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	 INTRODUCTION:	 Pararescue personnel (PJs) deploy in high-risk environments and perform extraordinary missions under intense 
conditions, requiring an unusual combination of physical and psychological abilities. The rigorous nature of PJ training 
and the superior levels of fitness and cognitive functioning to perform challenging physical feats in high-pressure, 
high-intensity environments have prompted military commanders and embedded health care providers to compare 
successful performance in the PJ mission with the characteristics required of elite, Olympic-level athletes.

	 METHODS:	I n the current study, we tested this assumption by comparing the social, emotional, and behavioral functioning of 
160 U.S. PJ training candidate graduates and 73 elite, Olympic-level track and field athletes using scores on the NEO 
Personality Inventory-3.

	 RESULTS:	 Results from this study suggest that although there are physical and psychological challenges inherent in both the 
PJ and elite athlete career fields, the emotional, social, and behavioral performance of PJs differs in functional ways 
from the elite athlete population, with PJs scoring significantly lower in Neuroticism and higher in Extraversion and 
Conscientiousness.

	 DISCUSSION:	T he results of this study can be used to improve the delivery of embedded mental health services geared toward 
improving training and enhancing health, recovery, and performance within operational units.
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Throughout history, United States Air Force (USAF)  
pararescue personnel (PJs) have made an immeasurable 
impact on both military and civil operations. Their excep-

tional skills in combat search and rescue (CSAR) and trauma 
medicine provide a distinctive capability for the USAF. The pri-
mary duties of a PJ include the ability to deploy in a rapid fashion 
into friendly, denied, or hostile territories across diverse geo-
graphic regions—mountain, desert, artic, urban, and water—to 
extract, treat, stabilize, and rescue injured, wounded, isolated, or 
captured military and civilian personnel. The demands to per-
form such extraordinary missions require an unusual combina-
tion of physical and psychological abilities. Their motto, “That 
Others May Live,” is the cornerstone of their work and affirms 
their commitment to not only their self-sacrifice but also their 
commitment to saving human lives.

Given the rigorous nature of PJ training and CSAR opera-
tions, superior levels of physical and psychological aptitudes 
are essential to adapting to the various stressors and conditions 

of operational missions. For example, research regarding phys-
ical traits of PJs reveals they must meet exceptional levels of 
fitness and health standards well above the traditional require-
ments that most military personnel must demonstrate.4 
Additionally, they possess cognitive (i.e., speed and accuracy of 
information processing in various visual- and verbal-based 
aptitudes) abilities that are in the superior range of functioning,  
well above most military personnel. Further, research assessing 
personality traits (i.e., a stable and enduring pattern of  
emotional, social, and behavioral functioning across time  
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and settings) reveals that PJs, as a group, when compared with 
adult peers in the civilian population, are: 1) emotionally less 
susceptible to experiencing negative emotions, such as fear, 
worry, apprehension, anger, irritability, sadness, and hopeless-
ness, while simultaneously experiencing higher levels of general 
stress tolerance, optimism, and happiness; 2) socially higher in 
levels of self-regard, humility and modesty, gregariousness, 
assertiveness, interpersonal warmth, altruism, compliance in 
groups, and interest in forming close interpersonal relation-
ships with others; and 3) behaviorally higher in levels of 
achievement-striving, dutifulness, flexibility, self-actualization, 
independence, and impulse control (Chappelle WL, McDonald 
K, Thompson W. Technical Report No. AFRL-SA-WP-TR- 
2012-0005; 2012. Available to those with access).3,4 It is not sur-
prising such traits are consistent with research regarding the 
importance of emotional “hardiness” in predicting career suc-
cess for U.S. special operations military personnel.1,2,14

When considering the contributing factors to successfully 
completing the PJ mission, psychological parallels have been 
drawn between successful performance in combat scenarios 
and elite performance at the highest level in sporting arenas.7,16 
Both elite athletes and PJs are required to sustain superior levels 
of fitness and cognitive functioning to perform challenging 
physical feats in high-pressure, high-intensity environments to 
achieve victory. Due to these shared characteristics, program-
ming for military personnel is often designed around sport psy-
chology interventions used with elite athletes. For example, 
studies have investigated the impact of mental skills training 
programs on performance and stress outcomes for military 
populations,5,9 a mindfulness intervention for a military heli-
copter unit,12 and the integration of psychological skills train-
ing programs during various phases of military training.11,13,15 
Specifically, Meyer13 studied the impact of a 6-wk sport psy-
chology training program for soldiers and reported that 91% of 
the participants recognized the importance of the sport psy-
chology skills for Army tasks, such as weapons qualification 
and combat medic tasks. Overall, the perceived similarities in 
functioning and high demand performance requirements 
between PJs and elite athletes have persuaded many military 
commanders and embedded mental health providers that there 
are significant similarities in the emotional, social, and behav-
ioral functioning between these two groups.6

Although there are enticing, surface-level similarities 
between the two groups, it is unclear whether these perceptions 
of overlapping emotional, social, and behavioral traits are cor-
rect, given there are no empirically based, objective studies that 
support this perception. The subjective assumptions about the 
similarities between PJs and elite athletes are likely based on the 
high level of physicality, resilience, and mental toughness often 
noted as prerequisites for success in both communities. Further, 
the authors’ experiences of consulting with USAF line and med-
ical leadership reveal a diverse range of opinions regarding areas 
of social, emotional, and behavioral functioning that delineate 
PJs from elite athletes. In sum, there appears to be a lack of con-
sensus between leadership regarding areas of functioning that 
PJs display that are consistent with elite and Olympic-level  

athletes, as well as a lack of objective, empirical data driven  
studies to support the perceptions regarding the perceived  
similarities in functioning between PJs and elite athletes.

While elite and Olympic-level athletes perform in large  
stadiums with cameras following their every movement and 
millions of fans watching, PJs are performing while their own 
life is at risk (i.e., under fire, attack). An athlete might step into 
the competitive battleground like an Olympic stadium, but that  
is different than a PJ in a Blackhawk helicopter that is flying 
15.24 m (50 ft) above the ground, performing banking maneu-
vers, and under combat fire during a rescue mission that poses 
risk of significant life-threatening injuries. Considering this 
description, it is likely the social, emotional, and behavioral 
traits for successfully adapting and performing under battle-
field rescue missions may potentially exceed or be quite dif-
ferent from those who compete in elite athletic events. Combat 
operations are performed under more highly intense, unex-
pected, uncontrolled conditions than competitive athletics  
events in which environmental safety and predictable sched-
uling are prioritized. However, comparisons remain, as stated 
by Olympian Alexi Pappas, “There truly is so much overlap 
between the world of Olympic athletics and the military: we 
are all elite athletes whose mission is to push ourselves beyond 
our limits to achieve extraordinary goals” (para. 2).6 Yet, as 
mentioned previously, there are no empirical studies assessing 
where similarities and differences truly exist between elite 
athletes and military personnel. Senior military leaders who 
base assumptions solely on anecdotal similarities are missing 
important insight on how PJs might differ from elite athletes 
in unique and meaningful ways. Although the physical condi-
tioning and mental skills required to maintain a high level of 
performance may be similar between the two communities, 
the variability between these two groups regarding social, 
emotional, and behavioral functioning remains unknown and 
may be critical to understanding psychological traits critical 
to success within the PJ community.

Overall, the aim of this study addresses the gap in the liter-
ature by empirically evaluating the similarities and differences 
in emotional, social, and behavioral functioning between 
USAF PJs and world-class, Olympic-level athletes. The results 
of this data-driven study will help provide clear evidence and 
insight into the strength and direction of specific personality 
traits universal to those who pursue and excel within physi-
cally and psychologically demanding high-performance occu-
pations. Such information can be used to help improve the 
effective delivery and utilization of services geared toward 
enhancing health, recovery, and performance within such 
unique high-risk, high-demand environments.

METHODS

Subjects
Subjects included 160 U.S. PJ training candidate graduates 
between 2014 and 2017 and 73 elite athletes between 2020 and 
2021. Although the PJ career field was open to women starting 
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in 2016, there were no female candidates at the time of data 
collection. The average age of the PJ training candidates who 
successfully completed training was 21.7 yr (SD = 2.9). Addi-
tional demographic information was not available for this 
study. The PJ training courses have an 86–90% attrition rate,4 
and those who complete training are considered to be among 
an elite group of special warfare operators.

The elite athlete sample included world champion and 
Olympic-level USA track and field (USATF) athletes. The cur-
rent sample of male elite athletes includes those who have won 
a total of 43 gold, silver, and bronze medals (Table I). The aver-
age age of the elite athlete sample is 28.0 yr (SD = 4.9). This 
study was reviewed by the Air Force Research Laboratory 
Institutional Review Board at Wright-Patterson AFB, OH, and 
assigned protocol number FWR20200125H.

The criteria for selection of elite athlete participants included 
USATF athletes who were: 1) part of the Tiered (1-3) or Talent 
Protection Program (TPP); 2) a member of a USA World or 
Olympic Team; or 3) a 2020 Olympic Trials qualifier. These cri-
teria ensured that all participants had experience competing at 
an elite level or were currently receiving funding because their 
performances indicated they had the ability to compete in an 
upcoming Olympic Games and/or World Championships. The 
criteria for Tiered and TPP athletes focuses on world ranking, 
marks from the previous season, and medal-winning perfor-
mances at previous championships such that all Tiered and 
TPP athletes are deemed to have the potential to medal or com-
pete at a future Olympic Games or World Championships.

Materials
Personality testing included the administration of a commer-
cially based instrument (i.e., NEO Personality Inventory-3 
[NEO-PI-3]). The NEO-PI-3 consists of 240 items and takes 
about 30 min to complete. Each item has a 5-point response 
scale, with responses ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly 
agree.” This instrument measures 5 major personality domains—
Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness to Experience, Agreeable-
ness, and Conscientiousness—and 30 different facets in total 
within all 5 domains. The NEO-PI-3 meets professional psycho-
metric reliability and validity qualities and standards for use as a 
noncognitive assessment instrument10 and is used to provide 
additional information regarding the strengths and vulnerabili-
ties and to assess for potential adaptation problems. In military 
settings, the NEO-PI-3 is used as part of a battery of tests to iden-
tify maladaptive personality traits or maladaptive behavior that 
could interfere with performance in high-risk, high-demand 
operational duty positions. Evidence for the reliability and valid-
ity has been well established, with reliability coefficients ranging 

between 0.91 to 0.93 for the domain scores and 0.62 to 0.92 for 
the facet scores.10

Procedure
The researchers collaborated with the USATF High-Performance  
Director to explain the criteria needed to meet the require-
ments of the study. Eligible participants were notified about the 
study and connected with the researchers. Additionally, the 
researchers traveled to key meets in the buildup to the Tokyo 
Olympic Games to recruit participants in person. The research-
ers communicated directly with the USATF High-Performance 
Director to identify critical meets with a high number of Olym-
pians and potential 2020 Olympic Games qualifiers. In-person 
data collection occurred in Austin, TX, Eugene, OR, Walnut, 
CA, and Prairie View, TX. After the researchers introduced  
eligible participants to the study, those interested were sent an 
email with more study information. The email information 
included their research identification number and a link to the 
computerized version of the NEO-PI-3, and provided them 
with relevant study information so that they understood the 
purpose and conditions of participating in the assessment. All 
participants were given information regarding the procedures 
in place to maintain the confidentiality of their data and maxi-
mize self-disclosure. Administration followed a standardized 
set of instructions, and participants completed testing from 
their personal computer or mobile-based device (such as a cell 
phone). Testing was automatically scored via computer upon 
completion.

The NEO-PI-3 testing was administered to candidates in the 
first week of basic military training. Testing is administered as 
part of an aeromedical clinical psychology program for airmen 
going into high-risk, high-demand career fields and who have 
to meet enhanced medical standards. Candidates were informed 
that testing was voluntary, would not affect their training dispo-
sition or military status, but would be used as a baseline assess-
ment of their psychological functioning to help improve the 
delivery of embedded mental health care, if needed, and for 
research purposes only. They were also informed that test 
scores were confidential to help maximize self-disclosure. 
De-identified data were stored on the secure Air Force Research 
Laboratory database and were accessed by USAF research per-
sonnel for inclusion in this study. The researchers used previ-
ously published data from a USAF technical report assessing 
the utility of pretraining personality testing with predicting 
performance outcomes.4

Statistical Analyses
Descriptive statistics were used to characterize PJs and elite ath-
letes with respect to age and NEO domain and facet scores. Spe-
cifically, means and SDs were calculated for domain and facet 
scores, and two-sample t-tests were used to compare scores 
across domains and facets. Raw scores were used for the analy-
ses and Welch’s t-test was used to account for unequal sample 
variance and unequal sample size. This study reported P-values,  
corresponding test statistics, and effect sizes for all compari-
sons. Due to the uneven sample sizes, Hedges’ g was reported 

Table I.  Summary of Medal Count for Elite Athletes.

MEDAL
WORLD 

CHAMPIONSHIPS
OLYMPIC 
GAMES

WORLD INDOOOR 
CHAMPIONSHIPS

Gold 11 4 4
Silver 5 9 2
Bronze 4 3 1
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for effect sizes. The P-values were not adjusted for multiple 
comparisons across the NEO domains and facets. However, 
effect sizes of 0.5 or greater were considered to represent statis-
tically significant tests (as defined by Hedges and Olkin8), as 
effect sizes of this magnitude were associated with Bonfer-
roni-adjusted α-levels of approximately 0.001.

RESULTS

Cronbach’s alpha is presented to assess the internal consistency 
of the six facet scores that compose each NEO domain across 
each sample (Table II).

The means and SDs for the NEO-PI-3 domain and facet 
scores for the total sample of PJs and elite athletes are shown in 
Table III. The comparison between these two groups revealed 
several significant differences across domains and facets.

Across NEO-PI-3 domains, results indicated statistically sig-
nificant differences between PJs and elite athletes on three of 
the five domains. PJs were lower in Neuroticism [t(122.87) = 
−7.44, P < 0.001] and higher in Extraversion [t(106.34) = 5.44,  
P < 0.001] and Conscientiousness [t(116.04) = 6.18, P < 0.001] 
than elite athletes. Effect sizes greater than or equal to 0.5 were 
statistically significant. There was not a statistically significant 
difference between the two groups on Openness to Experience 
[t(125.05) = −1.54, P = 0.13] and Agreeableness, overall 
[t(131.49) = 2.24, P = 0.03].

PJs exhibited significantly lower levels of overall Neuroticism 
than elite athletes [t(122.87) = −7.44, P < 0.001]. There were 
statistically significant differences across all six facets related to 
Neuroticism, including anxiety [t(124.32) = −5.26, P < 0.001], 
angry hostility [t(131.03) = −4.31, P < 0.001], depression 
[t(112.77) = −6.39, P < 0.001], self-consciousness [t(118.92) = 
−3.95, P < 0.001], impulsiveness [t(115.88) = −5.57, P < 0.001], 
and vulnerability [t(109.25) = −6.80, P < 0.001]. Overall, results 

Table II.  Internal Consistency for Each Sample of the NEO Domains.

NEO DOMAIN

CRONBACH’S ALPHA

ATHLETES (N = 73) PJs (N = 160)
N: Neuroticism 0.80 0.83
E: Extraversion 0.84 0.76
O: Openness 0.73 0.65
A: Agreeableness 0.71 0.72
C: Conscientiousness 0.87 0.86

Table III.  Comparison of PJs vs. Elite Athletes.

DOMAIN/FACET

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTIC COMPARATIVE TEST

PJ MEAN (SD) ATHLETE MEAN (SD) t-TEST P-VALUE EFFECT SIZE
N: Neuroticism 52.08 (18.06) 73.16 (20.92) −7.44 0.00 1.11
  N1: Anxiety 10.16 (4.54) 13.86 (5.18) −5.26 0.00 0.78
  N2: Angry Hostility 8.45 (4.48) 11.32 (4.81) −4.42 0.00 0.62
  N3: Depression 8.56 (3.94) 12.86 (5.11) −6.39 0.00 0.99
  N4: Self-Consciousness 8.86 (4.24) 11.58 (5.12) −3.95 0.00 0.59
  N5: Impulsiveness 11.05 (4.07) 14.82 (5.08) −5.57 0.00 0.85
  N6: Vulnerability 5.01 (3.08) 8.73 (4.17) −6.80 0.00 1.07
E: Extraversion 132.34 (16.74) 115.69 (23.59) 5.44 0.00 0.87
  E1: Warmth 24.46 (4.21) 22.16 (5.42) 3.20 0.00 0.50
  E2: Gregariousness 19.16 (4.85) 15.81 (6.06) 4.16 0.00 0.64
  E3: Assertiveness 20.88 (3.93) 18.89 (4.98) 3.01 0.00 0.46
  E4: Activity 21.39 (3.45) 18.14 (4.64) 5.36 0.00 0.84
  E5: Excitement-Seeking 23.73 (3.69) 19.78 (4.70) 6.33 0.00 0.98
  E6: Positive Emotions 22.72 (4.46) 20.90 (5.66) 2.42 0.02 0.37
O: Openness to Experience 118.19 (17.01) 122.23 (16.76) −1.54 0.11 0.23
  O1: Fantasy 17.12 (4.90) 20.45 (4.62) −5.01 0.00 0.69
  O2: Aesthetics 17.20 (5.45) 17.80 (6.12) −0.71 0.48 0.10
  O3: Feelings 18.75 (4.83) 20.15 (4.82) −2.05 0.04 0.29
  O4: Actions 20.20 (3.56) 18.00 (3.67) 4.28 0.00 0.61
  O5: Ideas 24.18 (5.02) 23.25 (5.71) −1.20 0.23 0.18
  O6: Values 20.74 (4.12) 22.59 (4.33) −3.07 0.00 0.44
A: Agreeableness 123.90 (16.76) 118.36 (17.91) 2.23 0.02 0.32
  A1: Trust 20.09 (4.47) 19.06 (4.75) 1.57 0.12 0.22
  A2: Straightforwardness 20.38 (4.61) 19.58 (4.25) 1.30 0.20 0.18
  A3: Altruism 25.70 (3.58) 23.45 (4.31) 3.88 0.00 0.59
  A4: Compliance 16.07 (4.49) 15.22 (5.10) 1.22 0.22 0.18
  A5: Modesty 20.03 (4.59) 18.60 (5.13) 2.02 0.05 0.30
  A6: Tendermindedness 21.64 (4.27) 22.45 (4.41) −1.32 0.19 0.19
C: Conscientiousness 145.56 (17.62) 127.49 (21.95) 6.18 0.00 0.95
  C1: Competence 25.15 (3.36) 23.19 (4.00) 3.53 0.00 0.55
  C2: Order 21.60 (4.58) 19.43 (5.21) 3.06 0.00 0.45
  C3: Dutifulness 25.93 (3.28) 21.78 (4.11) 7.59 0.00 1.16
  C4: Achievement-Striving 27.51 (3.18) 24.96 (4.17) 4.64 0.00 0.72
  C5: Self-Discipline 25.93 (3.80) 20.29 (5.57) 7.86 0.00 1.27
  C6: Deliberation 19.45 (4.42) 17.85 (5.10) 2.31 0.02 0.34
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suggest that PJs exhibit lower levels of Neuroticism (i.e., higher 
levels of emotional stability) than elite athletes.

PJs exhibited significantly higher levels of overall Extra
version than elite athletes [t(106.34) = 5.44, P < 0.001]. Namely, 
PJs demonstrated higher levels of warmth [t(113.36) = 3.20,  
P < 0.001], gregariousness [t(115.72) = 4.16, P < 0.001], activity 
[t(109.71) = 5.36, P < 0.001], and excitement-seeking [t(114.03) 
= 6.33, P < 0.001], on average. In addition, self-reported levels 
of assertiveness [t(114.48) = 3.01, P = 0.003] and positive emo-
tions [t(114.46) = 2.42, P = 0.02] were higher for PJs, but the 
effect sizes were not statistically significant.

There was no significant difference in PJs and athletes on the 
overall domain Openness to Experience [t(125.05) = −1.54,  
P = 0.13]. However, statistically significant differences emerged 
in two facets—fantasy [t(147.25) = −5.01, P < 0 0.001] and 
actions [t(135.65) = 4.29, P < 0.001]—with PJs reporting lower 
scores on fantasy and higher scores on actions. There were no 
statistically significant differences on aesthetics [t(126.01) = 
−0.71, P = 0.48], feelings [t(139.66) = −2.05, P = 0.04], ideas 
[t(124.71) = −1.20, P = 0.23], and values [t(133.51) = −3.07,  
P = 0.002], although PJs’ scores did trend lower on these facets, 
on average, than elite athletes’.

PJs exhibited significantly higher levels of overall 
Conscientiousness than elite athletes [t(116.04) = 6.18, P < 0.001]. 
Notably, results indicated that PJs had statistically significant 
higher levels of competence [t(120.21) = 3.64, P < 0.001], dutiful-
ness [t(115.68) = 7.59, P < 0.001], achievement-striving [t(111.59) 
= 4.64, P < 0.001], and self-discipline [t(103.61) = 7.86, P < 0.001] 
compared to elite athletes. The two remaining facets, including 
order [t(124.74) = 3.07, P = 0.003] and deliberation [t(123.17) = 
2.31, P = 0.02], demonstrated a similar positive trend, but were 
not statistically significant.

The overarching domain of Agreeableness did not demon-
strate significant differences between PJs and elite athletes 
[t(131.49) = 2.24, P = 0.03]. However, one facet within the 
domain emerged as statistically significant, with PJs demonstrat-
ing higher levels of altruism when compared to elite athletes 
[t(118.93) = 3.88, P < 0.001].

DISCUSSION

Results from this study suggest that although there are physical 
and psychological challenges inherent in both the PJ and elite 
athlete career field, the emotional, social, and behavioral func-
tioning of PJs differs significantly and in functional ways from 
the elite athlete population. In the sections below, we summa-
rize these differences, discuss applied implications within the PJ 
career field, address future areas of research, and note the lim-
itations related to the current study.

The results of this study found, when compared with elite 
and Olympic-level track and field athletes, PJs are less suscepti-
ble to experiencing negative emotional states in general (i.e., 
neuroticism), as well as the more specific states of fear, worry, 
apprehension (anxiety), irritability, frustration (angry hostil-
ity), sadness, and helplessness (depression). The findings also 

revealed PJs are less susceptible to feelings of awkwardness and 
embarrassment (self-consciousness), as well as less susceptible 
to reacting impulsively (impulsiveness). Overall, the results of 
this study suggest PJs possess greater levels of emotional resil-
ience and stamina when compared with elite and Olympic-level 
track and field athletes.

The finding that PJs possess greater levels of emotional 
stamina appears consistent with the requirements of adapting 
and performing in highly intense, life-threatening conditions 
with many unknown and uncontrollable factors. Given the 
conditions that PJs must operate within, the greater levels of 
emotional stamina appear logical. As a result, military leader-
ship may consider the reality that operating within CSAR oper-
ations requires a level of emotional stamina exceeding that of 
elite and Olympic-level athletes.

The difference in emotional functioning may also shed light 
on the different pressures that world class athletes experience 
when compared to PJs. Athletes must perform in the moment, 
on demand, and in the spotlight while, at times, millions are 
watching. The pressure to perform from media influence, spon-
sor expectations, contractual obligations with financial impact 
depending on the result of the performance, expectations from 
family, coaches, and other stakeholders such as national gov-
erning bodies, or even the internal pressure they place on them-
selves adds to the emotional burden athletes carry. The 
embarrassment of a poor performance or sensitivity to public 
ridicule that elite athletes often experience can also be a signifi-
cant emotional stressor. Regardless of such challenges, the emo-
tional pressures of athletes do not reflect the life and death 
conditions in which PJs must operate.

The between-group differences in susceptibility to negative 
emotional states might also speak to the level of emotional 
stamina needed to adapt to extreme CSAR missions and the 
types of personalities drawn to the career field. The environ-
ment elite athletes compete in could be perceived as more of a 
controlled and safe environment that is accompanied by pre-
dictable environmental conditions and governed by competi-
tion rules. The higher level of emotional stamina likely serves as 
an important and adaptive function within PJs given the type of 
operational missions in which they must perform. The higher 
levels of emotional stamina in PJs likely plays an important role 
in performing in uncontrolled, unsafe, and unpredictable envi-
ronments where the possibilities of being injured, disfigured, 
disabled, or killed are very real.

Another contributing factor to PJs’ higher levels of emo-
tional stamina may be influenced by extensive screening for 
mental health issues prior to entering and remaining in the 
career field. Only those who have fully recovered, have low 
susceptibility to recurrence, pose minimal safety risk, or have 
no history of mental health issues are allowed into the training 
pipeline. Those same standards do not apply to elite athletes. 
In fact, many elite athletes, including Michael Phelps, the 
most decorated Olympian of all time, and USATF World 
Champion and Olympic Medalist Noah Lyles, have openly 
discussed their own mental health struggles prior to compet-
ing in events.
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Results suggest that PJs tend to be overall more socially out-
going than elite athletes. The results suggest that PJs are more 
affectionate, friendly (warmth), and outgoing (gregariousness). 
These social preferences may support the PJ team aspect of 
training as well as the job requirements of working within a 
Special Operations Command team across military branches 
and with specific joint North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
missions. Higher levels of occupational tempo (activity) and 
the tendency to seek out excitement and stimulation (excite-
ment-seeking) serve as functional aspects given the job duties. 
For example, deploying into restricted, hostile, and politically 
sensitive environments and parachuting out of a plane to save a 
life are not the best career choice for highly introverted, risk-
averse individuals, who prefer a slower paced social lifestyle. 
Being comfortable with a rapid tempo while continuously oper-
ating in groups and fluctuations in routine appears to be a char-
acteristic of successful PJs.

On the other hand, the road to being an elite and Olympic-
level track and field athlete can be lonely. Many athletes can 
spend significant time training in isolation from others to 
achieve their goals. For example, track and field athletes are 
often depicted alone in commercials, whether on a deserted 
road training before sunrise or an empty track at sunset. 
Allyson Felix, the most decorated track and field athlete of all 
time, winning 11 Olympic medals and breaking Carl Lewis’s 
record, has shared stories of her sacrifices throughout her 
career, including missing her high school prom and adding in 
additional training alone to make sure she was ready to com-
pete to the best of her ability. The extra time and energy ath-
letes put into being elite often leaves them disconnected from 
their peer groups.

PJs’ mission outcomes depend on team collaboration  
and team success. PJs deploy as a unit, and the importance of 
the team is highly valued. For PJs, the social functioning of the 
team could impact a life-or-death outcome. For elite athletes in 
both team and individual sports, individual statistics are often 
viewed as an indicator of successful performance above and 
beyond team performance. Furthermore, the same life or death 
outcomes do not apply to team performance, and athletes can 
often walk away from a team loss with fans praising them for 
their impressive individual performance.

The results of this study also indicate that PJs have higher 
levels of consideration for others (altruism) when compared to 
elite and Olympic-level track and field athletes. This difference 
may likely be attributed to the PJ career field motto “That 
Others May Live.” The commitment of PJs to assisting others in 
need of help is a core component of their job. The higher the 
score on altruism, the more compelled one feels to rescue oth-
ers, whereas the lower the score on altruism, the less compelled 
one feels to help others. While PJs are focused on saving the 
lives of others, elite athletes perform more for the glory of the 
medal and distinguishing themselves from others. Elite athletes 
do not have the freedom or luxury to pursue or show interest in 
other people’s problems because of their desire for individual 
glory. Emotionally, athletes can relate to others (sympathy), but 
perhaps engage in self-preservation by limiting the energy 

required to engage in the act of helping because of the physical 
and emotional drain.

PJs and elite and Olympic-level track and field athletes have 
similar levels of openness to experience. Of note, however, such 
elite athletes have a more active and vivid imagination than PJs 
(fantasy). As a group, the elite athletes are likely to spend more 
time using visualization techniques and engaging in creative 
and innovative thinking. As a result, they are often more likely 
to be open to thinking about strategies and ideas that are 
unique, original, and distinct from conventional methods. This 
is in sharp contrast to the reality that PJs must face in their day-
to-day work. For PJs, their thinking must be grounded in real-
ity, conventional wisdom, and proven methods. The severity 
and readiness to respond to life and death situations depend on 
where they choose to keep their mind focused on the practical 
and conventional. Their lower scores on fantasy suggest that as 
a group, PJs tend to focus their thoughts on what they consider 
to be objective and realistic.

Behaviorally, PJs are more open to going new places and 
trying new activities (actions). PJs must operate in a variety 
of environments, whether that be on land and sea or within 
extreme heat or cold. Because they operate in such unique 
environments, their openness to experiences is likely associ-
ated with a PJ’s willingness to adapt. Having an openness to 
trying new and innovative techniques is also important to 
saving a life while in combat. A PJ’s willingness to take risks 
and think “outside the box” likely serves as a functional dif-
ference when compared to elite and Olympic-level track and 
field athletes. In contrast, such athletes often find a routine 
that works for them, and they do not deviate from that per-
formance routine. Such athletes may cling to rituals, routines, 
and even superstitions to achieve desired outcomes. The elite 
athlete is less likely to experience the chaotic environmental 
and situational changes PJs experience, especially when 
deployed. The demands to adapt are likely more constant for 
PJs than elite athletes. An emphasis is also placed on maxi-
mizing rest and recovery between training and competitions 
for elite athletes. The differences measured in the Openness 
to Experience domain support both groups of high perform-
ers in novel ways.

PJs also reported higher levels of confidence in their abilities 
(competence). PJ personnel deploy into unpredictable, chal-
lenging environments and provide emergency trauma and field 
medical care, which likely require high levels of perceived 
self-competence across a wide range of settings. A moment of 
self-doubt for a PJ could have dire consequences, such as the 
loss of life. Elite athletes’ skills are domain specific to their sport 
in a much more predictable track and field arena. Although 
elite athletes might have a high level of self-competence within 
the arena they compete in, that self-competence may not extend 
into other areas of their life. Overall, PJs perform many skills 
with an extreme level of proficiency, while elite athletes are only 
required to be exceptional at one skill.

PJs’ higher level of sense of responsibility and commitment 
to others (dutifulness) may be reflected by their dedication to 
rescue/recovery missions and their willingness to sacrifice their 

http://prime-pdf-watermark.prime-prod.pubfactory.com/ | 2025-02-05



TRAITS OF ELITE PERFORMERS—Shadle et al.

AEROSPACE MEDICINE AND HUMAN PERFORMANCE  Vol. 93, No. 11  November 2022    789

own life for the prosperity of their country. PJs are making a 
commitment to the very people who are part of their job (i.e., 
their fellow PJs). If they do not execute their job duties perfectly, 
it could cost the life of the people they are trying to rescue and 
the lives of the PJs who are part of their group. They likely have 
a higher commitment to others because they operate in a group 
environment and the consequences of a commitment failure 
are likely higher. Athletes may feel more justified in letting 
commitments to others slip because they are focused on giving 
priority to the single mission of enhancing personal perfor-
mance and earning a medal.

PJs report a higher need to achieve (achievement-striving) 
than elite and Olympic-level track and field athletes. Such elite 
athletes already have high levels of achievement when com-
pared to the general population, but PJs have a significantly 
higher level. This finding may come as a surprise because the 
core perception of elite athletes is their ability to work hard to 
achieve their Olympic dreams. However, PJs report a stronger 
drive in this domain than elite athletes, highlighting the impor-
tance of high aspirations and work ethic to handle the PJ career 
field. The standards PJs set for themselves are extraordinarily 
high and are adaptive for their career demands. PJs are exposed 
to extremely dangerous situations, and their achievement-striv-
ing mentality provides them with the belief they will complete 
the mission with success.

PJs report higher levels of discipline to complete tasks 
(self-discipline) than elite athletes, suggesting they are less 
vulnerable to procrastinating or quitting before their job is 
complete. Elite athletes may choose to take a season off or 
have a hiatus from the competitive arena, but PJs are not 
afforded this luxury of exiting the career field and reentering 
when they feel more motivated. Along these same lines, PJs 
must exhibit high levels of self-discipline and motivation 
under intensely distracting environments to carry out their 
missions, whereas elite athletes are often encouraged to take a 
break, recover, and commence their training another day. 
Additionally, elite athletes have the infrastructure of their 
coach, trainers, and other support staff members to motivate 
them when they lack self-discipline and motivation.

There are three limitations of this study worth noting. 
First, the results of this study may not generalize to other spe-
cial warfare career fields. Additionally, we focused on track 
and field athletes for the comparison group in this study, and 
the unique characteristics of the individual sport may impact 
the generalizability of our findings. For example, athletes from 
team sports may exhibit higher levels of extraversion and con-
sideration for their teammates and therefore may be more like 
PJs rather than track and field athletes. Replicating this study 
with an additional group of elite athletes from a team sport 
may shed light on the drivers of personality differences 
between elite track and field athletes and PJs. Second, the 
NEO-PI-3 is a self-report assessment, and thus impression 
management and lack of full disclosure could impact the 
results. Although all participants were assured of the confi-
dentiality of their results, some may have answered the ques-
tions in a more desirable way than others. Third, the lack of 

demographic data available for this study prevented the 
researchers from matching participants on age, education, 
and other demographic variables that may impact similarities 
and differences between the two groups. Future studies may 
investigate groups with similar demographic variables such as 
race, age, marital status, and education.

The results of this study illuminate quantitative data mea-
sures on personality characteristics to assist leadership, 
embedded clinical psychologists, and performance psychol-
ogy professionals with appropriate interpretation of psycho-
logical test scores assessing multiple areas of emotional, social, 
and behavioral functioning when evaluating PJs and elite 
track and field athletes. The data obtained from this research 
may help to improve readiness evaluations, as well as develop 
performance enhancement interventions. The results of the 
study may also provide insight into the strength and direction 
of specific personality traits universal to those who pursue 
and excel within physically and psychologically demanding 
high-performance occupations. Job duties of military person-
nel in high-risk, high-demand communities as well as elite 
athlete requirements require adaptation to highly strenuous, 
physically and psychological demanding conditions. Although 
this study is exploratory in nature, it will help inform key per-
sonnel on the characteristics that may enhance or undermine 
performance.

Over the last decade, the military has increased attention on 
providing psychological skills training to help warfighters han-
dle stress, thereby increasing performance.14–16 Whether you 
are a PJ or elite athlete, it is clear: optimizing human perfor-
mance in the competitive arena is the key to success. Although 
there are obvious differences in job duties, career demands, and 
performance conditions, both groups are striving for excellence 
under intense conditions. Even considering the differences in 
social, emotional, and behavioral functioning highlighted in 
this research, there are many avenues of collaboration between 
sport and military psychology worth pursuing because of the 
common goal of achieving peak performance under stressful 
and adverse conditions.16

Implementation of nontraditional and innovative embed-
ded care strategies to help manage the demands placed on this 
population is becoming more of the norm. These strategies 
include embedding psychologists and performance enhance-
ment professionals within special operations units to support 
mission readiness, recovery, and peak performance. This 
research may provide additional insight into how psycholo-
gists and performance enhancement professionals embedded 
in these units may leverage personality data to improve per-
formance readiness and overall mission success. The results of 
this study can be used to improve the delivery of embedded 
mental health services geared toward improving training and 
enhancing health, recovery, and performance within opera-
tional units. By better understanding the psychological traits 
of PJs, the Air Force can improve selection, training, employ-
ment, and reconstitution of such a unique group of military 
personnel in a way that maximizes human and monetary 
capital.
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