 2. In this phase, the researchers found 27 traits to be significantly different (p < 0.05) 
between the real self and the preferred self. Five of the 27 traits (negativity, support seeking, self-blaming, 
security seeking and intellectualistic) were found to be significantly higher in the real self than the preferred 
self. The following 22 of the 27 traits were found to be significantly higher in the preferred self than the real 
self: optimistic, achievement, dominance, endurance, order, psychologically perceptive, nurturance, affiliation, 
social energy, exhibition, self-confidence, personal adjustment, self-satisfaction, creativity, structure valuing, 
masculinity, respectful, work centered, playful, affected, pragmatic and scientific.

Figure 4. Undergraduate students’ personality traits (real/preferred) in phase 1. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.

Figure 5. Undergraduate students’ personality traits (real/preferred) in phase 2. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.
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     As found in the real self and the preferred self of the postgraduate students, the incongruence in personality 
traits of the undergraduate students was most obvious in phase 3. Figure 6 exhibits eight strong preferred-self 
traits (scores of more than 60) including optimism, achievement, dominance, self-confidence, self-satisfaction, 
creativity, work centered and playful. In contrast, the undergraduate students indicated scores below 40 for 
two preferred-self traits—support seeking and security seeking—indicating a suppression of the traits. The 
undergraduate students did not indicate any extreme low scores (less than 30) or extreme high scores (more than 
70) in either the real-self or the preferred-self traits in phase 3. The researchers found 26 traits to be significantly 
different (p < 0.05). The five traits that were found to be significantly higher in the real self were the same as 
in phase 2 (negativity, support seeking, self-blaming, security seeking and intellectualistic). Twenty-one traits 
were found to be significantly higher in the preferred self: optimistic, achievement, dominance, endurance, 
order, psychologically perceptive, nurturance, affiliation, social energy, exhibition, self-confidence, personal 
adjustment, self-satisfaction, creativity, structure valuing, masculinity, respectful, work centered, playful, 
affected and scientific.

Personality Changes over Phases of the Transitional Period
     Real-self personality traits. Postgraduate and undergraduate students did not exhibit extreme real-
self personality traits (scores of less than 30 or more than 70) throughout the process of the university’s 
transformation. The researchers performed nonparametric tests to examine changes within the real-self traits 
of the postgraduate and undergraduate students throughout the three phases of the study (see Figures 8 and 
9). As shown in Figures 7 and 8, the researchers found more significant changes within the real-self traits 
of the postgraduate students compared to those of the undergraduate students. Sixteen real-self traits of the 
postgraduate students experienced significant changes over the three phases. Among the 16 real-self traits, eight 
traits (optimism, dominance, social energy, exhibition, self-confidence, structure valuing, masculinity and work 
centered) increased significantly over the three phases, while two traits (support seeking and self-blaming) 
decreased significantly over the three phases. Five traits decreased in phase 2, but increased significantly again 
in phase 3: enthusiasm, change, personal adjustment, creativity and playful. The negativity trait increased during 

Figure 6. Undergraduate students’ personality traits (real/preferred) in phase 3. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.
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phase 2 but decreased in phase 3. Despite the significant fluctuation of the postgraduate students’ traits, in 
general, positive traits increased while negative traits decreased. Conversely, the real-self traits of undergraduate 
students appeared more stable compared to the real-self traits of the postgraduate students (Figure 8). Four 
real-self traits of undergraduate students experienced significant changes: nurturance, affiliation, playful and 
intellectualistic. The nurturance and affiliation traits increased significantly over the three phases, whereas the 
playful and intellectualistic traits decreased significantly during phase 2, but increased again in phase 3.

Figure 7. Changes in postgraduate students’ real-self personality traits across phases 1, 2 and 3.* p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.

Figure 8. Changes in undergraduate students’ real-self personality traits across phases 1, 2 and 3.* p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.
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     Preferred-self personality traits. As seen in Figures 9 and 10, the preferred-self personality traits 
of postgraduate and undergraduate students did not fluctuate radically throughout the three phases of the 
study. However, a greater number of the preferred-self traits of the postgraduate and undergraduate students 
experienced significant changes than the number of their real-self traits. Figure 9 depicts the comparison of the 
postgraduate students’ preferred-self traits across the three phases. The result of the nonparametric test showed 
that 27 of the preferred-self traits of the postgraduate students experienced significant changes over the three 
phases. Among the 27 traits, 13 traits significantly increased over the three phases (optimism, achievement, 
dominance, endurance, order, social energy, exhibition, self-confidence, self-satisfaction, creativity, masculinity, 
respectful and work centered), indicating students’ desire to be stronger in these traits. Four preferred traits 
(support seeking, self-blaming, self-control and security seeking) decreased significantly over the three phases. 
The constant decreases in support seeking and self-control indicate that postgraduate students prefer not to 
seek advice and emotional support and prefer to be less self-controlled and restrained, and the university ought 
to pay attention to this finding. In addition, eight preferred-self traits (enthusiasm, psychologically perceptive, 
nurturance, affiliation, personal adjustment, structure valuing, playful and pragmatic) decreased during phase 2, 
but increased again in phase 3; two preferred-self traits (negativity and counseling readiness) increased during 
phase 2, but dropped significantly in phase 3. The drop in counseling readiness in phase 3, which is congruent 
with the constant decrease in support seeking, requires attention from the university, because this finding 
indicates that the postgraduate students prefer not to accept counseling or professional advice to help them cope 
with their personal problems and psychological difficulties.

 

     As for undergraduate students, 27 preferred-self traits experienced significant changes over the three phases 
of the study. Fourteen preferred-self traits increased significantly over the three phases of the study: optimism, 
achievement, dominance, endurance, order, nurturance, affiliation, social energy, exhibition, self-confidence, 
self-satisfaction, creativity, respectful and work centered, indicating that undergraduate students had a constant 

Figure 9. Changes in postgraduate students’ preferred-self personality traits across phases 1, 2 and 3.
* p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.
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desire to be stronger in these traits. On the other hand, four preferred-self traits decreased over the three phases: 
support seeking, self-blaming, security seeking and intellectualistic. As mentioned before, the constant decrease 
in support seeking is concerning because it indicates that students prefer not to seek support and advice when 
they encounter problems or issues. Undergraduate students showed less desire to be more intellectualistic, 
suggesting that they prefer not to emphasize versatility, unconventionality and individuality. In addition, 
eight preferred-self traits decreased during phase 2, but increased again in phase 3 (enthusiasm, communality, 
psychologically perceptive, change, personal adjustment, structure valuing, playful and scientific), while the 
negativity trait increased during phase 2 but decreased again in phase 3.

 
    Clearly, postgraduate and undergraduate students shared similar trends in their preferred-self traits (Figures 9 
and 10). Both the postgraduate and undergraduate students recorded constant increases in the same 12 preferred 
traits (optimism, achievement, dominance, endurance, order, social energy, exhibition, self-confidence, self-
satisfaction, creativity, respectful and work centered) and constant decreases in three of the preferred-self traits 
(support seeking, self-blaming and security seeking).

Discussion

     Findings on the personality profile of undergraduate and postgraduate students at this research university in 
Malaysia are promising. The results suggest that students are coping well with the institutional transformation. 
In fact, personality traits such as optimism, endurance, dominance, order, exhibition, self-confidence and 
creativity were highly expressed and developed, as profiled in phase 3 of the study. These highly expressed and 
developed traits indicate that students are dignified, flexible, hopeful and unyielding in their desire to excel. 
They also value cognitive activity and insight. However, their profile shows some concerns in traits such as 
support seeking and security seeking, which dropped continuously during the study. Such findings suggest 
that students may not be ready for counseling and prefer not to seek help and support when they encounter 
problems.

Figure 10. Changes in undergraduate students’ preferred-self personality traits across phases 1, 2 and 3.
* p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01.
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Because change in an organization may cause strain and uncertainty (Nelson et al., 1995), Marshall 
(2010) proposed that early assessment and intervention be implemented accordingly. Assessment of students’ 
perceptions of the transformation initiatives, particularly on teaching, learning and research activities, would 
help to evaluate the impact of institutional transformation on the psychological well-being of the students 
(Loretto, Platt, & Popham, 2010). Preparing and guiding students through the transformation process helps them 
to adapt and thrive (Marshall, 2010; Tosevski, Milovancevic, & Gajic, 2010). Loretto et al. (2010) found that 
preparation for change and timely training with open communication may build trust and minimize uncertainty 
by increasing control.

Gradual and orderly structural policy changes may facilitate adjustment and minimize needless stressors. 
Secrecy and poor communication may result in poor morale and low self-satisfaction (Becker et al., 2004; 
Nelson et al., 1995; Smollan & Sayers, 2009). In contrast, promoting transparency and coordination in the 
learning environment may encourage attitudes of independence, objectivity, industriousness, respectfulness, 
confidence, assertiveness, initiative and enthusiasm. These interventions may help ensure the mental well-being 
of students, which in turn affects their academic achievement positively and contributes toward the success of 
the university transformation process. Tosevski et al. (2010) have suggested building trust in instructor-student 
relationships to promote autonomy and clarify role expectations. Practicing a student-driven learning approach 
may inspire creativity and leadership, bringing forth greater self-satisfaction among students.

As the university moves toward becoming a world-class institution, students fit themselves into the vision 
and mission of the university. In this study, the differences between the real-self and the preferred-self traits 
were most exaggerated in the third phase. When the preferred-self traits are much higher than the real-self traits, 
students may feel frustrated. According to Rogers (2007), incongruence between real and preferred value in 
personality traits may increase one’s vulnerability to stress or anxiety. Mild anxiety brings forth self-awareness 
in response to the incongruence in personality and may result in therapeutic change and the learning of new 
coping skills (Rogers, 2007). The university can provide counseling services to assist those students who need 
help.

Conclusion

     The APEX initiative is transforming the selected research university to embrace excellence, innovation 
and dynamism in moving toward the goal of becoming a world-class institution. The results of this study 
suggest that university students are coping well with the institutional transformation. In fact, many desired 
personality traits became more strongly expressed and developed during the transformation phases. It is crucial 
to continually monitor the personality profile and psychological well-being of students. The institution also 
can implement proactive interventions to support the mental health and development of human capital in all 
students.
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