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Prologue, or how to read the User’s Guide



W e wrote this book to be a general overview of personality psychology for you. We want it to be engaging and practical, taking you on a journey to understand what your personality is – how it makes you unique but also social – and, most importantly, how to use it to best effect in developing yourself. We want to put you in the driving seat; we do not want to guide you. We believe that you are your own guide, and you will take from this book what you need and find valuable. In this way, you will learn to use your personality in the way only you wish to, and hopefully while doing so you will be fascinated by yourself, and benefit from self-discovery and self-development.


Before we jump into an overview of the chapters, let us introduce ourselves. Your first author, Georgi Yankov, wanted to be an architect as a child but, at the age of sixteen, discovered philosophy and eventually earned an undergraduate degree in the subject from Sofia University in his home country of Bulgaria. Georgi always wanted to know not only how things are (e.g. the everlasting philosophical topics of being, knowledge and morals) but also how people are. And what better way to know how people are than to measure and assess them? Luckily, that passion was noticed and Georgi was awarded a Fulbright scholarship to study for a master’s degree in industrial-organisational psychology in the United States. Georgi went all the way up to a doctorate in this small, yet most practical field of psychology. He chose to specialise in the assessment of individual differences (of which personality assessment is a part). He has worked as a psychometrician for test publishers and has created a few commercial tests himself. His other major psychological interest is the application of innovative machine learning algorithms to revolutionise the assessment of humans in general. His hobbies are gardening and reading history books.


Your second author is Nikita Mikhailov. Nikita grew up in a town that was focused on science, which makes sense as he often felt like the result of an unfinished experiment. Individual and cultural differences have fascinated Nikita since quite an early age. He pursued his education in the world of psychology, which eventually led him to occupational psychology. He has worked in several psychometric publishing companies, contributing to the development of personality assessments. He also spent quite a few years leading classes in qualifications to equip people with the tools they need to use psychometric assessments. And, a few years ago, he embraced the unemployability of his personality and set up as an independent consultant. Now he focuses on working with organisations, teams, couples and individuals to increase awareness and appreciation of individual differences. Nikita’s aspiration is to share the goodness of psychology with a wider audience, including through stand-up comedy and via this book.


We hope you will find that all of the chapters in this book offer a good balance of being informative but also fun. The first chapter, however, is like a Rosetta Stone for the rest of the book. It is dedicated to foundational work in the field of personality and establishing what your personality is. We not only discuss the scientific definitions and controversies around the term but also provide our own unique understanding and definition of personality. We also present the widely popular Five Factor Model (FFM) and discuss in some depth each of the ‘Big Five’ personality factors.


In the second chapter, we go over the different building blocks of personality – behaviour, motivation, emotion, attitudes, interests, values and beliefs, and intelligence. The Big Five are the skeleton of personality, but only through these blocks, or puzzle pieces as we will call them in this chapter, does personality actually operate in real life.


Our third chapter is dedicated to the philosophy of personality. The main subject of the chapter is the self – the core of our personality and personal identity. We go through the history of ideas from antiquity to the present day, exploring the idea of having a personal self. We also take an overview of research and methods through which to practise self-awareness with regard to your personal narrative.


In the fourth chapter we turn to the science of psychometrics. We explore how to make sense of personality tests and assessments, and include best practice suggestions on how to critically review the reliability and validity of these. We answer the question of whether it is possible to lie on personality tests and, if so, how? Why are some tests superior to others and for what purposes? Finally, we provide expert guidance on how to make best use of personality tests to understand yourself.


The fifth chapter discusses working with diverse personalities. We explore all the different and interesting personalities with which we work, live and make friends. We provide guidance and ideas for reflection on how we can leverage one another’s personality strengths and reach a personality symbiosis.


Then, in the sixth chapter, we explore if it is possible (and, if so, how) to change your personality. This chapter looks at very pragmatic things you can do to try to grow and develop your personality further. However, the chapter also comes with a few wellbeing warnings that are worth considering.


In the seventh chapter, we discuss how personality works in context. As you will see, throughout our book we emphasise that personality is always reflected in the environment and the situations we find ourselves in. Here we provide you with insights on how to better manage your presentation in various contexts once you know your personality strengths and weaknesses.


Our eighth chapter is dedicated to the personality of leaders. Leaders are the most visible and memorable personalities. In leadership, personality really shines and becomes consequential for the success of teams, companies and even countries. It is worthwhile to study the ideal personality profile for a leader, and leaders’ path to derailment. This is because each of us should first become the leader of ourselves before becoming a leader of others.


The ninth chapter contains a collection of shiny themes and topics for you to discover. We don’t want to spoil your fun so we won’t tell you more about it here.


Finally, in the tenth chapter, we present a futuristic summary of our book, taking the perspective of building a robot with artificial personality. What are the requirements for artificial personality? Would it be conscious? How would we interact with such a personality, and how would such artificial personalities interact with one another? How about copying our personality? Would advances in artificial intelligence (AI) change our personality or the way we view our personality? In this chapter, we also discuss the future of personality testing as we foresee it.


You will notice that we use the full power of sections to organise our chapters into a collection of almost independent topics. Thus, our User’s Guide functions just like the manual for any other device, with sections you can specifically turn to, to learn how to use a function or repair a gadget. While you can start reading from any section or point you desire, we have also made sure that the sections flow naturally from one to the next, and the narrative builds up to the end of the book. Having said that, we do suggest that you start with the first two chapters, in order to understand how we define personality, what are its foundational pieces, and how they fit together. After that, you can pick out sections from the other chapters in any order and read them independently.


Let us, then, begin our journey . . .










CHAPTER 1



Foundations


Every beginning starts with a definition. What something is and what it is not. What something could be. What something should be. To answer these questions, one usually refers to a dictionary or encyclopaedia. When it comes to defining personality, though, we are sorry to say we have bad news for you. You might find definitions of personality that start along the following lines: psychologists agree that personality is . . . The bad news is that you have already been slightly misled. The uneasy truth is that psychologists don’t really fully agree on anything; it is a part of our profession. And the definition of personality is no exception. But let’s present a few definitions anyway, to get the discussion going.


The American Psychological Association (APA), which is the biggest professional body of psychologists in the United States – literally hundreds of thousands of psychologists – agrees (there you go, we used it) on the following definition of personality:




The enduring configuration of characteristics and behavior that comprises an individual’s unique adjustment to life, including major traits, interests, drives, values, self-concept, abilities, and emotional patterns. Personality is generally viewed as a complex, dynamic integration or totality shaped by many forces, including hereditary and constitutional tendencies; physical maturation; early training; identification with significant individuals and groups; culturally conditioned values and roles; and critical experiences and relationships. Various theories explain the structure and development of personality in different ways, but all agree that personality helps determine behavior.1





Gordon Allport, who is often described as the original author of trait theory, defined personality as ‘the dynamic organization within the individual of those psychological systems that determine his unique adjustments to his environment’.2


John D. Mayer, a professor in personality psychology, who was one of the co-creators of the term ‘emotional intelligence’ and later created the concept of ‘personal intelligence’, defines personality as ‘the organised, developing system within the individual that represents the collective action of that individual’s major psychological subsystems’.3


Professor R. M. Bergner proposes a definition of personality as follows: ‘an individual’s personality is the enduring set of Traits and Styles that he or she exhibits, which characteristics represent (a) dispositions (i.e., natural tendencies or personal inclinations) of this person, and (b) ways in which this person differs from the “standard normal person” in his or her society’.4 The mention of the ‘standard normal person’ raises interesting questions about the cultural and societal norms that play a role with regard to personality.


Another definition of personality comes from Professor of Psychology B. W. Roberts: ‘Personality traits are the relatively enduring patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that reflect the tendency to respond in certain ways under certain circumstances.’5


The Cambridge Dictionary defines personality as ‘the type of person you are, shown by the way you behave, feel, and think’.6


Though there are a few differences between the definitions, there are general themes that seem to emerge. Mayer reviewed several definitions of personality to derive the common themes between them and this was his definition: ‘Personality is a system of parts that is organised, develops, and is expressed in a person’s actions.’7


So we can see that there are common themes and differences in how personality is defined by different psychologists. However, what we are most interested in is how would you choose to define/describe your own personality? Maybe extraverted, introverted, playful, bubbly, gregarious, a Leo, creative, a bit neurotic (though, as a therapist of the authors’ says, neurotic is a word we usually reserve to describe others rather than ourselves)? What we have found in our practice is that almost everyone can quickly come up with some words (usually adjectives) and terms to describe themselves, without even asking for a definition of what we mean by ‘personality’.


The reason for this is that the concept of personality is part of our everyday language and life. Just think how often the people around you talk about it every day:


• ‘My boss has a strong personality’ – yes, this is an interesting one as the term ‘strong personality’ is quite prevalent and it can mean many things. For example, it can mean that the person does not adapt their behaviour based on circumstances and the people around them.


• ‘They don’t have much of personality’ – this implies that personality is something that can be quantified, and you can have too much or too little of it.


• ‘I fell in love with their personality’ – OK, that’s an interesting one, as it relates to attraction to others. You know what they say about marriage – ‘marriage is psychological, one is more psycho, the other more logical’.


• ‘Well, you know their personality . . .’ – hmmm, this is quite cryptic and can you be sure that the other person shares your exact perception of someone else? More on this later.


• ‘Our personalities just clicked’ – implying there are pieces to personalities that can fit in place.


• ‘My cat has a real personality’ – we attribute personality qualities to animals. Though quite a bit of this might be projecting our personality on to them, animals – from chimps to dogs to even rats – have been shown to have personality.


• ‘I bought this chair as it has personality’ – it gets even better; we assign personality to inanimate objects; we see it even with furniture and cars. But it might be telling us more about your personality than that of the chair.


And let’s not forget that in our culture we even have ‘personality of the year’ awards that raise all sorts of questions, which we will explore later.


So, it might not come as a surprise to you that there have been so many interesting attempts to better define and understand what we mean exactly by the term personality. And we can see that some of the words we use to describe our personality come from those attempts, such as extraversion and introversion, first defined by Carl Gustav Jung at the beginning of the twentieth century. But did you know he also mentioned the term ambiversion, which is in the middle between extraversion and introversion? It is interesting that this third term did not take root so much in the language we use and the possible reasons for this will be discussed further on in the book. But before we go too far down that path, let us dive into defining what we mean by personality.


The importance of personality


Etymologically, ‘personality’ comes from persona, which in antiquity meant a theatrical mask but later took the meaning of one’s public image. The latter is also called reputation among personality psychologists. Conceptually the shortest, and perhaps most cryptic and certainly tautological, definition of personality is that it is personal. Let us unpack this definition, then. Personal here signifies ownership, as in ‘I have my own personality’, ‘You have your own personality’, etc. What remains stable in this notion of ownership is the ‘I’; the subject of the sensations, memories, behaviour, attitudes, motivations, values, cognitions and the multitude of other characteristics that psychology studies. Of course, the existence of the ‘I’ can be questioned by various philosophical arguments, and we present these in our third chapter. Let us just say for the moment that the famous rationalist philosopher René Descartes (1596–1650) dedicated a whole book to the question of the reality of the self. What he found out is that, at the end of the day, even if all of reality and ourselves appear to be part of a dream, something must be in order to experience the dream and to doubt the notion of reality in the first place. Now comes the philosophical heavy lifting . . .


If personality stems from the fact of our being perceiving, thinking and feeling subjects, then, to use a rhetorical device, what is the scope of personality other than the very perceptions, thoughts and feelings we have had in the past and continue to have every moment? Bear with us, however, as this is still not the definition of personality. We do not believe personality to be only a haphazard collection of learned brain and body processes, or the memory of such processes in the past. We believe personality to also have an organising function where the ‘I’, the subject, actively experiences these processes and modifies them every time in the physical and social environment. Therefore, personality is a collection of past and current characteristic brain–body processes, and this collection is continuously modified. To what end, then, are these modifications made? Perhaps it will help to think of these modifications as adjustments to the environment in parallel with our own development as unique and separate persons. By adjustment, we do not only mean physical survival and procreation. Adjustment could be hedonistically thriving in the environment, feeling in balance with its stimuli, experiencing less dissonance between what is desired and what is achieved, moving towards a lofty goal we believe in, helping other people, tending to a garden, and so on. Adjustment is a broad word to signify the intentions of the ‘I’ with regard to the outer world, where the reason for the intention is left unspecified. Our personality – that is, how we know ourselves and how others know us – becomes the outer form of the search for these needs and goals. Personality appears to be stable, but in fact it is a notion, a device for organising our understanding while we are constantly changing ourselves in relation to things outside us. In these relational acts, the ‘I’ becomes meaningful, individual, and constantly acquires and upgrades its personality. This functional view of personality makes personality a work-in-progress. We want people to be more curious, to challenge their personality, and potentially change it for their own good and not because someone in a book told them what the right personality was.


Because personality is a work-in-progress, it exists as the current state of all our physiological characteristics. We need to emphasise the notion of personality being current to each moment. Personality has the potential to always change if we reflect on who we are at this moment, and who we want to be in the future. But there is no guarantee that we can figure out who we want to be – what matters more is the act of reflection on change. This is what the existential philosopher Heidegger called being ‘thrown’ into the future through the constant act of projecting into loose possibilities, not into plans and definitives.8 Personality, in its ultimate form, is our greatest burden and greatest freedom – a hypostasis of our constant (i.e. in the moment) choosing to be the person we want to be. Let’s explain this choosing with the moral dilemma the French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980) produced in his famous lecture Existentialism is a Humanism. Essentially, a young man had to decide whether to leave for war and fight the Nazis or take care of his ailing mother. Reasons and arguments in favour of either option can be found depending on where the man turns to. But, at the end of the day, the decision is his, he must own the decision and he will experience its consequences. The freedom to choose who you are and who you will become happens now − by accepting your human condition. It is a condition riddled with difficulties and the need to make uncomfortable choices. But that does not make it less human. In fact it is more human − it is actually always yours and deeply unique. You have to deal with the difficulties. You will make these decisions. And in the end you will be who you choose to be every time you have to choose what to do.


But decisions are always made in context because life occurs in situations. Thus, personality is dependent on context. Going back to answering the original question about how you would describe your personality – well, you might say, ‘it depends on the people I am with, where I am’, and so on, and you’d be absolutely right, because context plays such a fantastically important role in influencing our behaviour, as most of us are highly adaptive creatures and can shift based on the environment. Personality is not something that is static – it is influenced by all sorts of variables and situations to which we adapt. Well, some adapt more than others. And it is very useful to know this as it helps to be more self-aware of where you are spending energy when trying to manage your personality and to learn what you could do differently.


Personality according to the User’s Guide



Now, we might have said a lot of (hopefully) wise things about personality, but how will you summarise and remember them if we do not provide our own definition of personality? Better be short and memorable, we hear you retort. We agree. Someone very wise in the past said that everything should be as simple as possible but not simpler. Following their genius, we have settled on a four-word definition of personality:


Your self developing itself.


It is ruthlessly short, yet don’t be fooled – it is definitely not simpler. Just as Plato’s ‘know thyself’ is not simpler. So, without further ado, let’s unpack this definition and show you what we mean in these four words. First, personality is yours. You are the subject of personality; it is yours to experience and to own its consequences. Regardless of what psychologists tell you personality is made of – behaviours, needs, values, traits, etc. – these are not personality per se. They are personality concepts – constructs psychologists use to investigate personality. But we are writing a book to help you use personality and we know that humans think and act from the perspective of being an indivisible, functional whole of body and mind. You cannot understand or use your personality if you constantly think of it as this or that ability or trait. Why? Because whatever you do affects the whole of you, and the whole of you changes in the process. Your traits do not change – you change.


Second, personality is a self. The self is a contentious concept among psychologists. They struggle with defining it and talking about it. As they should. They know that philosophers have tried and tried to isolate and define the self throughout the last 2,500 years. We are somewhat saddened that personality psychologists no longer read and discuss early psychologists – such as the father of American psychology William James (1842–1910) – who investigated the notion of the self. But we were courageous and took a side. We do believe that every one of us has a core, a personal identity, or at least perceives their subjective experiences through such an entity. Thus, whether the self is physical and located somewhere in your brain or is a function of your neurophysiology does not matter to us. What we mean by self is only that you have a superior organising core of who you are. The self is what you refer back to, to ensure your psychological identity and wellbeing. There will be more on the self and identity in the third chapter of the User’s Guide.


Third, personality develops. In other words, it changes. We cannot say whether it is for good or bad. Good and bad are moral concepts. What we mean is the pure motion, the transition from one state to another. A development, an evolution you may call it, your previous ‘you’ becoming something slightly different through experience. Personality traits are difficult to change, as we will see throughout our User’s Guide, but remember that personality is a greater concept than your traits and characteristics. Since they all interact, change is possible through the fine-tuning of these interactions. Thus, we believe that coaching and developing your personality to become a better version of yourself, to be more successful in life, and to achieve wellbeing and harmony, is possible. There is more on personality change in the sixth chapter of the book.


Finally, the ‘itself’. We thought it might be awkward to mention self twice in the definition of personality, but we used it nonetheless because it indicates that you are an individual, a person complete and unique. It also doubles down on the argument that you are the self, you are responsible for yourself, and even if you do not consciously develop, development occurs, for better or worse. This is a very important point. Many people go through life on autopilot, never questioning who they are and what makes them unique. This type of cognitive appreciation of personality reminds us a lot of what David Kahneman calls System 1 thinking9 – automatic, unconscious and emotional responses to the environment. Yet even on autopilot, people’s selves still develop. They will still have to do what others tell them or take the path of least resistance.


There are, however, people who consciously work on developing their selves. But that does not mean this development happens in a vacuum where it is all about us and our will to develop. It is worth reflecting carefully on this: that we are conscious of our self and work on our personality development does not mean we can achieve everything we might want to achieve. Remember Jean-Paul Sartre’s moral dilemma and our duty to choose who we are? Well, things happen to us because of other people’s decisions, because groups of people in the form of states, coalitions of states, religious organisations, societies and businesses collectively do things that affect us. We make our choices in ranges of what is possible here and now, in each of the moments when we make each of these choices. Thus, not everything we might want to become is achievable and we should not blame ourselves for that. The development of our self was never meant to be some sort of perfect alignment between the world and our intentions. We are free to choose who we are in the bounds of what is given to us in each situation. But situations change. That is all right. We will continue choosing. Some people find happiness in the very acceptance of this − that the world will always be changing, but nonetheless we can still make our very personal little choices and be the best version of ourselves.


However, Brian Lowery’s book Selfless10 aptly makes a very consequential point about these acts of choosing − that the self is not operating in isolation from the environment. The self is not spinning the world around itself; it is not creating its own reality like some New Age positivity books would like us to think. Our self is, to a great extent, the product of the environment we grew up in. Lowery gives the examples of our country (i.e. national culture), our social groups and our family. Our selves develop themselves but for this development to be functional and productive we need to acknowledge that we operate within the ranges of what is given to us at every particular time. A young man might want to express his individuality by wearing obscenely short pink T-shirts, but what if he is born and lives in a country that represses any non-stereotypical male clothing and identity? What if I need to consider my bodily security over my sense of aesthetics and fashion? A self-sufficient self, operating in disregard of the environment, is aberrant and unsustainable; it causes frustrations and anxieties, to say the least.


The self is yours, but it develops through interactions with the environment, in an endless loop, coming back to you, changing you in some way, making you different from what you were before, creating the story of your personality. A spiral-like development where you never return to your previous position.



How many broad factors of personality exist?


Now that you are convinced that personality exists and matters, let’s fill it in with some content, shall we? Personality’s contents and structure were not borne out rationally, but rather discovered through the process of creating personality assessments and tests.


The modern history of personality assessment goes back to the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. The first widely available personality questionnaire was the Woodworth Personal Data Sheet (WPDS).11 It was originally created in the USA to assess men being recruited for World War I for their vulnerability to ‘shell shock’. The assessment wasn’t completed in time to be used for this purpose, but it found its use in a more mainstream setting and the one scale within the assessment was renamed ‘adjustment’.


Also around the same time in America, Gordon Allport and Henry Odbert had nothing better to do on a rainy evening than talk about individual differences, sitting by the fireplace and smoking pipes while stroking their lavish moustaches. Well, that’s how we picture it. They were admiring what the French were doing with the measures of intelligence that later started to report results in terms of intelligence quotient (IQ), and were thinking to themselves whether they could do the same for personality. But they were struggling with where to start when it came to creating a model of personality. So, they decided on the psycholexical approach – the psychology of language. The argument for uncovering personality in language was that if there are any individual differences that exist between us, we should already have created a word for it and it should have been used quite a lot. They picked up the English dictionary and selected every word that they judged had to do with personality, in this way accumulating more than 17,953 words.12 And so the journey began, of trying to find common patterns in the data and points of gravity around which words with particular themes would gather (e.g. all the words to do with negative emotions). For this they used the statistical technique of factor analysis to see which qualities tend to go together. If you are anxious, does it also make you more likely to score as nervous/worried/cautious, and so on?


From the 1940s onwards, there were more attempts to create psychometric assessments, including but not limited to the Myers–Briggs Type Indicator (affectionately known nowadays as the MBTI), the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (EPQ), the Hogan Personality Inventory (HPI) and the Occupational Personality Questionnaire (OPQ). As you can see, there is some affinity in terms of using abbreviations and numbers as titles for personality assessments.


One of the assessments created in the 1970s was the NEO. Its authors, Paul Costa and Robert McCrae, defined three personality factors: neuroticism, extraversion and openness to experience (which, for brevity’s sake, we can call openness throughout this book).13 And shortly afterwards, in the 1980s and 1990s,14 a theory was proposed which was called the Five Factor Model (FFM), or as it is often referred to, the Big Five. The FFM added agreeableness and conscientiousness to the earlier three personality factors. And it sort of stuck, which is very rare for the field of psychology, particularly when it comes to agreeing on a construct like personality. At the end of the day, all these different personality assessments measure different aspects of the same phenomenona. It is like the story of the group of blindfolded people who have never come across an elephant before, and who learn and imagine what the elephant is like by touching it. Each one, touching a distinct part, thinks it is a different animal because of the variety of shapes and textures. It is the same with personality; we might describe different things like ‘dark side’, ‘bright side’, ‘type’, ‘trait’, etc., but it is all the same elephant – we mean personality. There will be plenty more on psychometric assessments in Chapter 4.
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Now, before proceeding with the strengths, weaknesses and overplays of each of the Big Five factors, we need to equip the reader with two important skills. First, we will frequently cite scientific studies that support our arguments and also provide statistics for this support in the form of Pearson correlation coefficients or, as we commonly refer to them in science, correlations. Some of the more statistically minded among you may already know that a correlation varies between –1.00 and 1.00. When it is below 0 it indicates a negative relationship between two variables – that is, as one increases the other decreases. When a correlation is above 0 it indicates a positive relationship between the two variables – both increase at the same time. But please mind not only the direction of the correlation (i.e. negative or positive) but also the absolute value of the correlation, because this indicates the strength of the relationship between the two variables. Absolute values below .20 are considered weak, values of .20 to .50 are considered moderate, and values above .50 are considered strong.


In personality psychology, we usually get weak-to-moderate correlations, so when we get a moderate-to-strong correlation – .40, .45 and above – we get really excited. This is because there are so many reasons two variables might correlate: other variables interacting with both variables (A causes B but C also affects/causes both A and B; C being called a moderator variable); variables in between the two variables (A does cause B, but it is rather A causing C, which in turn causes B; C being called a mediator variable). In life there are so many reasons why something might happen. That is, let us assume that in each correlation between two variables we are isolating the effect of association between only two variables – to use a metaphor, there is a giant tangled ball of pieces of string (i.e. the variables) and we are concentrating only on both ends of one of those pieces of string.


Second, to evaluate your scores on each of the Big Five, we need to compare you to a standard – or norm, as psychometricians would say. Essentially, we compare your results to those of a group of people who have done the assessment before. This allows us to position your score on the standard (also called Gaussian by mathematicians) distribution. Why this distribution? Because many physical, physiological and psychological phenomena (including personality) follow this distribution. Personality psychologists use various metric systems to report personality scores, and they are all based on the normal distribution – Z scores, T scores, sten and stanine scores, IQ scores, percentiles, etc. The most important thing to remember is, however, the concept of the standard deviation in the normal distribution. This is a measure of how spread out the scores are in the distribution. Usually, scores on personality traits are reported to be ‘within X standard deviations’ of the mean of the distribution. And, in reality, X stands for one, two or three because 68 per cent of the data in the distribution falls within one standard deviation of the mean (i.e. is within –1 to +1 standard deviations of the mean), 95 per cent of the data falls within two standard deviations of the mean, and 99.7 per cent of the data falls within three standard deviations of the mean. As you can see from the numbers, it is very unlikely for someone to be three standard deviations below or above the mean on a personality trait. That would entail them scoring higher or, respectively, lower than 99.7 per cent of the population.


And now back to the Five of the FFM . . .


Neuroticism


This personality factor is also referred to as emotional stability (i.e. the lack of neuroticism) because some people perceive the word ‘neurotic’ as negative, shaming and stigmatising. That is, you either say that someone is high in neuroticism or you say they are low in emotional stability, or alternatively you say they are low in neuroticism or high in emotional stability. We leave it up to you to choose what to call this factor, but we choose neuroticism because it clearly identifies the undesirable nature of this personality factor − that is, the presence of a maladaptive pattern in functioning with the environment leading to psychological suffering. Neuroticism is associated with experiencing and expressing negative emotions such as anxiety, insecurity, sadness, depression, irritation and frustration. Another aspect is a perception of the threat of risk, so people who score higher on ‘N’ feel more concern about things going wrong. In more scientific language, neuroticism reflects the joint workings and variations of two systems: (1) the behavioural inhibition system (BIS), which makes people respond to rewards and threats with avoidance and vigilance, and (2) the fight-flight-freeze system (FFFS), which makes people respond with anger (fight) or avoidance (flight or fear) to threats, frustration and punishments.15
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Now it’s not that the people who are low on N don’t perceive risk or experience negative emotions, it just takes more negative stimuli and higher risk conditions for them to respond with negative emotions. The interesting aspect is that when they do reach this point they might not have as much experience dealing with this negative emotion as do their more neurotic colleagues, so they might feel even more lost and in need of support. So if your more resilient friends encounter a major negative event in their life, please don’t assume they will be fine, and do reach out to see how they are doing and what support they might need.


Descriptors often used to describe people high on neuroticism are neurotic, anxious, depressive, having a short fuse, bitter, reactive, on pins, ‘could worry for England’, a live wire. Descriptors used to describe people low on neuroticism include stable, chilled, not easily provoked, a steady Eddie.


Possible strengths of high neuroticism:


• Risk awareness. If you are more likely to be thinking about how things can go wrong, this is a useful skill to have when it comes to project management or risk mitigation.


• Recognising and dealing with negative emotions. If you do something more often you develop skill through practice; thus people higher on this trait tend to experience negative emotions more often and so get more practice in dealing with them, as previously discussed under emotional intelligence.


• Knowing what darkness feels like. One of the results of this practice is knowing how it feels to be anxious, depressed, angry, self-conscious and lots of other emotions we often label as ‘negative’. So, when you see someone else experience these emotions, you know how they may well be feeling and are more likely to take a mindful and humane approach rather than come out with a flippant response like ‘just cheer up’.


Possible derailers of high neuroticism include:


• being paralysed by anxiety, disengaged and unable to cope


• feeling threatened by ambiguity


• feeling overwhelmed


• outbursts of emotional angst.


Possible strengths of low neuroticism:


• Ignorance is bliss. If you are not worried about things going wrong, you are more likely to start doing something. Often people say, ‘If I’d known the challenges I’d face, I wouldn’t have started.’ So, you are more likely to start stuff as you are not necessarily conscious of the risks; although it might be better to run things past someone highly neurotic first.


• Emotional resilience. It takes more negative events to trigger your negative emotional response, so you can put up with more rubbish and negative occurrences before they start to impact your emotional wellbeing. That is not a reason to stay in toxic environments, of course – for an illustration check out what happens to frogs if they are in a pan of water that is gradually heated up.


• Bounce back. Even when setbacks do begin to mount up, you are more likely to bounce back quickly rather than languish in a depressive state.


• What others think. You are not that likely to think too much about what other people think of you as you are less likely to be self-conscious.


Possible overplays of low neuroticism include:


• underestimating the likelihood of risks


• not being familiar with negative emotions, or how to deal with them


• thinking that people who score higher in neuroticism are just ‘overreacting’ or are ‘too emotional’, while they are actually just being ‘emotional’ and ‘reacting’.


Some fascinating facts (ah, we can’t really use the word ‘facts’ as there are no facts in psychology, so let’s go for ‘curious findings’) about neuroticism:


• Neuroticism, together with extraversion, starts to manifest itself quite early in life. In the period between three and seven years of age, neuroticism takes the form of negative reactions – withdrawal and fear – to threatening and novel situations. In adults, the withdrawal aspect turns into anxieties and depression, whereas the fear aspect is complemented with emotional volatility, irritability, anger and mood swings.


• Neuroticism levels rise during preschool, taper off somewhat during elementary school, increase again during middle childhood, and decrease consistently from late adolescence to middle adulthood (our twenties, thirties and forties).


• Highly neurotic individuals might deliberately want to experience distress and worry, when they need to perform better on cognitively demanding tasks16 or just to feel better in life.17 In a way, highly neurotic individuals get their motivation to perform from worrying because they are naturally attuned to perceiving threats from everywhere and this mobilises them to do what is necessary to avoid them.


Do you remember classmates who always worried so much on the day of the mathematics test but during it were super determined and actually solved all the problems? Do you know someone who worries about being at the airport at least four hours before a flight, only to spend the last two hours at their departure gate sipping on their coffee and being immensely happy that they ‘made it’, that they ‘have enough time’ not to miss the flight? However, sometimes this worrying can be too much, and can damage performance in said exam or task. One way to think about it is as an energy source. Extraversion is like solar energy – even on a cloudy day, it still generates some electricity. Neuroticism, on the other hand, is like nuclear energy, so if all conditions are right and enough water goes in to take away the heat, and there’s enough shielding, etc., then it is a brilliant power source. If things go wrong, however, no one will be able to live nearby for a thousand years . . . well, maybe not quite so dramatic, but you get the point.


• Out of the Big Five, neuroticism is the trait most people want to change.18 However, neuroticism can be self-fulfilling. Highly neurotic individuals experience more negative life events and negative life events increase neuroticism. There are many things that people can do to work on their neuroticism, besides self-control and other home remedies such as breathing deeply, counting to ten before responding, not reacting, etc. Highly neurotic individuals should consider counselling and professional help. More suggestions on what can work are discussed later in the book.


A word of warning: If you do want to help someone to be less neurotic, telling them to be ‘less neurotic and just breathe’ might not be so helpful. Ask them what has worked for them before. Such individuals should aim for positive, secure and supportive relationships and environments, which will break the vicious circle of self-propagating neuroticism. One of the reasons people can experience neuroticism is because of toxic environments in the past, and they might therefore seek out more environments like this – because, although they might not be comfortable, they are familiar.


• Some of the behaviours associated with high neuroticism include having more nightmares, swearing around other people, taking sleeping pills, losing one’s temper or taking diet pills.19 And even in sleep people can’t escape high neuroticism, as it comes to them in those nightmares.



Extraversion


Ah, extraversion and introversion, mentioned so often when people talk about personality. High extraversion is associated with experiencing positive emotions more often, being active and needing stimulation. A common misconception is that introverts are not excitable and don’t like to socialise, but the truth is that they are just more specific about the topics they are extraverted about and the people they would like to socialise with. In fact, ‘an introvert is an extravert with good taste’. As previously mentioned, there is also the one in between that is a mix of introversion and extraversion, and that is ambiversion – the one that didn’t stick so well in our everyday language, maybe because we navigate the world of personality in polarities (more on which later). Another misconception is that extraversion is all about sociability and friendly bonding with many people. However, extraversion is also about assertiveness, leadership, and the need to dominate and have power over others.20


Descriptors often used to describe people high on ‘E’ include extraverted, life and soul of the party, centre of attention, passionate, demonstrative, social butterfly, peacock, Labrador, gregarious.


Descriptors often used to describe people high on introversion include introverted, shy, timid, poker faced, reclusive.


Possible strengths of extraversion:


• ‘Always look on the bright side of life.’ With higher levels of extraversion, there are more positive emotions and optimism. So, people who are highly extraverted and have low neuroticism really see that it is going to be ‘OK’ – no, scrap that, ‘it is going to be awesome and nothing will go wrong’. Yeah, that can be the case, just run it past your neurotic colleague first!


• Energy. People who are highly extraverted tend to be more energetic and, if they are also higher on conscientiousness, they are likely to direct that energy to achieving those goals and results.


• Humans are social animals, so you are in luck as, with high extraversion, you are more likely to have wider social networks and more connections. Though it might result in your hand getting tired when you are writing all those Christmas cards . . .


Possible derailers of high extraversion include:


• too excitable


• not letting other people speak


• being too positive.


Strengths of introversion:


• Listening. So many conversations take place with little or no communication happening as people talk at each other and then just wait for their turn to speak, rather than listening to the other person. People who are more introverted are better at listening to other people for longer periods of time.


• Reflection. Instead of rushing towards the next exciting things, taking time to weigh up the issue at hand and to what extent you want to pursue it, can be beneficial.


• Solitude. Being on your own is likely to be more recharging and beneficial for your wellbeing, so when you need to work by yourself (well, as long as no one highly extraverted interrupts), that is likely to be in line with your personality.


• Poker face. The ability to not necessarily wear your emotions on your sleeve can be beneficial in situations where you don’t want the other party to know how you feel. But that does not stop them from assuming how you feel nonetheless.


Overplays of introversion include:


• being thought of as detached and withdrawn


• a poker face can provide a canvas on to which extraverts can project all sorts of feelings


• if a person is emotionally contained, others might not know how they really feel about a topic.


Some curious findings about extraversion:


• Extraversion is one of the first personality traits to develop, with parents reporting their three-year-olds as being active, sociable and having positive emotions. However, with young children a sixth personality factor can be isolated, dealing with motor activity, coordination and skill, being fast-paced and full of life, and in later adolescence this factor shifts towards motivation and competition, eventually merging with extraversion.21


• Your extraversion can be accurately perceived by others if they see a photograph of you for as little as fifty milliseconds.22 This has serious implications for deriving personality from facial recognition – apparently cheerful and smiling facial expressions are used as de facto substitutes for extraversion. However, let us not forget that this might vary across cultures, in some of which looking straight into someone’s face and smiling is just not quite socially accepted or expected. Indeed it can be frowned upon – in one Eastern European country, for instance, there is a saying ‘Laughter without reason is a sign of foolishness.’


• We know that extraversion is manifested in behaviours such as having lots of energy and speaking loudly. But, apparently, we leave traces of it in the way we organise our living and working spaces. For example, some fascinating research has found that people correctly identify that cluttered, decorated and colourful offices or bedrooms belong to someone extraverted.23 Extraversion might lead to overall greater wellbeing and life satisfaction, especially because of its facets of enthusiasm and sociability (vs. assertiveness and dominance).24 But keep in mind that lots of questionnaires/engagement surveys have items such as ‘I feel positive at work/about life’, while personality questionnaires would measure extraversion with ‘I am a positive person’, so there might be some overlap because of the similar questions.


• Behaviours associated with high extraversion include cheering loudly at sporting events, drinking in a bar, telling dirty jokes, asking questions in meetings/lectures, and discussing sexual matters.19 So we can see the pattern of doing things which people find exciting such as sporting events, being the centre of attention with dirty jokes, or being the one asking the questions in meetings.


Openness


As the name suggests, this is all about being open to different things, such as aesthetics, emotions, ideas and values, as well as trying new foods. People who score high on openness think deeply and broadly, are more creative, prefer to learn about new things instead of relying on the familiar, and see patterns that are not that obvious to others. They are likely to be drawn to new ideas and concepts, and will not shy away from a theoretical discussion.


Often people high on openness might experience what is known as lateral thinking – when the mind goes from A to D skipping B and C, but when at D, it goes ‘Ah, it is obvious that there is B and C between A and D, so I don’t need to say anything.’ However, other people might not be able to follow them after they missed B. So when working with people who score high on the trait of openness, we often underline that they think they are logical, but what is super important to keep in mind is that it is their own logic, which is not necessarily logical to others, but more on that further on in the book.


People high on openness are more likely to be described as creative, but there is an important distinction to be made. Just because people are creative with their ideas does not make them creative in their actions. It takes a team, and sometimes whole companies, to turn those ideas into reality. Sometimes it takes hundreds of years – just think of the cathedrals that were built in the Middle Ages. Most importantly, it does not mean that you need to be high on openness in order to be creative, just that with a low level of this trait, people are more likely to focus on existing issues in the here and now and trying to resolve them rather than focusing on blue-sky thinking.


Descriptors often used to describe people high on openness include creative, blue-sky thinker, thinking outside the box, marching to the beat of their own drum, on their own wavelength/planet. Descriptors for low openness include down to earth, grounded, rational, pragmatic, realist, feet on the ground.


Strengths of high openness:


• Curiosity. One of the key things that comes with high openness is being curious about the world around you, seeking out new knowledge, ideas and experiences.


• Trying new things. Be it food, destinations, ideas or books, there is a desire for novelty and exploration.


• Challenging the status quo. Questioning the notion that the reason to not do anything different is that ‘we have always done it this way’. This is key when it comes to challenging existing ways of working in order to create something new and better.


• Innovation. The creation of ‘what if’ ideas pushes the boundaries of what we consider possible, and challenges us to strive further and better than was previously the case.


Overplays of high openness include:


• losing touch with the here and now


• overcomplicating things


• making an assumption that just because something is logical to you, it is logical to everyone else


• creating too many ideas and not enough actions.


Strengths of low openness include:


• Appreciation of the here and now. People who score lower on openness are more likely to focus on what the current situation is, what the problem is, and only after getting a good grip on that can they explore what can be done. We call this ‘problem-focused innovation’.


• History repeated. People lower on openness are more likely to focus on the past, and hopefully on what mistakes we can learn from to avoid repeating them in the future.


• What is. Keen appreciation of facts and reality rather than possibility.


• Implementation. Focusing on what has been done and can be done realistically, rather than drifting off into the world of the untenable.


Overplays of low openness include:


• so much questioning of any possible change that you become change-resistant


• not exploring possibilities of what can be done differently


• not focusing enough on future possibilities


• stuck in detail, so miss the bigger picture


• hanging on to tried and tested methods even when these are not the optimal way forward.


Some curious findings about openness:


• ‘Openness to experience’ was the last factor added in the FFM. However, the name of this factor was controversial to personality psychologists. Those relying on deriving traits from adjectives in natural language called it intellect, whereas those relying on personality questionnaires (whose items can elaborate more than simply using adjectives) called it openness to experience.25 Eventually, tentative agreement was reached between the two camps to call the factor openness to experience. However, the difference remained in the personality questionnaires depending on which camp had created them. The personality questionnaire camp flagship test was the NEO and its subsequent revisions (NEO-PI, NEO-PI-R, and currently the NEO-PI-3). It measures a broad, curiosity-driven openness characterised by the motivation to experiment with new ideas, appreciate liberal values, fantasise, and appreciate art and music. The lexical camp flagship questionnaire derived from the International Personality Item Pool (IPIP),26 and did not shy away from including terms such as ‘smart’, ‘clever’ and ‘bright’, which are more closely related to intellectual and cognitive ability. Both camps, however, agree that creative thinking and the generation of ideas are essential components of openness to experience.


• Openness, however defined or measured, relates more closely to intelligence (correlations range between .20 and .40) than all other Big Five factors. A possible explanation is that individuals who are open to experience want to learn new things, and they eventually learn a lot, so during this process they have developed the critical thinking skills that are measured by intelligence assessments.


• Open individuals might like creating or consuming culture such as art and music. Their openness might help them to continue trying to understand, stay interested (i.e. not get bored) and derive aesthetic pleasure from complex art.27 So if you are high on openness, you like going to art galleries, watching interesting films and doing things that challenge your thinking. These are not just things that are nice to do, they are essential vitamins for you, and if you don’t get them for too long, you might develop an emotional version of scurvy.


• Schwaba25 outlines some life experiences that contribute to developing higher openness:


o Promotion at work, as it might result in people needing to adapt to changes in their environment and their responsibilities and to learn new skills.


o Losing employment for a short time, because of the need to learn the skills to do a new job or adapt to a new work environment.


o Divorce for men, possibly because they have to learn how to take care of children or reinvent themselves to be successful again at dating.


o Consistent physical exercise, because of the increased blood flow to the brain.


o Travelling and studying abroad, because of the mind-expanding experiences and newly formed relationships.28 Interestingly, a sojourn abroad as a student also resulted in an increase in agreeableness and a decrease in neuroticism. This effect might be due to the need for support and cooperation to overcome adaptation challenges, as well as the boost in self-dependency and self-esteem (which we can comfortably call a killer of neuroticism) as one overcomes initial adaptation challenges and stressors. So, yes, if you have the opportunity, please do hit the road.


• Behaviours associated with high openness include spending an hour at a time daydreaming, buying a book, swearing around other people, reading poetry, eating something spicy for breakfast, trying something completely new, or even lounging around the house with no clothes on.19 So we can see that these behaviours are connected with daydreaming, creativity and trying new things.



Agreeableness


This is all about our predisposition towards other people, and specifically getting along with others by being modest, polite, cooperative, caring, empathetic and compassionate. People who score highly on this trait are more likely to see the best in others, trust them more implicitly, and empathise and care about people outside their immediate circle. People low on this trait are very, very selective about the people they care about, and their inner circles tend to be quite small, although this does not imply that they don’t care at all.


Descriptors often used to describe people high on agreeableness include nice, warm, sweet, friendly, supportive, empathetic, caring. And for low agreeableness: tough, thick-skinned, stand-offish, hostile, manipulative, brutish, not emotionally intelligent, egotistical.


Benefits of agreeableness:


• Focus on the relationships. People higher in agreeableness are more likely to put more focus on building and maintaining the quality of relationships around them. In our experience, they also seem to get more emotional nourishment from having quality relationships around them.


• Being a people person. Greater inclination to be more empathetic, responsive and considerate to the needs and feelings of other people.


• Trusting others. More likely to take people at their word, which makes building relationships easier.


Overplays of agreeableness include:


• putting other people’s needs before their own, to the level of risk of burnout


• conflict aversion, so the issue becomes bigger and bigger


• being too trusting, even with the evidence to the contrary – one of our favourite quotes from the Netflix show BoJack Horseman goes like this: ‘You know, it’s funny; when you look at someone through rose-coloured glasses, all the red flags just look like flags.’29


Strengths of low agreeableness include:


• To the point. Being direct and to the point, and focusing on what needs to be done here and now rather than on the emotional impact it might have on others.


• Clarity. Not afraid to raise contentious issues in order to get clarity on the subject.


• Priorities and boundaries. More likely to establish boundaries in order to achieve their own priorities.


• It’s just business. Not necessary to form strong emotional bonds outside the immediate circle, in order to be productive.


Possible overplays of low agreeableness include:


• sacrificing relationships in life in order to get results at work


• having a negative emotional impact on others without necessarily realising that this makes it less likely others would want to engage/collaborate with them in future


• people being apprehensive about raising things with them.


Some curious findings about agreeableness:


• Agreeableness in childhood emphasises compliance with parents, teachers and rules, whereas in adulthood agreeableness encompasses empathy and compassion.30


• Agreeableness shows slight yet consistent gender differences, with girls scoring higher than boys along the lifespan from childhood to adulthood.31


• Agreeableness relates to neuroticism and conscientiousness. In early childhood (before twelve years of age), agreeableness and neuroticism seem to be undifferentiated. Later, when the full five factors are developed in late adolescence and early adulthood, agreeableness ‘takes over’ the aggressive negativity, whereas neuroticism takes over the non-aggressive negativity aspects that used to be intertwined.32


• Agreeableness is consistently negatively related to aggression, antisocial personality disorder and psychopathy.


• Some of the behaviours associated with high agreeableness: singing in the car or the shower, not becoming intoxicated, washing dishes, ironing clothes, playing with a child.19 Though it would be more fun if a future study looked a bit more into the context, i.e. did they not become intoxicated because they were the designated driver for their friends; did they wash dishes or iron clothes for others, themselves or both? So maybe there is an undertone of doing things for others, or the authors might just be showing high openness and projecting . . .


Conscientiousness


This is all about being organised, having lots of willpower and intentional self-control, or, as the cool kids in management consulting call it, grit! Conscientiousness is above all a behavioural trait – being ordered, consistently hard-working, responsible and self-controlled depends also on emotions (e.g. feeling guilty) and thoughts (e.g. making decisions and planning actions to achieve goals), but at the end of the day, the work, responsibility and self-control have to be enacted.


People who score highly on this trait are likely to get started on tasks straight away and not wait for deadlines, plus deliver consistently and do stuff they don’t like for extended periods of time (which can be good and bad news). If you are scoring very low on conscientiousness, it’s not that you don’t have willpower, maybe you just have it for forty-five to sixty minutes a day, so you need to be very careful with how to use your conscientiousness.


Descriptors often used to describe people high in conscientiousness include conscientious, dependable, driven, full of grit, persevering, self-controlled. Low conscientiousness descriptors are not that dependable, laissez-faire, lackadaisical, easy-going, last minute.


Benefits of conscientiousness:


• Grittiness, aka lots of willpower and self-control. More likely to persevere in the face of adversity and setbacks, more likely to do things they don’t like but that need to be done.


• Everything has a place. More likely to be organised, on time for meetings and tidy in their environment.


• Dependable. More likely to do what they say they will do, when they said they will do, so people are more likely to depend on them.


Overplays of conscientiousness include:


• working harder, not smarter


• doing stuff you don’t enjoy for long periods of time


• delayed gratification to the point that the gratification never comes as there is always stuff to do.


Strengths of low conscientiousness:


• No plan is a plan. More comfortable working when there are no plans in place.


• Working around needless bureaucracy. More likely to circumnavigate bureaucratic processes in order to get things done.


• Working smarter not harder. More likely to find ways that are energy efficient when it comes to getting stuff done.


• Really productive just before deadlines.


Overplays of low conscientiousness include:


• may cut too many corners resulting in low-quality work


• poor impulse control, especially when combined with high extraversion


• a starter not a finisher (particularly an issue when people don’t delegate)


• might leave things to the last moment and not finish on time.


Some curious findings about conscientiousness:


• Conscientiousness is related to a very long list of life outcomes such as job performance, career success, health, long life, relationship stability, accumulation of wealth, success at school, avoidance of criminal offences and, eventually, happiness. The success of conscientious people could be likened to an investment account that accrues money from compounded interest over time.33 For example, conscientious behaviours at the beginning of one’s life (e.g. studying hard, sticking to good company, lack of criminality, doing sports) fuel early adult life successes (e.g. job, career, family and saving) and later-life successes (e.g. wealth, health, happiness).


• Good schooling in terms of quality teachers, involved parents, putting effort into schoolwork and hanging out with good peers might help the development of conscientiousness in adolescence.34


• In our lifetimes and across the Big Five, conscientiousness has the most enduring (up to about age sixty) substantial increase.


• Some of the behaviours associated with high conscientiousness: did not sleep past 12 p.m.; did not spend an hour daydreaming; did not swear around other people; did not buy a book; did not wait for the work pile up before the deadline; did not have a fine for an overdue book or film rental (clearly before streaming services!). So here we see a clear pattern of self-control, whether it is not sleeping past midday or not letting work pile up before a deadline.


The key thing with the FFM is that the model does not say you’re a neurotic or extravert. The FFM model is just a way to conceptually organise and conduct research about personality.


The standard distribution allows us not to see if you are an extravert or an introvert but how relatively introverted and/or extraverted you are. And then we come to the other fun aspect, which is that all those different factors can combine in interesting ways. No two people who score highly on extraversion are the same, because it interacts with the other four factors of personality. For example, if you are extraverted and low in neuroticism, you are likely to experience positive emotions quite frequently and negative emotions not so often. This does not mean you can’t, but it has to be a really forceful, major event that causes you to experience negative emotions, because you have what we might call a sunny disposition. If we look at someone with high extraversion and high neuroticism, there might be a sunny disposition sometimes but at other times it can be ‘hello darkness, my old friend’. More on this interesting interplay of the factors (and what to possibly do about them) will follow in the next chapters.


The key thing to note is that the FFM is not all there is. Personality psychology is a science, so our understanding evolves with the amount of knowledge we gather. For now, it is the Big Five, but there is good consensus already around a Big Six (adding honesty–humility) and maybe in five to seven years it will be a Big Seven or we will go up to a Big Ten, so this constantly evolving understanding of personality is what makes it so interesting.



What are some traits outside the FFM?


The FFM/Big Five is a grand taxonomy of personality traits with five broad domains: neuroticism, extraversion, openness, conscientiousness and agreeableness. These five domains, or broad factors, of personality also accommodate sets of more specific, narrower traits (called facets) such as empathy (within agreeableness) and orderliness (within conscientiousness). The FFM and its trait taxonomy have been very helpful for the advancement of personality research since the 1990s. Personality psychologists now have a unified framework, a lingua franca (yes, we love archaic Latin words, do look them up please) for communicating research, developing personality tests and demonstrating personality’s usefulness for the prediction of behaviour.


However, let us emphasise something that many psychologists, and even some personality psychologists, do not pay much attention to or even know. If you do some research into how the English personality trait adjectives describing oneself and others were statistically handled (i.e. how the Big Five factors were statistically extracted), you will find out that the Big Five were sort of forced into being exactly five big factors. There were many clusters of adjectival traits that could not be related either conceptually or statistically to these five, so they were left behind. Candidates for such clusters should be true outliers to the Big Five. Statistically, this means that these clusters should be maximally independent from the Big Five – that is, they should be highly reliable (i.e. testing and retesting them with a questionnaire should yield the same results) and they should have the least amount of shared variance as each of the Big Five factors.


Research found the following clusters good candidates for factors beyond the Big Five: height, girth, religiousness, employment status, youthfulness, honesty/morality, thriftiness, conservativeness/traditionalism, masculinity–femininity, egoism/snobbishness, humorousness/wittiness, and a cluster called negative valence, representing extremely unfavourable adjectives such as being awful, evil, wicked and disgusting. For that last cluster, however, it must be said that it could contain not only people who truly self-describe as evil and bad, but also people who were not paying attention when answering the negative questions in a personality questionnaire, or those who wanted to create a negative impression on purpose.


Notable also in many studies is the presence of a physical characteristics cluster called attractiveness, with which other clusters such as youthfulness, beauty, fashionableness, seductiveness and slimness relate.35 This factor seems to describe the extent to which someone is courtship-worthy and definitely can be explained from a natural selection standpoint. We are attracted to people who have symmetrical faces, which is one of the determinants of being beautiful – people who look healthy, strong and ready to mate.


It must be reflected upon that these fascinating clusters of trait adjectives might not replicate in other languages and cultures, whereas the Big Five did and that is why personality psychology adopted the FFM and still holds on to it. That is why we presented them to you, to show that nothing in science is set in stone and that even the vaunted Big Five were, metaphorically speaking, cooked with several pinches of judgement salt from the expert researcher cooks.


Whatever the reason – extensive representation in language, particular statistical techniques in factor analysis or expert judgement about which traits can be left as conceptual outliers – we should accept the Big Five as the best possible and most replicable consensus framework to date. We should support it until we have a better, more encompassing and more generalisable model, just as with any other scientific theory. Think of how quantum mechanics explained the phenomena of classical Newtonian mechanics such as time and mass, but also explained additional phenomena such as the photoelectric effect and the light spectra. Hopefully, in the future we could have such a personality traits framework, which would not only organise the vast number of descriptive adjectives but also not exclude so many of them, and explain how they might interact in different contexts because that is what matters for practical life, developing one’s personality, living and working productively with other people and, essentially, predicting human behaviour.


What are some traits that are reducible to the FFM?


Some researchers have also argued that traits that are unaccounted for within the FFM can be reduced to combinations of the FFM factors and their facet traits. For example, integrity (whether a person can be trusted to be dependable and honest) can be reduced to a combination of neuroticism, conscientiousness and agreeableness, whereas optimism can be reduced to a mix of neuroticism and extraversion. Moreover, there are scientific controversies about whether popular personality concepts such as emotional intelligence (EIQ) can also be substantially reducible to the FFM factors and facets. For example, EIQ is defined as the ability to monitor one’s and others’ feelings and emotions, understand them, and regulate one’s own emotions and reactions. It has been argued that EIQ is not some sort of informational processing or social intelligence at all and can be reduced to an FFM cluster of traits where conscientiousness is missing and agreeableness and emotional stability dominate the other two factors.


Grit is another personality concept that has gained in popularity since the 2010s. Grit is defined in terms of two aspects: perseverance of effort and consistency of interest.36 We can also define grit practically as the pursuit of personal goals over a long time and in the face of hardships. With grit the combination of traits is simpler – it relates strongly to conscientiousness. Specifically, grit’s aspect of perseverance is almost identical to the productiveness facet of conscientiousness. Grit’s consistency aspect, however, is more valuable on its own because it measures the characteristic of adhering to goals for long periods of time, a characteristic that is not measured anywhere in conscientiousness’ realm of facets.


A third personality concept that stands very close to the FFM is mental toughness. Non-psychologists tend to use the term mental toughness to describe any sort of psychological efforts that help people overcome difficult situations or challenges. In fact, the term mental toughness originated from work with elite athletes;37 mentally tough athletes are expected to have unshakeable self-confidence, powerful motivation to succeed, competitiveness and the emotional control necessary to cope with pressure. In terms of the FFM, mental toughness can be largely approximated via a combination of items stemming from neuroticism, extraversion and conscientiousness. Aspects of the last two factors – extraversion and conscientiousness – are sometimes combined (as in the Hogan Personality Inventory) into another broad personality factor: ambition. In this respect, mental toughness could be thought of as a combination of low neuroticism and ambition.


What is common in these three examples? It is that, unlike personality researchers, the broad public, coaches and consultants like to think of personality holistically. Amalgamations of personality traits are easily explainable and relatable because they present ‘living characters’, with complex and realistic behaviour. The important thing here is not really if EIQ, grit or mental toughness are sufficiently distinct from the FFM traits. What is important is that each of the three concepts has something unique to itself, an aspect uncovered by the FFM, a modus operandi (there you go, more Latin) that requires particular interpersonal and social situations. For example, EIQ operates in situations when one needs to interpret and respond to others’ feelings whereas to have grit means that one already has thought of goals and committed to pursuing them no matter what. In each of these supposedly compound traits or combinations of FFM traits, we see a type of live personality, a personality in action. This stands in stark contrast to the dry definitions of the many personality scales we are usually given in our feedback reports when taking a personality test. How is the non-professional user of personality feedback and insights supposed to understand the connections between the dozens of FFM facets without having a PhD in psychology?


That we, the scientists, still dissect individuals in terms of personality factors, traits, abilities, values or motivations does a disservice to how personality develops in actuality and operates in real life. In each of us, the combination of unique traits and characteristics is spun off in a different way, and traits such as EIQ, grit and mental toughness are not exceptions to this, even though, to a great extent, they are reducible to the Big Five.


The dark side of personality


Finally, let us introduce you to several traits that almost always have negative outcomes and hence that we can call traits from the dark side of personality. It is very important to stress here that there is a clinical way of looking at the dark side of personality, but we are discussing it from a subclinical personality perspective. If you are interested in the clinical manifestations of our personality there is plenty of clinical psychology literature, though you might also want to check out forensic psychology as well.


Over the past twenty years, three of the dark-side personality traits – narcissism, Machiavellianism and psychopathy – have emerged and been branded as the dark triad.38 Recently sadism has been added to form a dark tetrad.39 Below we provide a short overview of these four undesirable traits. It is worth noting that calling them undesirable does not mean that we either have or do not have them in our personality. In reality, everyone has them and, when we talk about undesirability, we mean having a great deal of them compared to what is observed on average in the general population.



Narcissism


Narcissism is the only dark triad trait that has a corresponding personality disorder in the Diagnostic Statistical Manual (DSM).40 The DSM was started in 1952 by the American Psychiatric Association (APA). The DSM, together with the International Classification of Diseases (ICD), is the main classification system used by psychologists, psychiatrists and other medical professionals to provide diagnostic criteria for personality disorders. Narcissism has its own disorder in the DSM, called narcissistic personality disorder. Of course, the dark triad assumes subclinical narcissism, so let us look into what that could be like. First, let’s explore the history of the trait, or should we say the mythical history of narcissism. Its name comes from one of the Homeric characters – Narcissus – who was a lad so handsome and so much in love with himself that he dismissed the advances of way too many potential suitors. Some complaints to the gods followed and he was punished by the goddess Nemesis (not someone to mess around with) by being paralysed as he was casually gazing at his face in a pool of water. This is one of many versions of the story, but we think you get the point that Narcissus was so full of himself that he got in trouble in the end.


Narcissists, then, are people who feel superior to others and require admiration. They are antagonistic and uncooperative, obsessed with how they appear to others but unable to express empathy or acknowledge others’ feelings. There is a substantial difference between having a good dose of self-esteem and narcissism’s failure to regulate one’s self-esteem, which results in an inflated and unrealistic image of oneself. Narcissism has usually been divided into two types: grandiose and vulnerable. Grandiose narcissism relates positively to extraversion and openness, and negatively to agreeableness and neuroticism, but the relationships to extraversion and neuroticism are the strongest. The negative correlation with neuroticism has been supported in other studies too and it appears that normal narcissists tend to be less sad, anxious, depressive or lonely in their daily lives.41 Of the few studies between vulnerable narcissism and the Big Five we know that this type of narcissism is strongly positively related to neuroticism and negatively to agreeableness, extraversion and conscientiousness. However, it seems that vulnerable narcissism is not a unique subtype of narcissism but a mixture of hostility, aggression and emotional volatility.42 Unfortunately, even with some ego-boosting qualities, narcissism is becoming somewhat of a cultural phenomenon too, at least in the Western world with its focus on self-expression and self-admiration. In 2009, the researchers Jean Twenge and Keith Campbell published a book called The Narcissism Epidemic: Living in the Age of Entitlement,43 which presents research on the rising levels of narcissism in American college students from the 1980s onwards.


There is a fun joke about having an enlarged sense of self-importance:




A narcissist is talking about the book they have written and, after they finish, they say, ‘Enough about me . . . what do you think about my book?’





Machiavellianism


The name of this trait comes from the famous Renaissance thinker Niccolò Machiavelli, whose book Il Principe is considered a great didactic on how to use schemes and strategy to seize political power and then rule ruthlessly as a tyrant. In fact, naming the trait after Machiavelli is not fair to him because he was not an ‘ends justify the means’ kind of person, he just happened to live and think in the times of the self-made Medici and Borgia families, and when Italy was a war-torn tapestry of super aggressive and ambitious city states. But let’s get back to personality . . .


Machiavellians believe that people are weak, untrustworthy and self-serving.44,45 A Machiavellian person is not just cynical about other people’s motivations, they are actively distrustful of other people’s actions and that these actions might have negative consequences for the Machiavellian.46 Therefore, the Machiavellian is inclined to manipulate and use deception to get their own way.


It must be noted that Machiavellianism and psychopathy are usually very closely related,47 and some believe that Machiavellianism is a mild form of psychopathy.48 Both of these dark triad traits share a common exploitative style, but they differ with regard to the underlying mental processes of the exploitative, self-beneficial behaviours.49 Also, whereas psychopathy and narcissism are shaped by genetic and non-shared environmental factors, Machiavellianism has a substantial shared environmental component.50 That is, compared to narcissism and psychopathy, one can more easily be taught to be or become a Machiavellian through experience. Machiavellians, unlike psychopaths, have high impulse control and need to be cool and strategic, not hostile and aggressive. They also prefer long-term planning. Machiavellianism is also negatively related to emotional intelligence and, specifically, the ability to recognise emotions in others.47


Psychopathy


Psychopathy is characterised by the following traits: lack of remorse, manipulativeness, egocentricity, superficial charm and shallow affect.51 Psychopaths have good intelligence, can tell creative, believable stories, do not experience delusional/irrational thinking, and have low anxiousness and neuroticism. Hervey Cleckley, who provided the most influential clinical description of psychopathy, in his book The Mask of Sanity,52 describes the psychopath as a person who ‘[p]resents a technical appearance of sanity, often one of high intellectual capacities, and not infrequently succeeds in business or professional activities for short periods, sometimes for considerable periods’ (p. 191). According to Checkley, psychopathy is specified by the lack of integration between the language and emotional components of thought; a condition he called semantic aphasia. Some fMRI studies confirm this hypothesis – unlike normal people, psychopaths do not show different brain responses to emotional words and pictures as compared to neutral material.53 Several twin studies have also found genetic factors to contribute substantial variance to the development of core features of psychopathy.54,55 Furthermore, a study on 3,687 seven-year-old twin pairs found that the genetic contribution was highest when callous-unemotional traits were combined with antisocial behaviours.56


Sadism


Sadism is defined by the enjoyment, pleasure and sometimes even sexual arousal from watching someone being hurt or hurting them oneself. Thus, sadism usually is relegated to the domains of sexual fetishes and forensic psychology. However, normalised (i.e. noncriminal or sexualised) sadism can occur and be craved in modern everyday life too. Just think of the violence in media and movies, not to mention those true crime podcasts where the presenter seems to enjoy recounting the details of gruesome crimes just a little bit too much. Or maybe you have a young nephew who likes to play multi-player shooter video games. But it must be something deeper in our psyche than the effect of modern commercialisation of violence because, even in the Middle Ages, villagers would attend some burning or beheading event to socialise or for entertainment. For example, what is believed to have been the last hanging, drawing and quartering happened in Portsmouth in 1782 and attracted a crowd of 100,000 people. Unsurprisingly, sadism is strongly related to psychopathy because both traits share the desire to hurt others even at the expense of breaking rules (i.e. indulging in antisocial behaviour). Well, what can we say – there is a reason why this is called the ‘dark side’ of personality.


There is quite a bit of criticism about the dark triad. For example, the three traits might be too highly intercorrelated and might not cover the full spectrum of human personality darkness.57 But let us remind you to be sceptical about scientific models of personality because, as with any evolving theoretical model, the dark triad is far from perfect. What is important though, is that it ties in with the FFM and here we present some interesting correlations between the two models:


• Narcissism: Positively relates to extraversion and openness, so people scoring high on those traits are more likely to be higher on narcissism. But that doesn’t mean that all extraverts and people with high openness are narcissistic. Though people high on extraversion do seem to enjoy getting attention from others.


• Machiavellianism: Negatively correlated with agreeableness and conscientiousness, so it shows that agreeableness and conscientiousness are like the breakers in the system that stop us being Machiavellian. Agreeableness possibly does this through the concern about the negative impact on other people’s well-being, and conscientiousness possibly does this by convincing us something is not the right thing to do.


• Psychopathy: Positively correlated with extraversion and openness, and negatively with agreeableness and conscientiousness.


In general, all three dark triad traits are characterised by low agreeableness and being callous. Now this does not mean that if you are low on agreeableness then you are a psychopath; it is just a correlation, and there are plenty more factors that make a person become a psychopath than just a personality trait, but those would lead us into the fascinating world of clinical and forensic psychology.



Want to learn more about your personality?


We have said many, many things about personality and probably bored you a bit with so many personality trait names. That is why we would like to pause now to learn more about your personality. After all, you are probably reading this book because you want to know how to use your personality to improve your life in a very general sense. Some common specific goals people have, and which personality can help them achieve, are:


• become more assertive and less socially anxious


• learn to regulate your emotions


• build better relationships


• increase your work productivity


• think through things strategically


• or simply discover your inner peace and purpose.


In the course of this book, we will show you how you can pull some secret levers in your personality to help you achieve these goals. But you need to help yourself too, please. How can you know what to address if you do not know where you stand in the first place? The main way to learn about personality is certainly not completing a Cosmo-style assessment that will tell you what sort of sandwich you are or give you four letters that will explain everything . . . Please instead use a reputable, reliable and valid self-assessment tool. You’ll find more on how to select these in Chapter 4, on personality psychometrics. Truly, self-reporting personality assessments can do a great job of asking you very good and reflective questions. However, ultimately, it is your answers that the assessment is based on, so they rarely can tell you anything completely new about you as they are based on what you already know about yourself.


Here are some examples of questions you could immediately ask yourself:


‘How would you describe your personality?’– a really fun, broad question and there could be all sorts of answers, ranging from ‘a playful and fun person, quite creative, maybe a bit extraverted, a bit introverted – well, it depends on how I am feeling and who I am with’ to one-word answers such as ‘Sagittarius’ or ‘extravert’.


Now, to turn it up notch, ask a couple of people how they would describe your personality and then compare their responses with your own. Here we can explore the fascinating area of the interaction between yourself and the impressions other people have of you. Though more on that later . . .


Another question to ponder is ‘What aspects of your personality do you consciously manage at work/school, and why?’ – because we all manage something about ourselves when it comes to behaviour. The key bit here is that your colleagues and friends are likely to judge you more on your behaviour than your personality. So, if you are super introverted but try to be more extraverted at work, don’t be surprised if your colleagues keep asking you to join them for social events in the pub. As Kurt Vonnegut Jr says, ‘We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be.’58


Also, it is worth being conscious that managing your personality is likely to take a lot of energy. So please reflect on just how much energy you might be spending on managing your behaviour.


These arguments bring us to one of the key things about personality and self-awareness, and that is – what is your narrative? More importantly, how do you positively change it? You might change jobs or partners, lose touch with old friends, gain new friends or move countries, and in that time do you reflect on what has changed about your personality? Are you still as neurotic as you were years ago? Are you still as introverted as you felt during your first year at uni? Because our circumstances and habits can change, but we might not take the time to reflect and update who we think we are. We will continue the topic of changing and developing your personality in a self-aware and healthy way throughout the User’s Guide.


However, if you are very impatient to learn what your personality is, there are some good personality assessments that you can take online. Below we have listed some comprehensive assessments that are concordant with the Five Factor Model, have a high reputation among researchers and assessment practitioners worldwide, and, most importantly, yield reliable and valid results you can trust. The list is not very long as you can see – that is because we only want to recommend to you tests that meet the three criteria in the previous sentence.


• Paid options: The NEO Personality Inventory-3 (NEO-PI-3), OPQ, HPI, Sixteen Personality Factor Questionnaire (16PF), and Lumina Spark.


• Free options: Big Five Inventory-2 (BFI-2), the International Personality Item Pool Representation of the Revised NEO Personality Inventory (IPIP NEO-PI) in its 120-item and 300-item forms, the HEXACO Personality Inventory-Revised (HEXACO-PI-R), the Big Five Aspect Scales (BFAS),59 the Lumina Splash app, with 16–24 items.


You can also take type-based tools such as the MBTI, the DISC or 16 Personalities, but these do not show a full picture of your personality because they measure only some of the Big Five. The key thing with these assessments is to keep in mind that they offer only a perspective on your personality. So, when reading the resulting report, please take it with a pinch of salt; these things tend to be automatically generated and can’t ever claim to capture every nuance of your personality, though at the same time they do provide some interesting points of reflection. If they provoke you to reflect, become more self-aware and eventually start a journey of personality development, well, then they have done a wonderful job.


If, in the meantime, you are looking for something to read or listen to on personality, we would very much recommend the references listed at the end of the book, and a couple of entries in particular:


• Carl Jung – Psychological Types.60 If you want to explore the type of personality and Jung’s perspective on this, do consider giving it a read.


• Ron Warren – Personality at Work: The Drivers and Derailers of Leadership.61 If you are interested in the personality of leadership and how personality plays out at work, we would very much recommend this.


• Mark Leary – Why You Are Who You Are: Investigations into Human Personality.62 If we’ve piqued your interest in all things Big Five then check out this audio course, it also comes with a great reference pdf.


• Robert Hogan – Personality and the Fate of Organizations. This book is especially important for those who want to understand the applications of personality to business and work, and especially the psychology of leadership and how to select competent leaders.63




OEBPS/images/title.png
Personality

A User’s Guide

GEORGI YANKOV AND NIKITA MIKHAILOV





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents







		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Prologue, or how to read the User’s Guide



		1 Foundations



		2 The personality puzzle



		3 The philosophy of the self



		4 Psychometrics



		5 Working with diverse personalities



		6 Personality development and change



		7 Personality in context



		8 Personality in leadership



		9 Topics in personality



		10 Your robot’s personality



		Instead of an epilogue



		References



		Index













Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
GEORGI
YANKOV

& n
NIKITA /

W MIKHAILOV

‘The best introduction
to personality psychology
| have ever read’






OEBPS/images/f0013-01.png
Big Two
(Cybernetic
Big Five
Theory)

Eysenck’s
Three Factor
Theory

Big Five

HEXACO Model
of Personality

Socioanalytic
Theory

Stability

Extraversion

Extraversion
« Friendliness

« Gregariousness

« Assertiveness

* Activity level

* Excitement-seeking
* Cheerfulness

Honesty-humility

Adjustment

Plasticity

Neuroticism

Agreeableness
* Trust

* Morality

* Altruism
 Cooperation
* Modesty

« Sympath

Emotionality

Ambition

Psychoticism

Conscientiousness
* Selfefficacy

« Orderliness

« Dutifulness

* Achievement-

striving
« Self-discipline
« Cautiousness

Extraversion

Sociability

Neuroticism
* Anxiety

« Anger

* Depression

* Self-consciousness
« Immoderation

« Vulnerability

Agreeableness

Interpersonal
sensitivity

Openness to experience
« Imagination

* Artistic interests

« Emotionality

* Adventurousness

« Intellect

* Liberalism

Conscientiousness

Prudence

Openness to
experience

Inquisitiveness

Learning
approach

Popular breakdowns of personality into factors






OEBPS/images/f0016-01.png
‘% Of population

21% 0.1%
4 3 3 4
Z scores
40 55 70 85 100 15 130 145 160
1Q scores
10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90
T scores.

1 5 10 20 3040506070 80 90 95 99
Percentiles






