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PREFACE



My soul is a hidden orchestra; I know not what instruments, what fiddle strings and harps, drums and tambours I sound and clash inside myself. All I hear is the symphony.


– Fernando Pessoa (1888–1935)


Is anything we encounter in life more complex, unpredictable and at times plain baffling than human behaviour? Understanding the way in which our own mind works can be tricky enough. How much more obscure and confusing then can seem the behaviour of other people?


And yet these are not matters we can ignore: at almost every moment of the day, we are required to make judgements and decisions (sometimes subconsciously) about our own actions and feelings and those of others. What should I say? What do I really think? Did that guy look at me oddly? What should I wear today? Am I in the right job? Why is my memory so terrible? Are my feelings normal? Should I be concerned about my child’s behaviour? Am I getting enough sleep? Should I offer to buy that person a drink? Why do I feel so low today? What should I do next?


A poignant irony is at play here: what we’re most familiar with – ourselves and other people – is often what we understand the least. Why exactly do we think and feel and act in the ways that we do? Why do other people? And how should we behave? Most of us, much of the time, haven’t a clue.


This book is an attempt to shed light on these puzzling and yet vitally important questions. It doesn’t offer all the answers: many of the ways in which the human mind works remain opaque, despite many years of scientific study. But nor is the situation as hopeless as it may sometimes appear: it really is possible to make sense of much of human behaviour, and the key to this is the discipline dedicated to understanding the mind – psychology.


Use Your Head presents a distillation – and, we hope, an entertaining one – of the best and most up-to-date psychological research on human behaviour. So if you’ve ever wondered, for example, about the differences between men and women, how your personality influences your day-to-day life, what we can do to increase our happiness, why we’re attracted to certain people and not others, the way the human brain functions, why we make the decisions we do, how our memory works (or doesn’t work), or what’s really going on when we experience emotions like happiness, sadness or fear – you’ll find much of interest in the following chapters. We’ll show you how to analyse both your own behaviour and that of the people around you, and we’ll teach you to think like a psychologist without having to slog through a university degree course. If you do happen to be taking a psychology course, we’re sure the book will still be of interest, providing accessible yet reliable summaries of the latest thinking on the key topics.


There’s no need to read the book in strict sequential order. The chapters are designed to be self-contained, so, if a particular topic grabs you, feel free to start there and then dip in wherever you fancy. Use Your Head is intended to be a fun – as well as informative – read, so we’ve tried to keep the theory and jargon firmly under control. But if you’d like a brief overview of the various clinical and academic approaches that inform the book, and the key figures behind them, you’ll find it in the final chapter: ‘Theories, Theories, Theories’.


Finally, it’s worth remembering that the human mind isn’t simply a source of confusion, a riddle to be unravelled: it is also endlessly fascinating, enormously complex, and constantly surprising. Because of this, Use Your Head has been a hugely pleasurable book to write. And, for the same reason (if no other), we think it will be an enjoyable – and informative – book to read. If we’ve done any justice to the power, diversity and amazing sophistication of human psychology, it certainly should be.
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1.PERSONALITY



Where better to begin a chapter on personality than with the curious case of Leonard Zelig? Born to an impoverished Jewish family in New York at the beginning of the twentieth century, Zelig became legendary for his ability to change both his physical appearance and his personality to suit the social milieu in which he happened to find himself.


Thus the uneducated Zelig was able to engage in brilliant literary discussions with F. Scott Fitzgerald. Decidedly unathletic, he nevertheless played baseball for the New York Yankees. Able to adapt to the most diverse social circles, he was friendly with Al Capone, Charlie Chaplin, Josephine Baker, William Randolph Hearst, presidents Coolidge and Hoover, Pope Pius XI and even Adolf Hitler. Despite being entirely untrained, Zelig practised – briefly – as a doctor (‘To the gentleman whose appendix I took out, I don’t know what to say. If it’s any consolation I may still have it somewhere around the house’). His extraordinary life so captivated the US in the 1920s and ’30s that he was the subject of a song by Cole Porter (‘You’re the top, / You’re Leonard Zelig’), unfortunately abandoned when the composer was unable to think of a rhyme for ‘Zelig’. He was, however, eventually the subject of an Oscar-nominated feature film, Zelig, made by Woody Allen in 1983.


Whatever we have in mind when we use the term ‘personality’, it surely isn’t Leonard Zelig’s chameleonizing. Although the word’s etymology suggests transience (persona being the Latin term for the character masks worn by ancient Greek and Roman actors), for us ‘personality’ denotes a relatively stable set of characteristics that helps determine the way we think, feel and behave. Knowing someone’s personality, we generally assume, enables us to understand both why they’ve acted as they have and how they are likely to behave in the future. We may diverge from our personality in certain situations, but this is regarded as exceptional (hence the phrase ‘acting out of character’). Compulsively switching between multiple personalities, Zelig in reality had none.


But how accurate is this popular view of personality? Are we really so predictable? Are there personality types? What causes our personality? Do women and men differ in their typical personalities? Does our personality alter as we grow older? Do animals possess personalities? We’ll discover the answers to all these questions, and a few more besides, in the following pages.


Theories of personality have ancient roots. For several centuries arguably the most influential hypothesis was based on the idea that the human body contains four essential ‘humours’: black bile, yellow bile, phlegm and blood. This notion was taken up by the ‘father of medicine’, Hippocrates (born on the Greek island of Kos c.460 BC), who argued that all illnesses resulted from an imbalance of these essential substances. The ancient Greek philosopher Theophrastus (born c.371 BC), the Roman thinker and physician Galen (born ad 129) and others developed Hippocrates’ medical theory of ‘humorism’ into an account of personality. Thus bad-tempered – or choleric – individuals were regarded as suffering from an excess of yellow bile; the predominance of black bile, on the other hand, made people melancholic. Lively, sociable and confident, a sanguine individual benefited from a surplus of blood, while too much phlegm typically resulted in a calm and easy-going (or phlegmatic) personality.


Humorism proved an astonishingly durable theory, its medical precepts remaining dominant among European doctors right up until the nineteenth century and its application to personality so pervasive that we continue to use its terminology today. Indeed, at least as far as personality is concerned, it is arguable that the first major challenge to the consensus came only with the theories of Sigmund Freud in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.


For Freud, our personality is the product of our psychological development as infants and young children, and specifically the way in which we come to terms with our maturing sexual drives. Freud had much more to say about the problems that arise when this developmental process goes awry than he did about ‘normal’ personality – an emphasis that doubtless reflected his day-today work as a practising psychoanalyst. There’s little evidence to support Freud’s theory of personality, and so we won’t attempt a full account here. Nevertheless, to give a flavour of what’s involved, let’s take a brief illustrative look at Freud’s notion of the so-called ‘anal stage’.


Beginning at around the age of eighteen months and continuing until they are three, Freud believed, children experience pleasure by retaining and expelling faeces. This is also the time when they are beginning to explore the world around them, and learning to recognize and negotiate the controls imposed by their parents. But what if for some reason a child becomes stuck at this developmental stage? Well, if they’re ‘anal-expulsive’ they might become a disorganized, emotional, rebellious adult. If, however, they are ‘anal-retentive’ – a term of abuse still employed today, long after Freud’s theory of personality has withered into obsolescence – their personality will be distinguished by excessive stubbornness, meanness and love of order.


By 1920 Freud had become a renowned psychoanalyst with a thriving practice in Vienna. One morning he received a visit from a young American named Gordon Allport. After several months teaching and travelling in Europe, Allport was about to return to Harvard to pursue a doctorate in psychology. Keen to break the ice with an anecdote he thought the great man might appreciate, he told Freud about a little boy he’d recently seen on a train who appeared to be afraid of dirt. The little boy was saying, ‘I don’t want to sit there! Don’t let him sit near me, he’s dirty!’ Freud listened thoughtfully to the young man’s story, and then asked, ‘Was that little boy you?’ Allport – flabbergasted – quickly changed the subject.


As it happened, Gordon Allport (1897–1967) went on to become one of the most prominent psychologists of the twentieth century and a hugely influential theorist of personality. (Indeed, he was the first person to teach a university course in personality, in 1924.) His contribution was to conceive of personality in terms of relatively stable character traits, and to investigate what those traits might be.


Allport recognized that we don’t always behave in accordance with our dominant personality traits. We might be naturally gregarious, for example, but we’re unlikely to start a conversation in the middle of an examination. We may like to keep our office tidy, but will draw the line at spending our leisure time tackling the chaos of our children’s bedrooms. Nevertheless, these exceptions don’t, by definition, invalidate the general truth of our personality: in most situations we are extrovert; on balance, we prefer to keep things well ordered. (The extent to which our behaviour is determined by the respective influences of our personality traits and the specific situation has been vigorously disputed by psychologists in what has been termed the ‘person–situation controversy’. The best evidence indicates – perhaps unsurprisingly – that both factors are generally at work.)


Today, psychologists believe that there are five fundamental personality traits, known as the ‘Big Five’:


• Extroversion (people high in this trait are pleasure-seekers and thrill junkies)


• Agreeableness (the quality of being helpful, kind and sensitive to the needs of others)


• Conscientiousness (being hard-working, goal-oriented and self-disciplined)


• Neuroticism (the trait of the worriers: always alert for potential disaster)


• Openness (being curious, imaginative and unconventional)


We’ll look in detail at each of these traits later in this chapter, for they provide a pretty effective means of gaining some insight into both your own behaviour and that of the people around you. And it’s worth noting that, for a highly disputatious discipline such as psychology, there’s an unusual degree of agreement that the Big Five represent the most useful and accurate way of understanding personality. Individuals are generally tested using specially designed questionnaires; the results are remarkably consistent, both when compared to ratings by close friends and family and to previous tests completed by the individual (implying that our personalities don’t change a whole lot, at least in the short to medium term). In fact research suggests that the Big Five can be meaningfully applied to animals including horses, chimpanzees, cats, dogs, donkeys, pigs, and even guppies and octopuses. (As any pet-owner will attest, it’s not only humans who have personalities.)


But it’s worth remembering that these traits exist on a spectrum. We’re not dealing with absolutes here, but rather with relative descriptions of people’s personalities. No one, for example, is simply ‘extrovert’ or (its opposite) ‘introverted’ – it’s better to think in terms of some people being high in extroversion and others low. Personality traits are ‘dimensional’, to use the jargon, and, because each of us can be positioned at any point on each of the Big Five, the number of possible permutations (and personalities) is infinite. If you’d prefer to put a figure on it, however, you could use the one calculated by the psychologist Daniel Nettle. Assuming ten distinct points on each of the five trait dimensions, this would mean there are 100,000 possible personalities.


This way of thinking about personality is much more nuanced than many older accounts, which tended to see individuals as simply representatives of one of a fixed number of ‘types’ (or stereotypes) – the jocular fat man, for example, or the gossip-mongering busybody; the virtuous maiden or the manly hero. Clearly, this was a pretty one-dimensional take on personality. But its traces can be detected in the belief, first put forward in the 1950s and prevalent until very recently, that there is a Type A personality, a noxious blend of extreme aggression, competitiveness, impatience and hostility. Type As, it was argued, are far more likely to suffer from heart disease than their flexible, easy-going and tolerant Type B opposites. In fact there is no evidence for the existence of Type A (or Type B): personality is much more complex than that. And what looked like a connection between personality and coronary heart disease turns out to be a link to one specific emotion: anger.


By now you may be wondering where you fit in with the Big Five. Well, here’s your chance to find out, courtesy of the Newcastle Personality Assessor. Below are twelve descriptions of different thoughts or types of behaviour. All you have to do is indicate how characteristic each one is – generally speaking – for you, from ‘Very uncharacteristic’ to ‘Very characteristic’.
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When you’ve dealt with all twelve, it’s time to work out your score.


For questions 7 and 9
Very uncharacteristic = 1
Moderately uncharacteristic = 2
Neither uncharacteristic nor characteristic = 3
Moderately characteristic = 4
Very characteristic = 5


For all questions except 7 and 9
Very uncharacteristic = 5
Moderately uncharacteristic = 4
Neither uncharacteristic nor characteristic = 3
Moderately characteristic = 2
Very characteristic = 1


To arrive at your extroversion total, add together your scores for questions 1 and 6. For neuroticism, it’s questions 5 and 10; for conscientiousness, questions 4 and 9; for agreeableness, questions 2, 7 and 12; and for openness, questions 3, 8 and 11.


Now you have a score for each of the Big Five, what do they mean? The table below will give you an indication of how you rate compared to the population as a whole, but bear in mind that there are no right answers when it comes to personality. Everyone’s personality has its strengths and weaknesses; none is intrinsically ‘better’ than another.
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What kind of personality does it take to climb Everest? This intriguing question was the subject of a research study published in 2003 by the psychologists Sean Egan and Robert Stelmack. They interviewed thirty-nine climbers who were gathered at Everest Base Camp, acclimatizing before their assault on the mountain. Egan and Stelmack found that the climbers had relatively low levels of neuroticism (this is probably not a major surprise: on the whole, anxious people are not well suited to tackling hazardous mountains). They also discovered that the climbers had significantly higher extroversion scores than most non-mountaineering folk.


We’re all familiar with the term ‘extrovert’. It describes a person at ease in the company of others: sociable, outgoing and fun-loving. In terms of the Big Five, high levels of extroversion also characterize someone who prefers life lived in the fast lane – full of adventure, thrills and risk (hence the interest in climbing the highest mountain on Earth). Extroverts are ‘sensation-seekers’; they’re ambitious, aggressive and action-oriented. Someone low on extroversion will, by definition, score highly on introversion, meaning that they are relatively restrained, even-tempered and able to find satisfaction in relatively peaceful, perhaps solitary, pursuits.


Incidentally – and contrary to received wisdom – introverts aren’t necessarily shy. Shyness is essentially anxiety about how we’re perceived by others; as such, it’s really a feature of neuroticism. Introverts may well enjoy the company of others; they’re just able to get along better without it than extroverts for most of the time.


Professional athletes tend to exhibit high levels of extroversion – in fact there’s some evidence to suggest that the better the athlete, the more extroverted they are. So too do actors, successful business leaders and many workaholics (or at least those who spend so many hours in the office because they love their work and miss the stimulus when they’re away from it, rather than those who work long hours because they fear the consequences if they don’t).


As with each of the Big Five personality traits, scientists have attempted to find a biological explanation for extroversion. Hans Eysenck (1916–97) argued that a person’s level of extroversion was determined by the responsiveness of their nervous system (which in turn was determined by their genetic make-up). And indeed there’s some evidence to suggest that people high in extroversion possess relatively insensitive physiologies, which results in them seeking out strong sensory stimulation, whether that be a game of tennis, a party or an assault on a gigantic mountain. Those low in extroversion (and high in introversion), on the other hand, require much less stimulation and hence prefer quieter pursuits.


More recently, it’s been suggested that the brains of people who score highly on extroversion are especially sensitive to the neurotransmitter dopamine, which is released when the senses detect potentially pleasurable rewards in the environment. Thus we can think of extroverts as people who are particularly alert to the potential rewards of life, whether in their career, their relationships and sexual life, or their leisure activities. Not only are they alert to those rewards, they are also extraordinarily energetic and determined in their pursuit of them. Given this, it is probably unwise to attempt to stand between an extrovert and a good time.


All personality traits are equal, but one appears decidedly less equal than others. People high in neuroticism are prone to moodiness, depression, anxiety, hypochondria, headaches, insomnia, worry, low self-esteem, insecurity, relationship problems and work dissatisfaction. This is because neuroticism is defined by acute sensitivity to the negative – or potentially negative – aspects of existence, be they events, thoughts or feelings. (This sensitivity seems to have its roots in the way that the brain functions – you can read more about this in Chapter 8, on fear and anxiety.) Even when things are going well, disaster seems to lurk just around the corner for someone who is highly neurotic: every silver lining is dwarfed by a whopping black cloud.


If we were to show you a distressing film, we could predict the strength of your reaction simply by knowing how neurotic you are. The higher your neuroticism score, the more upset you’d be. At the opposite end of the spectrum, people low in neuroticism are easy-going, calm and self-confident. Life’s problems just don’t seem to make as much of an impression on them.


If one were able to choose a personality trait to be rich in, it’s unlikely to be neuroticism. And yet neuroticism has its uses. Being preternaturally vigilant for possible risk is miserable and exhausting, but it does at least mean that you’re less likely to put yourself in dangerous situations. (Everest mountaineers aren’t simply high in extroversion: they’re also low on neuroticism.) There also seems to be a link between neuroticism and artistic achievement. No one knows why this should be the case, though perhaps being alert to the disappointments and dissatisfactions of life serves as a particularly effective spur to self-expression: people content with the status quo may feel less inclined to change it by making something new.


Can personality make a difference to how long we live? It appears that it can. For example, people high in extroversion, being natural risk-takers, are more likely to die in accidents. They also tend to drink and smoke more than others – perhaps because they socialize more frequently; perhaps because they’re particularly receptive to the buzz that alcohol and tobacco can provide. Those high in conscientiousness, on the other hand, seem to have a significantly better chance of surviving into a ripe old age. For example, one study that followed a large group of US children for seventy years found that kids who were rated high in conscientiousness by their parents and teachers lived longer than their peers: in any given year the conscientious individuals were around 30 per cent less likely to die.


This is because very conscientious people are careful, self-disciplined and goal-oriented. As such, they’re more likely than weaker-willed mortals to take regular exercise, eat healthily, avoid overindulgence in cigarettes and alcohol, and visit the doctor if they suspect a problem may be looming. If they do fall ill, the chances are they’ll be pretty good at following the recommended treatment regime.


Because very conscientious people are typically well-organized, ambitious, efficient, punctual and hard-working folk, it may not be much fun working alongside them (unless of course you are similarly inclined, or can persuade them to take on some – or indeed all – of your workload). It’s likely to be especially galling if you happen to be low on conscientiousness, in which case you’re probably rather disorganized, aimless, lazy, unreliable, impulsive and weak-willed (though doubtless charming and attractive in your own way). Predictably, research shows that conscientiousness is the prime personality-related predictor of job success (though many other factors play a part – being conscientious certainly doesn’t guarantee a glittering career). Interestingly, though we may not want our colleagues to be especially conscientious, it turns out to be the trait we value most highly in our politicians. (Insert your own ironic comment here.)


Of course, like all the Big Five personality traits, being highly conscientious has its drawbacks as well as its obvious benefits. For getting things done, there’s nothing better to have in your personality locker. But conscientiousness can also bring with it a stressful perfectionism and a remorseless drive to succeed. Switching off can seem awfully difficult. Fun and relaxation will probably drift towards the bottom of your meticulously maintained to-do list. To rework the old joke: you may or may not live a lot longer if you’re exceptionally conscientious, but it’ll certainly feel like it.


Take a few moments to think about the personalities of your family, friends and colleagues. Do the men you know differ from the women, generally speaking? Could our personality, in other words, be partly a reflection of our gender?


When scientists have looked into this issue, they have found that women and men are generally pretty similar in their personalities – such differences as may exist between individual men and women are generally not a result of their gender. But a couple of gender-related differences do exist. First, women are more prone to depression than men – a fact that suggests they are also higher in neuroticism. (Remember, though, that we’re talking about very general, high-level patterns here: individuals may – and very frequently do – diverge significantly from these abstractions.) The other difference between the sexes is that women tend to score more highly than men for a personality trait called agreeableness.


‘Too right’, you may be thinking – especially if you’re a woman. But, in the context of the Big Five, agreeableness has a particular meaning, denoting the quality possessed by someone who is trusting, helpful, kind and, above all, sensitive to the needs and concerns of the people around them. A person low in agreeableness, on the other hand, will be self-centred, suspicious and uncooperative, and certainly won’t lose any sleep worrying about other people’s feelings. (Extremely low agreeableness is one of the hallmarks of psychopathy.)


Actors tend to score highly for agreeableness – a finding doubtless explained by the fact that they need to be able to understand and empathize with the characters they are portraying. The picture is rather different, however, for business executives. For example, a study of more than 3,700 European and US managers found that the more agreeable an individual was, the less successful they were (as measured by salary, career progression and the closeness of their relationship with the company’s CEO). This may be because the business world often values characteristics that are antipathetic to agreeableness (for example, ruthlessness, scepticism and self-reliance). Or perhaps executives high in agreeableness are simply less concerned with personal advancement, because they’re more people-focused.


Exactly why women are generally more agreeable than men is a matter of debate. Some experts have argued that it stems from women’s relative lack of the hormone testosterone; when women are given this hormone, their behaviour – and their agreeableness score – changes accordingly. Whether or not this biological explanation is correct, social and cultural factors surely play a major part. Women, even today, tend to be what social scientists call ‘nurturers’: raising children, attending to the needs of others, and generally acting as the focal point of families. This is not a role well suited to those who find it difficult to understand and get along with other people. What you need for it is empathy, sensitivity, the ability to build relationships. What you need, in short, is agreeableness.


Here’s a personal question: how do you feel about poetry? Do you read it – or perhaps write it? What about art: are you a regular visitor to your local gallery? Do you like to draw or paint? And how important is music in your life: are you constantly in search of new and inspiring sounds? Do you play an instrument, or even write music?


If you’ve answered yes to any of these questions (and the likelihood is that if you’ve done so for one you’ll have done so for almost all the others), you’re probably rich in the fifth of the Big Five personality traits: openness. Research into the Big Five has tended to focus on extroversion and neuroticism (indeed, these were the two central traits in Hans Eysenck’s theory of personality), and openness is probably the one that’s received the least attention. Sometimes confused with intelligence, openness is really a measure of our willingness to expose ourselves to new experiences. Thus someone who scores highly for openness is curious, unconventional, creative, imaginative and broad-minded. They’re almost certainly dedicated followers of the arts and other cultural activities – and quite probably practitioners too.


‘I’m no art critic, but I know what I hate,’ remarked The Simpsons’ malevolent oligarch, Montgomery H. Burns – an individual whose tally for openness would, as they say in cricket, scarcely trouble the scorers. Naturally, it would be unfair to tar all of us who aren’t especially blessed with openness with the Monty Burns brush. But what we can say is that at the bottom end of the openness spectrum people are narrow-minded, conventional and uncreative. Most of us, of course (as with each of the personality traits), fall somewhere in the middle.


Whom should we thank – or blame – for our personality? Are we shy because of the way our parents raised us, or sociable because of our genes? Is our personality the product of our cumulative life experiences? Do we simply adapt to the circumstances in which we find ourselves? Is it correct that our personality is (at least in part) the result of whether we happened to be the firstborn child in the family, or the last, or somewhere in between? Does it matter which season – or even month – we were born in?


Well, we can begin by ruling out a couple of theories. Despite the claims of astrology, there’s no clear evidence that the date of our birth has any bearing on our personality. Some psychologists have argued that the season during which we are born can have an influence, but the case is very far from proved. Similarly, although some scientists have claimed that birth order can affect personality, on balance the evidence would suggest that this is unlikely. Firstborns are not – as the popular stereotype would have it – more likely to be reliable, conscientious and conventional; younger children are no more likely to be rebellious mavericks than their elder siblings. It’s natural that people should characterize their siblings in this way when asked to look back on their childhood – an older brother or sister may well seem more staid and grown-up to a younger child, who in turn is likely to appear unruly and irresponsible to their older sibling. But these impressions don’t shed light on our sibling’s personality: they are too distorted by our relative ages for that. (Very recent research suggests that things may be different in families with six or more siblings, though as yet we have only one study of such large families.)


Having dismissed these theories, where does that leave us? Well, it leaves us with the two perennial candidates in the search for explanations of psychological phenomena: biology (essentially our genes) and environment. Quite how much of a role each has in the formation of personality is a hotly contested issue. Some scientists argue that personality is essentially a product of the way in which our nervous system works – which in turn derives from our genetic inheritance. (By way of an example of this way of thinking, have a look back at the paragraphs above on extroversion, and especially the notion that people high in this trait have relatively unresponsive nervous systems.) Others claim a much more significant role for environmental factors – in other words, our accumulated mass of life experiences, and especially (but not exclusively) those in childhood and adolescence.


In truth, any attempt to arrive at a definitive allocation of responsibility between genes and environment is probably futile. The neurobiologist Steven Hyman has put it nicely: ‘In the dance of life, genes and environment are absolutely inextricable partners.’ That said, the current best guess is that genes account for something like 40–50 per cent of variation in personality. As ever in discussions of heritability, we need to remember that this statistic does not mean that 40–50 per cent of a person’s personality is necessarily the result of their genes. What it signifies is that 40–50 per cent of the differences in personality across the population are likely to be genetic in origin. The remainder is the product of our environment.


Exactly how the environment affects our personality is not well understood at present, but experts studying the personalities of siblings have come to a remarkable conclusion: our upbringing affects our personality, for sure, but what’s critical is the distinctive, personal way in which we each respond to our early experiences. This is why two identical twins, who share the same genes and who have been brought up together, can nevertheless differ in personality. This may come as some small comfort to anxious parents.


Are you crippled by your conscientiousness, exhausted by your extroversion, nauseated by your neuroticism? Would you like to change aspects of your personality?


If you would, there’s both good news and bad. The bad news is that our personalities, by definition, are relatively stable. They don’t tend to change much, at least by the time we’ve reached adulthood. (There’s some evidence to suggest that our personality is more fluid in the formative years of childhood and adolescence.) Studies have shown, for example, that people perform similarly in personality tests taken several years apart.


However – and this is the good news for anyone dissatisfied with their personality – things are not set in stone. Dramatic transformations in personality are unlikely – if you’re hugely extrovert at age twenty-five, you’re likely still to be relatively high in extroversion at age forty. Nevertheless, as we grow older our personality does seem to alter: we tend to score more highly for agreeableness and conscientiousness, and our ratings for neuroticism, extroversion and openness significantly decrease.


Scientists generally explain this as a reflection of our growing maturity as the restless, exploratory, insecure young adult striving to find their way in the world grows up into a (relatively) self-assured thirty-something, comfortable with their career and family responsibilities. (Remember, these are generalizations, albeit generalizations based on large amounts of statistical data: they don’t tell us anything very much about individuals.) Interestingly, however, a number of recent studies have suggested that many of these personality changes continue into our forties, fifties and even sixties.


Exactly why our personality develops in this fashion is a matter of debate. Experts who believe that personality is principally the product of our neurobiological make-up and genetic inheritance tend to argue that these age-related shifts are all part of the innate package. They may also be sceptical about the amount of change that’s possible (after all, there’s nothing we can do to alter our genes, or the responsiveness of our neurological system). However, those who emphasize the role of our life experiences in the formation of personality will point to these same factors to account for personality change – and are likely to be much more bullish about the extent to which our personality can develop as we go through life.


Human personality is an infinitely varied, minutely nuanced phenomenon. Given this limitless diversity, is it meaningful to talk in terms of ‘normal’ personalities? Perhaps more importantly, is there such a thing as an abnormal personality? Can one’s personality be so eccentric that it amounts to a form of mental illness?


As you might imagine, this is a contentious area. Certain people do indeed have very peculiar personalities, but some experts would argue that this doesn’t betoken any sinister pathology; instead, these individuals simply occupy the extreme ends of the personality spectrum. This, however, is not the view taken by mainstream psychiatry, which has identified ten personality disorders. These disorders are defined by consistently odd and unpredictable behaviour – generally beginning as far back as childhood – which causes real problems for the person concerned and their family, friends and colleagues. They generally affect around 1–3 per cent of the population. (Incidentally, it’s worth mentioning that these disorders aren’t conceptualized in terms of the Big Five personality traits, as they relate to a very different theoretical background. That said, some attempts have been made recently to integrate the two frameworks.)


Here are the ten personality disorders, as described in the psychiatric handbooks. They are classified into three groups, beginning with the so-called odd-eccentric:


• Paranoid personality disorder – as the name implies, people with this disorder are extremely distrustful of other people and imagine themselves as constantly the subject of threats.


• Schizoid personality disorder – individuals with this are regarded as cold and unemotional loners; this disorder is believed by some experts to be related to autism.


• Schizotypal personality disorder – characterized by odd beliefs (for example, in extraterrestrials or their own special powers); rambling, incoherent speech; and difficulties forming relationships. Schizotypal personality disorder is closely linked to schizophrenia.


The dramatic-emotional disorders are:


• Antisocial personality disorder (APD) – people with this disorder (they’re usually men) are wildly rebellious, deceitful, violent, impulsive and careless about both their own safety and that of others.


• Borderline personality disorder (BPD) – more often seen in women than in men. People with BPD are emotionally fragile, very unsure of themselves and their identity, and fearful of abandonment. Drug abuse, self-harm and suicidal thoughts are common.


• Narcissistic personality disorder – individuals have an exaggerated sense of their own importance. Needing constant reassurance and admiration, they will manipulate and exploit other people in order to get it.


• Histrionic personality disorder – characterized by dramatic, emotional behaviour designed to ensure that the person remains the centre of attention.


Finally, we have the anxious/fearful disorders:


• Avoidant personality disorder – struggling with rock-bottom self-esteem, and fearful that their supposed inadequacies will be exposed or ridiculed by other people, the individual with this disorder tries desperately to avoid social situations.


• Dependent personality disorder – people with this disorder feel they can’t cope with life on their own; instead, they rely on others to make decisions and organize their time.


• Obsessive–compulsive personality disorder (OCPD) is characterized by an obsessive, perfectionist devotion to order and routine.





2.INTELLIGENCE



I think, therefore I am.


– René Descartes (1596–1650)


Imagine that you have recently become a parent. Congratulations! Your offspring is a gorgeous infant – happy, healthy and blessed with the kind of angelic features that cause even the least broody adult to coo with pleasure. Although you do not know it yet, she also has an IQ (or intelligence quotient) well above the norm.


Intelligence is of course a much-prized attribute. Given the choice, it’s probable that most parents would prefer their child to be bright rather than not. But how much of a difference does an above-average IQ really make? What bearing does it have on the kind of life our children will grow up to lead?


In fact intelligence – or at least the kind of intelligence measured by IQ tests – is arguably the most reliable index we have of how well individuals will fare in life. Take education, for example: a substantial body of research carried out over many years indicates that children with higher IQs are generally more successful at school exams than those with lower IQ test scores. And they stay longer in the education system, being more likely to attend university and other forms of higher education.


People with higher IQs tend to be more successful at work. That’s why IQ tests are seen by many business-studies experts as the best way of selecting staff. Indeed, it’s been suggested that not using some form of mental-ability test in recruitment could cost organizations around 20 per cent in lost productivity. (These tests are most effective at predicting a person’s likely performance when the job is a relatively complex one.)


It’s not simply employers who benefit, of course. The brighter you are, the more you’re likely to earn. One study of more than 7,000 US adults even put a figure on it: each extra IQ point was associated with an additional $202 to $616 in annual salary (that’s around £120 to £370). And IQ seems to have a clear impact on class mobility. For example, one research study analysed the life histories – and IQ scores – of more than 11,000 people all born in the UK in the week of 3–9 March 1958, and found a marked relation between their results in the intelligence tests they’d taken at age eleven and their social class (as defined by the jobs they were doing) at age forty-two. Put at its simplest, those who did very well in the tests were likely to have moved up in class, and those who’d fared poorly were likely to have slid downwards – regardless of the social background they came from.


But IQ isn’t simply associated with material advantages. The higher your IQ, the longer you’re likely to live. No one knows why, though several theories have been floated. Perhaps cleverer people have a better understanding of how to live healthily; maybe they’re quicker to detect possible problems and seek medical help; it’s even been suggested that the genetic factors that can influence health may also help determine our intelligence – in other words, smarter people are just ‘fitter’ all round.


Part of the explanation for this association between health and IQ may stem from the fact that bright children are more likely to be vegetarian (a vegetarian diet being linked to lower heart disease and lower obesity rates). A study of over 8,000 people published in the British Medical Journal found that those who were vegetarian at age thirty had scored around five points higher than average in intelligence tests they had sat at the age of ten. And your bright-as-a-button new baby isn’t just likely to be a vegetarian: research carried out at Edinburgh University revealed that children who’d performed well at intelligence tests were more likely to turn into liberal, broad-minded adults – regardless of their social class.


IQ exerts a powerful influence on our development, but we’re a very long way from simple determinism. Even for those areas where the correlation with IQ is strongest (such as educational success), innumerable other factors also play a part. Being born with an IQ of 135 or more (the top 1 per cent of scores) guarantees neither educational success nor a glittering career, nor a long and healthy life. But it certainly seems to help.


Is IQ truly a measure of intelligence, though? Well, the answer to that question depends on whom you ask, because, despite more than a hundred years of scientific research and debate, the nature of intelligence – indeed, even the definition of intelligence – remains hotly contested. The so-called ‘psychometric’ approach represented by IQ tests has come to dominate, but even so we still lack a durable consensus about what intelligence is, let alone how to measure it, why some people are brighter than others, whether one can permanently improve one’s level of intelligence – and a whole host of other crucial questions.


Part of the problem is that intelligence appears to be culturally relative. When a number of Western experts were canvassed in the 1980s, the attributes they most strongly associated with intelligence were abstract reasoning, problem-solving and the ability to learn. In many African and Asian societies, however, intelligence is much more socially oriented, designating (at least in part) the qualities that help a community to function harmoniously. Among the Chinese people of Taiwan, intelligence is regarded as including both the capacity to empathize with others and the ability to understand oneself. Even within the same city, conceptions of intelligence may vary widely. A study of attitudes in San Jose, California, for instance, found that the Latino population emphasized social skills; for white and Asian people in the city, on the other hand, intelligence meant the kind of reasoning (or cognitive) skills measured by IQ tests.


So it’s clear that there are many different versions of intelligence out there. This is reflected in the theories of a number of psychologists who take issue with the notion that intelligence can be captured meaningfully in a two-hour IQ test. Howard Gardner, for example, has proposed that there are multiple, unrelated, intelligences – including (but not confined to) the musical, the bodily kinaesthetic (facilitating complex movements) and the interpersonal, in addition to the logical and verbal intelligences highlighted by IQ tests. Daniel Goleman hit the bestseller charts in 1995 with Emotional Intelligence: Why it Can Matter More than IQ. (Goleman didn’t invent the concept of emotional intelligence, though he certainly popularized it.) In Goleman’s view, we’re all born with a distinct form of intelligence that helps us understand and manage both our own emotions and those of the people around us.


It’s fair to say – albeit at the risk of understatement – that neither Gardner nor Goleman has won over most experts. That said, there is a general acknowledgement that measuring IQ doesn’t tell the whole story about intelligence. If it did, how would one explain the fact that many people display a range of mathematical skills when grocery shopping that they are quite unable to replicate in a formal test? Or the study of workers in a milk-processing plant which found that intelligence-test scores had no bearing on how efficiently the staff were able to fill packing cases (a task that drew on some quite sophisticated logical and mathematical thinking)?


Psychometric assessments are predicated on the idea that you can measure general, all-round intelligence. But of course, though many people tend to perform pretty similarly in all parts of the test, lots of us are much better at some kinds of intellectual task than others. Some people, for instance, struggle with mathematical problems but excel at linguistic ones; others are wonderfully imaginative and creative, and yet woeful at logical thinking. The most extreme examples of this phenomenon are the feats of so-called ‘idiot savants’ – individuals with autism and general learning difficulties who are nevertheless extraordinarily gifted at very particular activities. For example, idiot savants with apparently limited mathematical skills are astonishingly successful at the very complex task of identifying prime numbers. Indeed, one pair of twins with no understanding of multiplication or division was nonetheless able to swap ten-figure prime numbers after just a few minutes of thought. Their IQs, however, were less than 70 – well below average.


What does the name Alfred Binet mean to you? If your answer is ‘Nothing’, don’t worry: you’re in good company. Binet is virtually unknown these days, at least in English-speaking nations. This is ironic, because his work continues to influence the fate of millions of people around the world.


Alfred Binet was born in Nice in 1857, later moving to Paris with his mother when his parents separated. Initially Binet seemed destined for a career as a lawyer, but he was drawn to the fledgling discipline of psychology, eventually securing a post as a researcher at the Salpêtrière Hospital in Paris. This was a shrewd move: thanks to the work of the neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot (1825–93), the Salpêtrière had become a legendary centre for the treatment of mental illness. In 1894, and despite no formal academic or clinical training, Binet became head of the Laboratory of Experimental Psychology at the Sorbonne.


In 1904 Binet was asked by the Parisian authorities to devise a test that would help identify children in need of special education. It was a logical choice, since Binet had by then established himself as an expert on child development – a specialism first inspired, it’s said, by observing his two young daughters as they tackled various puzzles and games. The result was the Binet– Simon scale, drawn up with the assistance of Théodore Simon and first published in 1905. It comprised around thirty tasks of increasing difficulty, including pointing to specified parts of the body, defining words, and repeating sequences of numbers. (The latter two tasks still crop up in modern intelligence tests.) Children were graded by measuring their performance against what an average child of the same age could be expected to achieve.


Binet later developed the concept of mental age, derived from the various age-related test-score averages. Thus, if the average score for a fourteen-year-old was 100, anyone achieving that score would be duly classed as having a mental age of fourteen. (Clearly, if the child in question was twelve, their mental age would be higher than their actual chronological age. A sixteen-year-old scoring 100 would receive a less positive categorization.) Binet, however, was not responsible for the term ‘intelligence quotient’. That honour goes to the German psychologist Wilhelm Stern, who introduced it in The Psychological Methods of Testing Intelligence, published in 1914.


The Binet–Simon scale was the first scientific intelligence test, and it provided the blueprint for IQ tests for many decades to come. In fact so influential has the scale proved that the journal Science included it among the twenty most significant discoveries of the twentieth century.


Even the most vociferous advocate of psychometric testing would probably concede that intelligence takes many forms. But one variety in particular has pretty much eclipsed the others, certainly in the scientific community. Indeed, so complete is its dominance that it is often seen as intelligence itself, rather than as simply a variant. That type of intelligence is commonly known to scientists by an initial: g.


To trace the origins of the concept we must go all the way back to the nineteenth century, and specifically to the ground-breaking work of Francis Galton (1822–1910), a cousin of Charles Darwin and the first person to think scientifically about intelligence. Intelligence, in Galton’s view, was an index of the speed and efficiency of one’s nervous system. Rather than being the product of hard work and virtuous living (as much contemporary rhetoric alleged), intelligence was an inherited characteristic. To reinforce his argument, in 1869 Galton published Hereditary Genius, which traced the lineage of nearly a thousand eminent men and asserted that an astonishing one-third of them boasted similarly eminent antecedents, thus demonstrating the heritability of intelligence. (As it turns out, Galton was probably right: intelligence is, to a significant degree, genetically determined. His methods in Hereditary Genius, however, were idiosyncratic to say the least.) Significantly, Galton also believed that intelligence could be tested, though his own efforts in this area were a failure.


Galton nevertheless set out a revolutionary idea of intelligence: biologically determined, hereditary, unitary (there are no multiple intelligences in Galton’s model) and testable. This idea was developed by Charles Spearman, a former British army officer who had made a somewhat unlikely career switch to psychology, spending virtually his entire career at University College London.


In 1904 Spearman decided to test the intelligence of twenty-four children in his local village school. This was a major undertaking, given that the first scientific intelligence test was still a year away. Spearman went about it by collating the views of teachers and classmates, and by conducting various sensory tests (measuring, for example, a child’s ability to judge the weight of an object, or variations in light).


When he analysed the data – and especially when he looked at it in the context of his discovery, in separate studies, that children who performed well in certain academic subjects were likely to do just as well in others – Spearman concluded that we are each born with an inherited general intelligence that explains our performance on a wide variety of tasks. By the 1920s, general intelligence had become g, which Spearman likened to mental ‘energy’ or ‘power’. Somewhat dishearteningly, at least for those of us who’d like the cogs to turn faster from time to time, Spearman believed there was little that could be done to boost one’s allocation of g: ‘a person can no more be trained to have it in higher degree than he can be trained to be taller’.


Spearman’s theories are now more than a hundred years old. Details have been challenged and reworked by succeeding generations of scholars, but the essential tenets continue to exert an extraordinarily powerful influence on modern views of intelligence. As a fifty-strong panel of experts put it in 1994 ‘Intelligence is a very general mental capability [our emphasis] that … involves the ability to reason, plan, solve problems, think abstractly, comprehend complex ideas, learn quickly and learn from experience.’


Crucially, this general – albeit multifaceted – intelligence lends itself pretty well to testing, and specifically by means of IQ tests. (In fact it’s plausible that one of the principal reasons why this version of intelligence has achieved such prominence is precisely its measurability.) Moreover, there’s no getting away from the fact that IQ test results seem to be of real practical value. Indeed, for many key areas of life – such as education and employment – no other data can provide such a reliable indicator of success.


If you were to take an IQ test tomorrow, what could you expect to encounter? There are numerous tests on the market, but the one most often used by professionals is the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale (or WAIS). This is made up of thirteen separate tests, which you’d work through with one-to-one guidance from a trained test administrator. Each of the thirteen tests consists of a series of questions of increasing difficulty, and it generally takes around a couple of hours to complete them all.


Each test contributes towards a picture of your capability in one of four broad areas:


• Verbal comprehension – for instance, you would be asked what particular words mean, or what two words have in common. Also falling into this category are questions testing your general knowledge and your ability to understand common sayings.


• Perceptual organization – you would, for example, be shown a sequence of shapes and be asked to select the next in the series (this is called matrix reasoning). In the picture completion part of the test, the aim is to spot the missing element in one of a set of images.


• Working memory. What are you like at mental arithmetic? How successfully can you memorize and repeat out loud a sequence of numbers and/or letters – first forwards and then backwards?


• Processing speed – this part of the WAIS measures how quickly you can reason. So, unlike in the other tests, whose questions you can answer at your own pace, here the aim is to recognize and decode the maximum number of symbols you can in a set time.
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