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Overview 

These notes will provide you with additional information in personality and emotional intelligence theory 

and measurement to support the classroom learning.  
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Section 1 - Introduction 

Personality: some questions 

Personality is a continually interesting topic for many people with many hoping that understanding their 

personalities better may enable them to make better decisions.  

However, there are many different theories which have attempted to explain personality including 

Freudian, Jungian or behaviourism, Maslow’s needs-based theory or McGregor’s Theory X and Theory 

Y. 

These theories are all attempts to explain personality and may appear to contradict each other as many 

of the experts are still yet to agree on the fundamentally important aspects of personality. 

As well as the theories of personality many people tend to use their own theories based on an 

accumulation of experience, observation and ‘gut feeling’ to understand the personalities of other 

people. Many of the times we find our judgements to be right, even if we do tend to forget the times 

when a judgement comes out wrong.  

Does personality change? 

If we are optimistic or friendly or anxious, are we like that for the rest of our lives? Are you the same 

person that you were ten years ago? What about fifteen or twenty years ago? Are there further 

permutations to consider, do your personality characteristics vary dependent on whether you are with 

friends, your manager, your parents, your children or someone you have only just met? 

It is fair to say that we are ‘work in progress’; if we were not, our personalities would be fixed and our 

perspective on the world would be unchanging. Can you imagine having the same outlook on things as 

adults that we had as teenagers? It is hard to separate ‘outlook’ from ‘personality’ as our personality 

shapes our outlook and, accordingly we are influenced by everything that we experience. Our thinking 

evolves as we mix with different people and mature. We also assume a variety of roles that demand 

adjustments such as parent, manager, teacher or good friend. People can also gain insight from 

experiences, books or films that help them to look at situations in a different way.  

Considering these points, we need to think about how this can affect what we are attempting to do when 

we measure personality within organisations. When using personality tests in selection we are trying to 

predict behaviour and match people’s personality to the requirements of a job.  

Variable situations 

There is the potential that people may change slightly over a period of time, and we can assume that 

organisations will change too. But will they grow together or apart? 
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We are trying to match a possible variable (the candidate) to another variable (the situation). This is 

one of the reasons why some are sceptical about the use of personality tests. Remember that tests 

should never be used in isolation. By combining the information from a personality test with additional 

information from other measures it helps improve the amount of confidence we can have in the 

prediction of the candidates match to the role.  

The concept of variable situations along with the thought that personality may change slightly over time 

raise questions about the lifespan of an assessment and cultural changes in organisational behaviour. 

These points will be touched on later. 

Free will 

The second major discussion point has to do with free will or ‘personal agency’ as it is sometimes called. 

Most of us feel that we have some choice in what we say and do, but is this an illusion? 

You could, if you so wish, ring a friend or do some work on the computer. You can apply this freedom 

to major life decisions – whether or not to marry, take a degree or have children. We may not always 

exercise these choices because of fear or apathy. But we usually have at least some degree of choice. 

The nature/nurture argument is very well known and questions the extent to which the environment 

shapes us. It also raises the point that if we are born with certain inherited characteristics can we be 

held responsible for our actions? 

What the Experts say 

As mentioned earlier, different experts say different things about personality. Here is one definition 

which we will use for now: 

“The term ‘personality’ refers to more or less stable, internal factors that make one person’s behaviour 

consistent from one time to another, and different from the behaviour other people manifest in 

comparable situations (adapted from Child, 1973)”. 

Some important points arise from this definition: 

- The phrase ‘more or less’ – this relates to the stability of personality. There is the possibility of 

long-term personality development due to maturation over the lifespan and there will be short-

term fluctuations due to mood. (link to traits/states) 

- Describing personality as ‘internal’ – we cannot directly observe personality but we can make 

inferences about the underlying personality by observing how people behave. 

- The issue of consistency across situations is probably the most controversial aspect of the 

definition above. In the early days of personality research, purists adopted extreme positions of 

this point, but the predominant view these days is that the way we behave is a function of the 
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combined influence of the traits we were born with and the situations or environments in which 

we find ourselves.  

Our definition of personality needs further clarification. There are various aspects of personality which 

we need to be clear about, such as temperament, motivation, transient mood states and ability.  

 

 

 

Temperament 

Temperament is considered to be slightly different to personality. By temperament we mean a person’s 

habitual style of acting, thinking and feeling. Temperament and life experience interact to form 

personality. 

While our personalities develop and eventually become more or less stable, researchers have long 

known temperament is present in babies at birth or very soon after. Although babies have the same 

sensory abilities, they may be markedly different in temperament – one crying a lot, another crying very 

little; one being fairly placid, another irritable.  

The work of researchers Buss and Plomin (1975) suggests that the environment influences a number 

of inborn or inherited dispositions. Although environmental influences are important in early childhood, 

there are limits as to how far they can modify basic disposition.  

Buss and Plomin (1975) used the statistical procedure factor analysis to identify four temperament 

dimensions:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The acronym EASI can help remember these four dimensions; emotional vs. impassive, active vs. 

lethargic, sociable vs. detached, impulsive vs. deliberate.  

More recently Caspi (2000) concluded a 23-year study which established that only temperaments are 

still present in the majority of young adults.  

Temperament Motivation 
Transient Mood 

States 
Ability 

Emotional Impassive Active Lethargic

Impulsive DeliberateSociable Detached
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Traditionally, it has been supposed that parents shape the behaviour of their children, but researchers 

now believe that not only are some temperamental differences innate but that the infant and parent 

influence each other. This would imply that the child’s behaviour shapes the parent’s response.  

Most nations in the West value citizens who are independent, assertive and motivated to achieve. Apart 

from other considerations, the economic society depends on these characteristics to some degree. 

Non-Western cultures place much less value on independence and self-assertiveness. These cultures 

stress the interdependence of people with others in the community rather than independence from one 

another and the accompanying competitiveness. 

Motivation 

Motivation links very strongly with our values. Our values are the standards which we hold as individuals 

and they influence our actions. Someone who is motivated will engage in an activity more 

enthusiastically than one who is unmotivated. Thus, two managers with equal ability, skills and 

experience might perform very differently if the motivation of one is higher than that of the other.  

General motivation refers to one’s approach to life and will manifest itself in levels of tenacity and 

energy; needs, interests and aspirations are all functions of motivation. It is thought to develop largely 

in childhood. The influence of parents is clearly critical here, but so also are innate temperamental traits. 

General motivation can vary as a result of significant events in one’s life.  

Specific motivation relates to that which is important to the individual. One manager might be motivated 

to achieve higher office, and she will engage in a range of behaviours to fulfil this, such as driving hard 

for results or working long hours. For another manager, maintaining a steady and secure job might be 

the main goal because he is motivated by his strong adherence to family life, which he might have to 

sacrifice to achieve more responsibility.  

Transient Mood States 

These are essentially short-term fluctuations of mood due to internal or external factors. Chemical 

changes in the brain affect our moods, and so might our perception of events. For example, we may 

feel temporarily uplifted if we witness an act of selflessness or bravery. We can be uplifted by music or 

some other artistic event.  

Similarly we can be depressed when we experience what we perceive to be negative events – the key 

point here being that it is our perception of an event that is negative, and not the event itself. When we 

see our local team winning a match we might be uplifted; no doubt someone else will be downhearted. 

Although the event is the same, our perception is different and this will affect our transient state of 

mood. 
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Ability 

It is reasonable to wonder what ability has to do with personality, as personality is linked with the manner 

in which you might behave. 

In terms of the way psychometric tests are classified it is separate. Maximum performance tools 

measure aspects of intellectual ability (i.e. attainment and aptitude), whereas typical performance tools 

measure aspects of behavioural style or motivation (personality). In its broadest definition ‘personality’ 

includes ability since the abilities a person possesses impact on the way temperament is expressed 

and needs are satisfied.  

We might equate ‘ability’ with ‘intelligence’ but many psychologists consider the term ‘intelligence’ 

inappropriate because it implies that intelligence is uni-dimensional. In fact intelligence is multi-faceted, 

there are many different types of intelligence. The pertinent question isn’t ‘how intelligent is this 

individual?’ but rather ‘in what ways is this individual more or less intellectually strong?’ 

It is important not to confuse intellectual ability with thinking style. Many personality measures 

investigate an individual’s learning style by measuring two areas: the extent to which an individual is 

open to experience (types of curiosity, including intellectual curiosity) and their approach to organising 

tasks (conscientiousness). A high score on both of these indicates a ‘good student’. Such people are 

characterised by a real love of learning coupled with diligence and organisation.  

They are not necessarily more intelligent than others but they have high aspirations and are often 

creative in solving problems. Given these personality characteristics, they are likely to be high achievers 

if they enter a field that requires the level and type of intellectual ability that matches their own.  
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Emotional Intelligence  

Along with defining models of personality, psychologists have also investigated how to measure the 

concepts which may influence our behaviours and personalities. One of the main things which can 

influence our behaviour is emotional intelligence. This is something which has gained popularity over 

recent years and has a definite relationship with personality and how individuals interact with their 

environments. 

 

Emotional intelligence is a set of emotional and social skills that influence the way we: 

• Perceive and express ourselves 

• Develop and maintain social relationships 

• Cope with challenges 

• Use emotional information in an effective and meaningful way 

 

 

This model of emotional intelligence shows how a stimulus leads to thoughts and emotions. The 
thoughts and emotions can influence each other and affect the behaviour we display to others.  

By applying emotional intelligence, an individual can recognise, understand and use emotions 
effectively, resulting in more effective behaviour.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Emotional Intelligence 
 

 

Emotional 

Intelligence 

Thoughts 

Emotions 

Stimuli Behaviour 
  

  



   
 

© Psysoft Ltd Introduction to Personality and Emotional Intelligence V1 9 

Emotional intelligence assessments differ in the way they measure emotional intelligence and the 

models which they are based upon.  

 

Emotional Intelligence as an Ability 

The Mayor Salovey and Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test (MSCEIT) measures emotional intelligence 

as an ability. This means there are right and wrong answers. This test uses items which are designed 

to mimic activities which an individual may encounter in everyday life that require them to use emotional 

intelligence skills. This includes things like identifying emotions in facial expressions. 

 

Emotional Intelligence as Frequency of Behaviour 

In contrast to the MSCEIT, the EQ-i 2.0 & EQ360 measure emotional intelligence as frequency of 

behaviour. This means there is no right or wrong answers to these assessments and high scores reflect 

an increased use of that particular skill. This approach allows individuals to develop their emotional 

intelligence skills. 

 

Biological evidence 

The thought that personality can be influenced by someone’s genes and biology can be traced back 

through history. In 400 BC, Hippocrates suggested that an individual’s levels of any of the four body 

humours (yellow or black bile, phlegm or blood) could determine their personality type. It was thought 

that high levels of phlegm could lead to a sluggish personality type and those with excess blood were 

more likely to be cheerful characters.  

Phrenology became popular in the Victorian times when Franz Gall looked at the relationship between 

skull shape/bone formation and personality. Even in the 1950s, physiology was linked to personality 

when Sheldon (1954) observed the link between body types and personality.  

Eysenck continued to study the physiological causes of personality taking a more valid approach to the 

research. Strelau and Eysenck (1987) investigated personality dimensions and arousal. They were able 

to find a link between firing rates of the Central Nervous System (CNS) and introversion, with introverts 

experiencing a higher level of stimulation in the CNS. This is provided as an explanation for the aversion 

to seek external stimulation from interaction with others which is commonly associated with introverts.  

Twin studies show that biology can show that people are prone to certain personality types but are 

shaped by the environment. Identical twins have been found to share personality traits to a high degree. 

(Bouchard & McGue, 1990; Plomin & McClearn, 1993). 

The biological research would suggest that there is a genetic predisposition to certain personality 

characteristics, but environmental factors go on to shape the individual’s personality. 
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Section 2 - Personality Theory 

Within this section we will take a look at each of the theories which have contributed to our 

understanding of personality today.  

 

 

 

Psychoanalysis 

Most people are familiar with the term ‘psychoanalysis’ even if they know very little about it; they 

certainly would have heard the name of Sigmund Freud. Although Freud is regarded as the first 

practitioner of psychoanalysis, he himself insisted on several occasions that the originator of the 

psychoanalytic method was a colleague, Joseph Brewster. 

Freud 

Freud was one of the intellectual giants of the 20th century, his impact extending beyond psychology to 

the arts, the humanities and to society generally. Some of his ideas have become so absorbed into our 

language – the concept of the ego, the unconscious, defence mechanisms, the interpretation of dreams 

and free association – that their relatively recent origins are forgotten.  

The ‘Freudian slip’ has become a cliché. We refer to ‘kicking the cat’ (displacement) and ‘there are none 

so blind as those who don’t want to see’ (repression or dissociation). It is as if these expressions have 

always been around.  

Free association refers to a technique that psychoanalysts use to enable a patient to recover 

unconscious conflicts. The patient is encouraged to say whatever comes to mind without editing or 

censoring. If the patient is blocked or unable to recall the details of an event, Freud believed that this 

was the result of unconscious control over sensitive areas which should therefore be explored.  

And yet, in spite of Freud’s pre-eminence in the field, academic psychologists do not embrace all his 

ideas – simply because many of them are unscientific in the sense that they are incapable of being 

tested. Also, one has to bear in mind that his theories were developed from observations in his clinical 

practice, in which he dealt with middle-class patients in 19th century Vienna who were undergoing 

analysis. But although psychologists who followed Freud may not have accepted all his ideas, it is 

unlikely that any would refuse to accept the notions of the unconscious or the ego, for example. 

Freud had no personality theory as such, and yet all his work was to do with personality. He refined and 

developed his ideas throughout his working life.  

 

 

Psychoanalysis 
Social Learning 

Theory 
Humanistic 
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Psychoanalytic Approaches – the mind as an iceberg 

Freud compared the mind to an iceberg, with a small part of it visible above the surface (the conscious) 

and the remainder submerged the (unconscious). The submerged part is the repository for our 

passions, impulses and memories that affect our behaviour and thoughts. The term ‘psychoanalytic’ is 

used to describe the notion that much of what drives our behaviour is below the level of consciousness, 

Freud was the first to propose that it is the unconscious, rather than the conscious, that is the source 

of our motivation.  

Freud believed that our thoughts, actions and emotions are instigated by causes. He called this 

psychological determinism. These events are caused by unsatisfied drives and unconscious wishes. 

Slips of the tongue (Freudian slips), humour, dreams and forgetting, all serve the function of relieving 

physical tension by gratifying unfulfilled wishes. 

Id, Ego and Superego 

According to Freud, our personality has three elements – the id, the ego and the superego. 

 

 

 

 

The id is the most basic part of our personality, and the ego and the superego develop from that. The 

id is responsible for our basic biological drives – the need to eat, drink, eliminate wastes, avoid pain 

and gain sexual pleasure. He believed that aggression and the need for sex are basic drives, and are 

the most important determinants of personality. The id seeks immediate gratification of these impulses.  

The ego is that part of the personality that is grounded in realism. Whilst the id demands pleasure and 

gratification, the ego develops in the young child as a result of parental control. Therefore, bladder and 

bowel actions are reserved for the lavatory, hunger is held at bay until someone provides food, and 

sexual activity is reserved for an appropriate time and circumstance. The ego decides which id impulses 

are appropriate and can be satisfied.  

The superego is the third part of the personality and is most closely related to conscience. It reflects 

the values and morals of society as taught to the child by parents and others. It has developed in 

response to reward and punishment. If, then, a person ignores the superego’s standards, this is likely 

to produce anxiety, related to the anxiety of losing the parent’s love as a child.  

These three elements – the id, ego and the superego – can be regarded as being in opposition to each 

other with the id demanding immediate gratification, the ego postponing it until it is realistic, and the 

superego fighting both of them on the grounds of moral conduct and social rules. These three elements 

are the protagonists in the battle between our biological urges and society.  

ID 
EGO 

Superego 
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For example, on a cold winter’s morning your id may want you to stay in bed and sleep. Your superego 

feels strongly that you must go to work and that absence is unacceptable, so your ego finds the 

compromise by making you go to work - but when you get there you are lethargic and unproductive. 

Even though your mind may not be focused on the task, your ego will feel as though it is meeting the 

need to satisfy the demands of society by making sure your body is present. 

 

 

 

 

 

You can see, therefore, that with the concept of the id, ego and superego, Freud has neatly accounted 

for the inconsistencies in our behaviour. Other psychologists have used the concept of personality 

traits to account for the underlying consistency in our behaviour. Still others say that behaviour is largely 

influenced by the situations in which we find ourselves. We shall examine these ideas shortly.  

Although Freud adjusted his theories throughout his life, he was also very dogmatic on some issues. 

As a result, many of his brilliant associates – Carl Jung and Alfred Alder in particular – broke away from 

him and established their own psychological theories. 

The Psychoanalytic Theory of Personality 

Freud took a somewhat bleak view of human nature. If his theory of psychological determinism is right, 

then to what extent do we have free will? Is it all determined? Can we modify our personalities at all? 

These are of course philosophical questions as much as psychological ones. 

Freud believed that forces beyond our control determine our behaviour, thereby depriving us of our 

psychological freedom. Emphasising our unconscious motivations deprives us of our rationality. So 

according to Freud our personalities are relatively fixed, being determined by drives of which we are 

unconscious and by events in our environment during the first five years of life. It is as if we are passive 

spectators watching the ego battle it out with the id and the superego.  

Strengths and Limitations of Psychoanalytic Theory 

Freud’s achievements are regarded by many as the equal of Copernicus, Darwin and Einstein. In 

contrast, few philosophical ideas have been subjected to as much ridicule and criticism, and efforts to 

test his theories have produced mixed results. Many of his ideas cannot be tested objectively. In 

addition, his psychoanalytic theories appear to be so broad and all-embracing that many feel they 

cannot be completely accepted. Nevertheless, Freud’s impact has been immense. The controversy and 

EGO 

ID Superego 
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interest which he sparked has led to an increase in publicity and many of the theoretical developments 

in personality theory. 

Social Learning Theory 

The Importance of the Environment 

Social learning emphasises the importance of environmental or situational factors in the development 

of behaviour. It is the interaction between the individual and the environment that shapes the behaviour.  

Social learning theory is partly based on the work of B.F. Skinner, a behaviourist, claiming that 

behaviour can be explained in terms of its consequences. Given the same situation, we are likely to 

behave in a similar manner. Both behaviourists and social learning theorists stress the importance of 

the environment. They place less emphasis on deep-seated personality traits. The behaviourist school 

of psychology features in some training programmes such as assertiveness training.  

Skinner took the behaviourist view to an extreme position. He believed that it was unproductive to refer 

to structures of personality that cannot be observed, such as the id, the ego and the superego. His 

theories concentrated not on the person but on the environment that influences the person and can be 

directly observed. 

Bandura’s Expectancy Theory 

Social learning theorists have blended some of Skinner’s ideas with their own. One such person is 

Albert Bandura.  

Bandura did not see behaviour as largely determined by inner forces of which we are unaware. Neither 

did he see it as being primarily regulated through the environment. For Bandura, cognitive processing 

– thinking style – was important.  

One important aspect of this is known as expectancy theory (Bandura, 1977). This means that 

someone might expect a certain outcome in response to an action and that may be the reason for doing 

it. But in different situations expectancies may vary. For example, a manager might bully a junior 

member of staff by verbally abusing him. If he gets whatever it might be that he wants from this action, 

he will learn that bullying works in that situation. If, however, he is caught bullying and is disciplined, the 

situation has changed and in future his expectancy might change.  

Observational Learning 

Bandura (1977) believed that much social learning takes place simply by watching the consequences 

of someone else’s behaviour. We see what other people do and what happens as a result and from this 

we learn new responses. This theory suggests observation is sufficient for learning and we do not 

require any direct experience. 
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In a business context, imagine that you are to chair a meeting. Although this is not one of your strengths 

you are at an advantage because you had a good role model. Your previous boss was particularly good 

at this and you watched how she controlled a meeting, kept to the agenda, remained objective and 

encouraged contributions from those who might be shy. So you copy her behaviour at meetings. You 

are still you: your personality has not changed, but you have learned to adapt your behaviour to deal 

successfully with a certain situation. Your learned behaviour works, meetings run smoothly, and you 

are gratified.  

For the social learning theorist, the most important personality characteristics are those that determine 

how people respond to and categorise various situations, and how much value they place on reinforcers 

and punishers.  

Self-efficacy 

Bandura also developed a concept he called self-efficacy (1977). This is a belief in one’s ability to 

succeed in the tasks one sets out to accomplish. It is a subjective judgement, reflecting what the person 

believes he can do. It does not necessarily relate to what he can do.  

Someone might have a high degree of self-efficacy, but their actual performance level might not warrant 

it. Conversely, they could have a high level of skill but, if their self-efficacy is low, they are less likely to 

perform well. Usually, however, self-efficacy and skill are about the same (Roberts, 2000). 

Interacting with the Environment 

Walter Mischel (1968), like Bandura, believed that much of our personality is learned through interaction 

with the environment. But he also argued that differences in our individual thinking processes account 

for the differences in personality. He outlined five elements that he thought figured very largely in our 

social learning: 

Competencies – we have different skills and capacities. When we use those that seem to work well 

and produce the desired result, we are likely to use these attributes again in similar circumstances. 

They therefore become a reinforcer to our behaviour, so we might use the same behaviour in future.  

Encoding strategies and personal constructs – we differ in the way we process information. Driving 

fast down the motorway might be fun for one person but terrifying for another. 

Expectancies – on the basis of our past behaviour and knowledge of current situations, we form 

expectancies about the effects of our behaviour. 

Subjective values – the degree to which we value certain reinforcers over others influences our 

behaviour. We seek the outcomes we value most.  
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Self-regulatory systems and goals – we monitor our progress towards achieving goals and subject 

ourselves to self-punishment or reinforcement, depending on our progress. We may modify our plans 

in the light of this.  

Mischel’s view is that our thoughts and behaviours are undergoing constant change as a result of 

interaction with our environment. Our competencies, values and expectancies are in a constant state 

of flux with the situations in which we find ourselves.  

Locus of Control 

Other social learning theorists – notable J.B. Rotter – have advanced a theory that the extent to which 

one feels in control of particular situations is also an element of personality. This concept has been 

called the locus of control. 

Those who have an external locus of control believe that, largely, they are controlled by 

environmental factors rather than by their own volition. They tend to regard themselves as victims of 

events over which they have no control.  

People who have an internal locus of control broadly believe that rewards are dependent on their 

own behaviour. Both of these extremes can be exaggerated – none of us is completely in charge of our 

destiny. But those with an internal locus of control are likely to say something like, ‘You make your own 

luck in this world’ whereas those with an external locus of control are more likely to say ‘Look what life’s 

done to me’.  

For example, someone may say that getting their BPS Occupational Test User Certificate in Personality 

testing depends on how diligent she is. That would be the internal locus of control. The external locus 

of control would be expressed as: “whether I succeed or not depends largely on the tutor”. 

Strengths and Limitations of Social Learning Theory 

Its strength is that it focuses on the direct study of behaviour and stresses rigorous experimentation. A 

weakness is that it ignores the biological influences on personality development and is often more 

descriptive than explanatory. 
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The Humanistic Approach 

The humanistic approach to the study of personality is essentially optimistic. It emphasises the positive 

and fulfilling aspects of life. Humanistic psychologists are interested in the potential of the human being, 

in personal growth and satisfaction. They are not generally concerned with traits or with predicting 

behaviour. The focus is on how the individual sees events to them. It is a holistic view of human nature 

– looking at the whole person.  

In the first half of the 20th century the emphasis in psychology was largely on psychoanalysis (Freud) 

and behaviourism (Watson and Skinner). These were thought to be the crucial techniques of studying 

and understanding human behaviour. Their influence has been significant but they came to be modified 

as a result of research on changes in society.  

The 1950s and particularly the 1960s were times of great social change. The old order changed; 

deference to authority waned considerably; the message was that you were as good as anyone else, 

and that you could be anything you wanted to be. 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

In the early 1960s, a group of American psychologists formed the Association of Humanistic 

Psychology. The most influential of these were Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers. Maslow developed 

what came to be known as the hierarchy of needs (1970). This theory posits that our needs range 

from the basic (food, shelter, drink, sleep, sex) through to ‘self-actualisation’ which means fulfilling one’s 

potential or ‘becoming what one is capable of being’.  

In between these extremes come such things as safety and economic security, the need for affection 

or intimacy, competence, self-actualisation, self-respect and respect by others. We can readily see 

these in operation in society – we are all familiar with the person intent on making as much money as 

possible and, having done so, who then wants respect in the form of high office or honours. Maslow’s 

theory certainly seems to have applicability in the industrial and commercial world. 
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Maslow’s research methods were not as strictly scientific as those of, say, Skinner. Maslow believed 

that such limitations were not suitable for his research. His work seems to underline the fact that rigorous 

scientific procedures may not permit research into important human questions.  

Theory of Self-concept 

Carl Rogers also believed that people are inherently good and that they aspire to self-actualisation. 

Rogers had worked with people who had emotional problems and became interested in what he saw 

as people’s ability to grow, mature and make positive changes in their lives. He believed that the 

actualising tendency was the basic force that motivated people to grow. He saw the human being as a 

growing organism that seeks to fulfil its potential within the limits of its heredity. He thought that people 

may not always clearly see which actions may lead to growth and which may lead to regression but 

that, once the path is clear, people choose to grow rather than regress. 

Rogers called his approach person-centred therapy. This assumes that people have the motivation 

and ability to change, given the right circumstances. It also assumes that they are in the best position 

to decide on the direction that change should take. The role of the therapist in this case is to act as a 

sounding board while the individual explores his or her problems. Note that this is different from 

psychoanalytic theory in which the therapist analyses the patient's history and devises a remedy for his 

or her perceived problems.  

The central concept in Rogers's theory is the self or self-concept (he uses the words interchangeably). 

The self consists of all the ideas, perceptions and values that make up 'I' or 'me'. It is an awareness of 

'what I am' and 'what I can do'. The theory is that your self-concept influences your feelings and that 

these in turn influence your behaviour. It is only a short step from this to believing that, if you feel good 

about yourself, you are likely to behave in a manner that reflects this. If you don't feel good about 

yourself, that too is likely to be reflected in your dealings with others. Transactional analysis (TA) grew 

out of the humanistic school of psychology, and many may be familiar with the title of its best-selling 

book ‘I'm OK, You’re OK’ (Harris, 1973).  

The key difference between Maslow and Rogers is that, while they both believed in progression to 

self-actualisation, Rogers did not see personality development through a hierarchy of needs but 

through the self-concept or one's opinion of oneself. 

He argued that all people have a need for varying degrees of positive regard - approval, warmth, 

love, respect and affection (in varying degrees) flowing from others. To develop a psychologically 

healthy personality we need to develop a positive self-image. We are likely to be happy if we feel that 

others are happy with us. We are unhappy with ourselves when others are disappointed in us.  

Positive regard is usually conditional. Parents will act approvingly to a child who is helpful around the 

house. The approval is likely to reinforce the behaviour. When the child is naughty the parents 

disapprove and so he learns that approval depends on what he does. It is therefore conditional. 
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Positive self-regard is not such a good concept if it is taken to the extreme. For example, if one's 

behaviour is always determined by seeking positive self-regard from others, then this might stand in the 

way of self-actualisation.  

Rogers believed that the solution to this problem was unconditional positive regard. This means love 

or acceptance that has no strings attached. In this context if a child misbehaves the parents should 

focus on the behaviour and not on the child. In this way the child learns that the behaviour is wrong, but 

that the parents still love her. In an organisational setting performance management comes to mind. 

Attention is often focused negatively on some mistake or performance shortcoming, but in a way that 

might leave the employee feeling that he or she is inadequate as a person. 

Kelly's Personal Construct Theory  

As stated earlier, humanistic psychologists are concerned about how people feel about themselves and 

how they perceive themselves to be. George Kelly’s (1955) personal construct theory takes a more 

cognitive approach. 

Kelly believed that trait psychologists try to characterise personality on dimensions that they have 

constructed. Kelly felt it would be more valuable to discover the dimensions that individuals themselves 

use to interpret or construe themselves and the social worlds in which they live.  

With this end in mind, he devised a system for eliciting an individual's personal constructs known as a 

repertory grid. Along the top of the grid would be a list of people who are important to the individual. 

The individual is then asked to look at these people in groups of three, noting any two that are alike and 

one that is unlike the other two. An X is placed in the cells of the two that are most alike, but different 

from the third.  

Consider this example. It shows that 'best friend' and 'myself' are most alike because we are 

'analytical'. This description would be the construct. The next question is: in what way would 

'mother' be different from 'best friend' and 'myself? The answer in this case is 'emotional' and this 

description would be called the contrast. For the person completing this hypothetical grid then, 

the dimension analytical-emotional is one of the personal constructs that the subject uses to 

interpret or construe his interpersonal world. In the next row we see 'mother' and 'brother' as being 

'domineering' with 'wife' being unlike either of them - 'patient'. So the next dimension is 

domineering-patient. We then see 'myself' and 'colleague' as 'fun-loving' with 'cousin' being unlike 

either, as 'humourless'.  

This procedure is continued with each set of triads. On completion, the therapist will have valuable 

information about the client and will be able to explore those themes that seem to be important to 

him. It might be that the client is very attracted to creative people, or that he sees authority and 

power as important in his life. The construct-contrast pair does not have to be 'opposites' in the 

logical sense of the word. For example, 'best friend' and 'myself' could be 'analytical' and 'mother' 

could be 'clever'.  
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An example of role construct repertory grid 
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Construct Contrast 

X O X       Analytical Emotional 

 X  X  O    Domineering Patient 

X    X  O   Fun-loving Humourless 

 

Strengths and Limitations of Humanistic Theory  

The humanistic approach to psychology has been all encompassing. It has reached into every 

area of our lives. There is no newspaper that does not regularly feature articles on self-

development, assertiveness, being more confident, getting ahead and fulfill ing your ambitions.  

America has led the way in espousing the concept of self-actualisation, but the concept has its 

critics. A telling argument against such an approach is this: with attention so closely focused on 

personal development and the self, who is paying attention to the needs of the community and of 

other people generally?  

The humanistic theory of personality is useful in therapeutic settings.  

Its main drawbacks are that it contains vague concepts that are not capable of being tested and 

it is primarily descriptive.   
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Typologies 

Classifying people into types has a long history, going back at least as far as the Ancient Greeks who 

distinguished the sanguine, phlegmatic, choleric and melancholic types. More recently one researcher, 

Sheldon (1954), reported correlations between three types of physique and temperament. The 

endomorph was soft and round and had a relaxed and sociable temperament; the mesomorph was 

muscular and athletic and was thought to be energetic and assertive. He suggested that ectomorphs 

were willowy and shy. However, the evidence was not strong, and his theory did not take root. Indeed, 

Mischel (1968) found no strong associations between body type and personality.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The most successful classification, however, appears to derive from Carl Jung’s theory of personality 

types. Jung was a follower of Freud and so belonged to the psychoanalytic school, but his theories have 

been embraced by psychometricians decades on from his original work. Jung’s typology was based on 

his clinical observations. He tried not to categorise individuals into types but noted that many individuals 

demonstrated a preference for some behaviours over others. He developed a theory which included 

introverted and extraverted attitudes and these were subdivided into those with predispositions for 

sensing, intuition, thinking and feeling. Isabel Myers and her daughter Katherine Briggs later adapted 

this concept into a personality inventory – the Myers Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI; 1962). 

The theories described above are called type theories: most of these are based on the proposition that 

people can be categorised into types that are different from each other. Many sciences use typologies. 
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As their simplicity makes them appealing, but this may be unsuited to capturing the complexities of 

human personality.  

Roger Pearman advanced these theories by aligning the development of the Pearman Personality 

Integrator more closely to Carl Jung’s original type theory. The Pearman Personality Integrator moves 

away from the over-simplification of the classification approach to personality type by looking at 

personality from a deeper level by presenting the concept that everyone exhibits behaviours associated 

with every “psychological type” to a greater or lesser extent. This adaptation to more traditional 

approaches to type theory is better suited to describe the range of personalities we encounter every 

day.  

Strengths and Limitations of Type Theory  

Type theory of personality is one of the most dominant and popularised theories in the 21st century. 

While this theory does give us, as researchers and assessors, a systematic framework which can 

underpin assessments, this theory has been criticised for being too simplistic.  

Some critics have said that the school of thought which classifies individuals into different personality 

types over-simplifies a very complex concept. This theory can be seen as restricting to individuals who 

feel they behave differently depending on the context. However, the simplicity of this theory can make 

it a useful theory to begin coaching or therapy with. 
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Personality Traits 

Personality traits are characteristics, each of which we can possess to a greater or lesser extent. We 

shall see more about this later. 

There are four key things to understand about trait theories. 

1. You can imagine types as being discrete or self-contained, but personality traits can be 

regarded as forming a continuum from low to high.  

2. Traits underlie the behaviours we see people showing. For example, someone with a high level 

of the trait of friendliness may show it in a variety of ways – offering help, showing interest, 

initiating conversation, etc. Her friendliness will be the cement that binds these behaviours 

together, and it will prevail across a variety of situations at work, sitting on a bus or in some 

organisation or club, for example, but the particular ways in which she shows it won’t always 

be the same. 

3. Differences between people in how they behave are not accounted for solely on the basis of 

how much they have of individual traits, but also on the basis of how the various traits interact 

with each other. 

To explain this, imagine two managers for whom honesty is important. One may not be 

completely honest about the shortcomings of his subordinates when conducting her annual 

performance appraisal, because she is a valued member of his staff, and he does not wish to 

upset her. For him, sensitivity ranks higher than honesty (with a touch of self-interest too). The 

other manager, in a similar situation, ranks honesty higher than sensitivity and will not be 

concerned if this upsets people. ‘You’ve got to be straight with people’, she will say. 

4. It is also the case that two people may share the same traits, but use it for different purposes. 

One person might be persuasive and dominant and use this trait is primarily to feed his need 

for power and status, regardless of whether the situation demands it. The other may use it 

primarily to influence clients, and so benefit his organisation. Here we are seeing the interaction 

between temperament and motivation. 

To make an analogy with architecture, we may have the same building blocks (traits) in two separate 

structures, but the buildings may be quite different. 
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The main advantages and limitations of key approaches to personality 

Theory 
Primary 
figures 

Primary 
emphasis 

Primary strengths 
Primary 
limitations 

Psychoanalytic 
Freud, Jung, 
Adler, Horney, 
Erikson 

Unconscious 
psychic conflicts; 
expression of 
anxiety-provoking 
ideas and desires 

The idea that 
behaviour may be 
influenced by forces 
outside conscious 
awareness 

Basic concepts 
are not 
empirically 
testable 

Social Learning 
Bandura, 
Mischel, Rotter 

Personality is 
determined by 
both the 
consequences of 
behaviour and 
our perception of 
them 

Focuses on direct 
study of behaviour 
and stresses 
rigorous 
experimentation 

Ignores 
biological 
influences on 
personality 
development; 
often more 
descriptive than 
explanatory 

Humanistic 
Maslow, Rogers, 
Kelly 

Stresses the 
positive aspects 
of human nature 
and how to 
become a better 
person 

Useful in therapeutic 
settings 

Contains vague 
and untestable 
concepts; 
primarily 
descriptive 

Type theories 
Jung, Sheldon,  
Myers & Briggs 

Assumes that a 
person fits neatly 
into a type. 
 
Proposes that 
individuals have a 
preferred type of 
attitude and 
thought process 

Categorises people 
into neat types. 
Allows for some 
individual differences  
 
Allows individuals to 
be more than one 
type. 

Unable to show 
gradations of 
characteristic. 
 
Can be fairly 
complex and 
difficult to 
understand. 

Trait 
Allport, Cattell, 
Eysenck 

An individual’s 
traits determine 
personality 

Focuses on stability 
of behaviour over 
long periods; tries to 
measure traits 
objectively 

Largely 
descriptive; 
ignores 
situational 
variables that 
may affect 
behaviour 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   
 

© Psysoft Ltd Introduction to Personality and Emotional Intelligence V1 25 

Section 3 - Personality Assessment 

You have now gained some insight into the main ideas that psychologists have proposed over the 

years. The next step is to see how psychological concepts can be used in personality assessments. 

We shall look first at the way in which we informally come to conclusions about the personality of others. 

We then move on to the explicit ways in which we conduct assessments and finally note some of the 

issues on which we need to be aware. 

Implicit Theories and Personality Assessment 

Describing People 

We may describe people as conscientious or carefree, both of which summon up other characteristics 

such as reliable and hard-working, relaxed and cheerful. These sorts of theories are called implicit 

theories. They are implicit because they do not involve scientific measurement or evaluation. Nor do 

we ever fully articulate them. We simply develop them based on our life experiences. However, they do 

have much in common with the trait approach to personality. The difference is that explicit theories have 

been measured and tested, whereas implicit theories have not.  

This does not mean that they are less valuable. Despite being untested in the scientific sense, they are 

a valuable part of our decision making and information processing. Because our implicit theories 

develop as we develop, they are part of our personalities themselves. They reflect not only our own 

personalities but also our culture. We expect there to be differences in the behaviour of males and 

females and our implicit theories extend to other cultures, classes and occupational stereotypes.  

They also influence what we observe about others. Our attention is selective, concentrating on what fits 

in with our beliefs and overlooking that which does not. If we were not to do this and sought some ‘proof’ 

for all our implicit theories, our judgements and dealings with others would become extraordinarily 

complicated and time-consuming. Other factors are also important: consider, for example, our 

emotional state at the time we are observing and making judgements. A positive mood is likely to elicit 

positive inferences about others; negative thoughts are likely to invoke negative inferences. 

We have referred elsewhere to consistency in the context of our own behaviour, but there is also a 

consistency element to our perceptions of others. When we have formed an impression of someone, it 

seems that we are reluctant to change it. Even if we see a person acting inconsistently with our 

behavioural model, we may well stick with our original perception.  

It is as if we cannot imagine them in other circumstances, demonstrating other characteristics. 

We talk of ‘famous personalities’ and of those with weak or strong personalities. We even talk of those 

with no personality. Some of our implicit theories become stereotypes – perhaps using pejorative 

language. We say that Latin races are hot-blooded, Americans are extraverts, and the British are 
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reserved. We know it is ridiculous to generalise about a whole population, but that does not prevent us 

from doing it! 

Our interaction with others is also a factor that affects our subjective assessments. The model that we 

form of another person is likely to influence the behaviour we demonstrate. It is also the case that we 

are aware of being assessed by others. We know that other people are forming their implicit theories 

about us and that in itself leads us to project those characteristics we wish to reveal and hide those we 

do not.  

Our preconceived notions of how people behave lead us to generalise beyond our observations. We 

simply fill in the missing data according to our implicit personality theories. Many things about another 

person appear to be constant – gestures, manner of speaking, physical appearance – we assume that 

their personality is constant as well. 

A recent television programme of embarrassing ‘out-takes’ featured a well-known weatherman smiling 

and hoping that everyone would enjoy the fine weather for the weekend, and then ranting and raving at 

some malfunction in the studio when he thought the camera had been switched off. The humour hinged 

entirely on the fact that we had never seen him behave outside the highly structured situation in which 

the weatherman operates. We have seen him in the same situation so many times, behaving in the 

same manner and we assumed that he would behave in the same manner in all situations. We have no 

evidence for this, but we do not allow that to influence us. Of course our common-sense would tell us 

differently if we took a few moments to think about it. However, our everyday lives would become most 

tedious if we sought evidence for every opinion and judgement that we make and casual conversation 

would be impossible. This is probably the main reason why we fall back on implicit theories of 

personality.  

Shared understanding 

Just take a few moments to think about someone you know well. How would you describe him or her? 

It is most likely that you have thought about that person in terms of personality traits such as warm, 

distant, friendly or cheerful. As we have said, these implicit theories are unscientific. We arrive at these 

descriptions simply on the basis of our knowledge of people. But although they are unscientific, they 

may be fairly accurate at least in as much that others might agree with your description.  

Inter-subjectivity is the word that psychologists give to the degree of shared understanding that we 

might have about a specific characteristic. Trait labels such as ‘outgoing’, ‘lively’, ‘dominant’ and ‘tense’ 

can mean somewhat different things to people, thereby increasing the risk of bias and error.  

If, however, we describe the behaviour rather than just giving it a label, we are more likely to convey 

our ideas accurately. Instead of saying a person is lively, we could say ‘He enjoys gatherings at which 

there is plenty of action, he usually has plenty to say and is entertaining’. This turns the word ‘lively’ into 

a behavioural statement and conveys more clearly what we mean. 
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Explicit Theories and Personality Assessment 

Various approaches to personality assessment are discussed here, starting with brief descriptions of 

techniques that are not often used in occupational settings, but which are included here for 

completeness. 

Psychoanalytic Approaches 

Psychoanalysts need access to the unconscious mind so have developed assessment tools called 

Projective Tests. Respondents are asked what they see in an ambiguous stimulus. Responses reflect 

the projection of unconscious processes onto the stimulus. The most widely used projective tests are 

‘The Rorschach’ (Rorschach, 1921) ink blots, and The Thematic Apperception Test, (Murray, 1938) in 

which the stimuli are pictures about which the respondent must tell a story. Such techniques require a 

high level of clinical training. 

Humanistic Approaches 

In an earlier section we described Repertory grid as methods arising from this approach. The advantage 

of such methods is that the constructs used have meaning for the individual.  

Physiological Methods 

You will have heard of ‘lie detector’ machines. These measure skin resistance to small electrical 

currents. Given the greater precision of physiological measurement it would useful to be able to 

measure personality in the way. In general though, physiological changes are more indicative of states 

than traits.  

Psychometric Approach 

There are hundreds of personality questionnaires on the market today measuring various sub-sets of 

traits. An important issue is to think about which are the most important traits to be measured. Decisions 

about what to measure may be made on the basis of a particular theory or by talking to intended users 

about what is important to them. By far the most exhaustive approach, though, has become known as 

the psycholexical approach. This is based on the premise that the richest source of wisdom about 

personality is everyday language. Both Gordon Allport and Raymond Cattell believed that if mankind 

had observed a personality characteristic, there would be a word for it, and therefore an examination of 

a dictionary would be a good starting point. Allport was the first to collect all these words together, 

(Allport and Odbert, 1936) and Cattell was the first to attempt to base a personality tool on them.  
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Factor Analytic Approach 

Cattell used both rational deduction and statistics to identify the fewest number of traits that could 

account for all words in Allport’s list. First, he reduced the list rationally, by eliminating rare words and 

synonyms. After years of work he was able to get down to 171 categories of traits. He then asked people 

to rate people they knew well on these personality traits. He used a statistical technique called factor 

analysis to arrive at twelve underlying personality factors. Finally, he added four more from factor-

analysing self-ratings.  

The resulting sixteen factors formed the basis of the Sixteen-Personality Factor Questionnaire (16PF), 

a major landmark in personality testing first published in 1949. Today the 16PF is in its 5th edition (Cattell 

et al., 1994). 

Factor analysis is a mathematical procedure developed by Spearman (1904) and Pearson which 

allows investigators to identify the underlying factors that account for why certain groups of variables 

co-exist together. For example, there is a correlation between initiating conversation, being open, 

having a lively style, enjoying social content and being team-oriented. Factor analysis allows us to 

identify that these characteristics tend to be grouped statistically together in people. Underlying them is 

a broader factor that we might call extraversion. Extraversion is the common root from which this group 

of behaviours arises.  

Hans Eysenck also used factor analysis but he believed there were three major personality factors: 

extraversion-introversion, neuroticism-stability, and later he added psychoticism (a tendency to be 

aggressive, egocentric and antisocial), but this was not as well researched.  

Criticisms of Trait-based Approaches 

Allport acknowledged the value of the trait approach but felt that it did not completely describe an 

individual’s personality (1937). Anyone who has used a trait-based personality assessment will no doubt 

confirm the truth of this: two people may have very similar traits but be unlike in many ways. There is, 

however, enough value in the process for it to be thoroughly worthwhile. 

Some psychologists have been critical of trait theory on the grounds that traits might not really exist. 

The argument is that, since people are so variable over time and in different situations, can it be that 

there are collections of traits that are stable? We may be assertive with some people and perhaps 

submissive with others – and different in different situations. It is this variability that has prevented traits 

becoming quite as successful in predicting behaviour as had been hoped. 

However, this in no way diminishes the work of outstanding thinkers in the field, whose research has 

enabled us to at least use some methods that provide a high degree of accuracy.  

What we try to do with psychometric tests: 
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- In selection, we are trying to predict how well someone might fit into a job – but remember that 

the job changes as does the organisational climate; 

- In counselling, we are trying to give the test taker clearer insight, perhaps so that she can make 

better decisions about her future career– but people develop and careers change; 

- In personal development, we are hoping to provide the test taker with an insight into his 

strengths and to identify any characteristics that might need to be addressed for his future 

benefit – but we don’t know how these might change or what sort of future this might be. 

Even if one’s personality were going to be completely stable, its environment is dynamic. In each of the 

situations listed above the task is to identify those characteristics highlighted in the job description and 

person specification that are important and seem to go to the root of the purpose of the assessment. It 

is these characteristics that you are hoping to see in the test results. When you are satisfied about that, 

you can look at other factors that appear to be less important. 

The Big Five 

Cattell found 16 personality factors, while Eysenck found three. There seems to be no clear answer as 

to how many there might be, but in the last thirty years or so a consensus has emerged that there are 

five major traits and today many personality instruments are based on what has become known as the 

Big Five. The Big Five has become so pre-eminent that it is unlikely that any new major personality 

test could ignore its properties. 

The Big Five constructs are:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Big Five model of personality traits is derived from two lines of research. You will recall that Allport 

used the psycholexical approach, and that Cattell refined this further using the factor analytic approach. 

The Big 
Five

Extraversion

Agreeableness

Conscient
-iousness

Openness 
to 

Experience

Emotional 
Reactivity
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The ‘Big Five model’ and the ‘Five Factor model’ names are often used interchangeably, but we need 

to be clear about this – the Five Factor model was developed from the Big Five by Costa and McCrae 

(1992). These two approaches have produced structures that are remarkably similar.  

Extraversion / 

Introversion 

These characteristics have been studied and discussed more than any other, 

perhaps because they are more apparent to the observer. Carl Jung defined 

Extraversion as the turning of psychic energy towards the external world. 

Introversion refers to an inward flow towards the depths of the psyche.  

The extravert is outgoing, interested in other people and events in the external 

world. Introverts take a keen interest in their own psyche, and often prefer to be 

alone. These two characteristics are present in almost all personality measures 

of a multi-dimensional nature.  

Agreeableness 

 

This dimension is a composite of love and hate, solidarity, conflict, co-operation 

and kindness. These are of course as old as mankind, but they only appeared 

as an integrated personality dimension with the advent of the Big Five.  

Agreeableness is linked to good health. Coronary heart disease is more likely to 

develop in competitive and hostile people than in those who are easy-going and 

patient. 

Conscientiousness 

 

This characteristic has been consistently related to school performance and job 

performance. It represents being organised, systematic, efficient, practical and 

steady. All these are of course necessary ingredients of the need to achieve. 

 

Emotional Reactivity 

/ Neuroticism 

 

The first personality questionnaire to try to assess these characteristics was 

Woodworth’s Personal Data Sheet. It was used during WW1 to assess soldiers’ 

ability to cope with stress and was formally published in 1920 (No copies of this 

questionnaire are thought to still exist). 

Neuroticism featured in the work of Cattell and Eysenck. It has been found to be 

relevant in assessing personality disorders and as a predictor of school 

attainment.  

 

Openness to 

Experience  

 

Some psychologists feel that this is less relevant as a personality factor and 

should not be in the Big Five. The argument is that intelligence is not, strictly 

speaking, part of personality. It is, however, a major influence on how we might 

view the personality of another. For example, it is easy to think of an extreme 

extravert with low intellect and another with high intellect which makes the 

resolution of this argument seems obvious. 
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Emotional Intelligence Approaches  

While many researchers were focused on trait theories of personality, other researchers were 

investigating how emotional information may be influencing the way in which we behave and interact 

with the world. This concept and subsequent assessments emerged from work which investigated the 

concept of intelligence.   

Edward Thorndike (1920) was a lecturer at Columbia University for most of his career. His work 

underpins modern-day Educational Psychology and has been applied in Behaviourism. During his 

research into intelligence, Edward Thorndike began to make reference to a ‘social intelligence’, 

alongside IQ and general intelligence and acknowledged that maybe there was another element to 

intelligence. Following this, David Wechsler (1943) continued work exploring the concept of 

intelligence and discussed non-intellective aspects of intelligence, including affective parts. Despite 

calling for both intellective and affective aspects to be included in a ‘complete’ assessment, the affective 

factors were not included in Wechsler’s IQ tests. The measurement of alternative intelligences seemed 

to be difficult to get off the ground, so most of the resources at the time focused on the more tangible, 

cognitive intelligence. This trend extended until the mid-1950s when Albert Ellis (1955) developed 

Rational Emotive Therapy (RET). RET allowed individuals to use logical processes to help them to 

understand their emotions and how they impact their behaviour. 

 

Later in the 20th Century, work which referenced other forms of intelligence became more prominent. 

Two psychologists were independently making steps towards understanding Emotional Intelligence as 

a vital concept in understanding human behaviour. Dr Reuven Bar-On (1983) began questioning 

whether some people possessed greater emotional well-being. He proposed that there is an 

independent construct which he named emotional quotient (EQ) and this impacts the way in which we 

interact with the world. He developed the BarOn EQ-i, published in 1997, which aimed to measure this 

construct and provide individuals with a clinical assessment of their emotional well-being. Howard 

Gardner also proposed his theory of “multiple intelligences” in the early 1980s. This theory described 

intelligence as being multi-faceted and included several dimensions of intelligence, which helped to 

widen the current perception of the components of intelligence.  

 

As research progressed in the 1990s, emotional intelligence became a much more common term. 

John Mayer, Peter Salovey & David Caruso conducted a large amount of research which began in 

the 1990s. They coined the term emotional intelligence and made great steps forward in understanding 

this construct and how it can be measured. They developed the Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional 

Intelligence Test (MSCEIT), which measure emotional intelligence as an ability. Daniel Goleman then 

discovered the work of Mayer, Salovey and Caruso when working as a journalist. Goleman has since 

written several influential books about emotional intelligence, which has popularised the subject making 

it accessible for all. 
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Normative and Ipsative Tests 

 

Normative tests 

Items on a normative test ask the test taker to rate their response on a scale. Each point along the scale 

will have a different value; therefore, when the score on all of the items are totalled up the total score 

will vary between test takers. The final score is then compared to the results of others who have taken 

the test in order to judge performance.  

In an ability or maximum performance test there would be one total score whereas on typical 

performance tests there would normally be several total scores; one for each of the facets measured 

within the test.  

 

An example of a question in a normative personality test 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ipsative tests 

Each item presents test takers with two or more items and forces them to choose between the items. 

The example of a maximum performance question is an ipsative scale as it forces test takers to make 

a choice.  For example, respondents may be asked to indicate which item is most like them and which 

least like them. Each of these items will belong to a different scale or construct that is being measured 

by the test. 

 

An example of a question in an ipsative personality test 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Indicate which of the following items most describes you and which least 

describes you: 

- I am concerned for my friends’ welfare 

- I like trying new things 

- I like to have fun 

- I know when to persevere with something 

For each statement, indicate your level of agreement or disagreement on 

the scale. 1= Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree:  

- I am concerned for my friends’ welfare 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

- I like trying new things 

 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Ensuring Valid Results 

Response Style Indicators 

Some psychometric tools contain additional measures in order to check the validity of scales. These 

validity checks may include consistency scales, positive/negative indicators, social desirability scales 

and omission rates. It is important to investigate these further with the participant before concluding the 

results are not valid. 

Inconsistency scales – these scales normally consist of item pairs on which participants are expected 

to answer in a similar way. If a certain number of these item pairs have been answered in an inconsistent 

manner you will be notified so that you can take this information into account when analysing the output. 

Positive/negative indicators – these indicators are typically items which will highlight whether 

someone is answering in a particularly positive or negative way. If these items have been responded to 

over the acceptable level it would imply that the participant’s responses may not be valid and they could 

be trying to alter the results.  

Social desirability scales– these work in a similar way to the positive/negative indicators and bring it 

to your attention that the participant appears to be responding in a socially desirable manner and that 

these responses may not be a true reflection of how they really behave/feel. 

Omission rates – some tests include omission rates which identify the number of items which have not 

been answered. If these exceed the amount set by the publisher certain scales may not be scored. On 

some tests you are able to skip questions. If too many questions have been skipped it is not possible 

to get an accurate assessment of the participant therefore you would conclude that the results may not 

be reliable.  

Distortion and Sabotage 

The most common forms of distortion perhaps occur in our ordinary everyday dealings with others. We 

often form opinions based on scanty evidence. We see a piece of behaviour and extrapolate from that 

to arrive at conclusions that may be very wide of the mark. For example, when we meet someone for 

the first time and she is cheerful and optimistic, we are likely to assume she is a cheerful and optimistic 

person.  

A reputable personality measure will provide some means of checking the validity of responses, and 

detailed advice will be contained in the test manual. This gives testing an advantage over other forms 

of assessment. 

Unusual Responses 

If a respondent answers in a random manner, or carelessly, it is likely to be because the purpose of 

testing has been insufficiently explained. If a test taker feels negatively about the testing situation, it is 
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possible that he or she may respond in a haphazard manner as a protest simply to complete the test 

quickly. This highlights the importance of correct administration. 

Another worry is that candidates may try to present themselves in a socially desirable light; choosing 

responses that make them look good rather than those that really convey how they are. Many 

questionnaires include social desirability scales to check on this. Such scales are fraught with difficulty.  

Distinguishing Between Trait and State 

When interpreting scores of a personality test you need to be clear about your aims. In selection you 

are trying to predict a candidate’s possible performance against a job description and/or a person 

specification. But the scores are hypotheses. They are probabilistic, and the test user must distinguish 

between states and traits. For example, anxiety is a state that may vary from day to day, but a trait, as 

we have shown, is an underlying and more stable characteristic. Laziness may also be a state or a trait, 

and diplomatic probing might clarify this. 

Spurious Validity and Barnum Effects 

It is possible to write a personality report that will be perfectly acceptable to the test taker. This can be 

very easy to do and reads rather like a horoscope. 

Unfortunately, such reports are commonplace. They contain phrases that might be applicable to anyone 

such as ‘You sometimes appear to be anxious or stressful’. Who doesn’t at times? ‘At times, you are 

extraverted, affable and sociable, whilst at other times you may be wary and reserved’. 

Barnum Effects 

Studies have shown that people tend to regard generalised descriptions as accurate comments on their 

own personality. In one study, students were given a personality inventory and a few days later were 

given their reports in a sealed envelope. Unknown to them, the personality descriptions were identical. 

The students said that the summaries fitted them fairly well (Ulrich et al., 1963). A similar study was 

carried out with personnel managers, with the same result (Stagner, 1958). 

This phenomenon has been called the Barnum effect after the American showman Phineas T. Barnum. 

Issues in Choosing a Norm Group 

We are only able to start making sense of test scores once they are compared to other people. This 

helps put the test score into context. A norm table represents the performance of other test takers on 

the test; this can be used as the comparison for your candidates in order to contextualise the results in 

a meaningful way.  
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There is usually a range of norm groups available from the test publisher but there is also the option of 

collecting your own norms within your organisation. 

Many test publishers provide normative data for specific occupational groups such as managers. 

However, some thought needs to be given to the composition of such a sample.  The very name 

‘manager’ is controversial - many with this title do not manage anyone, but might, for example, be 

technical specialists. Moreover, the people in the norm group may be managers, but are they effective 

managers or satisfied in the managerial role?  Merely knowing that a person is like others in the 

particular occupation may not be useful.  Another thing to be aware of is that a specific occupational 

group will not be significantly different from the general population on all scales.  It is a good idea to use 

a general population norm as well as a specific norm so that salient points of difference can be 

highlighted.  Finally, people who belong to the same occupational group may not be homogenous.  

Characteristics may vary depending on the industry sector, specialism or the type of organisational 

culture. The best solution in that sense is to develop one's own set of norms using test scores of effective 

people within the same organisation, and from the same occupations. The difficulty here is gaining a 

sufficiently large sample to be statistically valid. 

Often norms will be available for single sex as well as combined sex groups. This is because there are 

genuine differences between the sexes on some personality characteristics. The combined group is 

likely to be the better choice because the variance in terms of responses to questions will be maximised 

and this increases precision of measurement. If the job requirements have been carefully matched with 

the scale constructs then the test should predict equally well for males and females so using a combined 

group is not problematic in that sense. However, if scales showing a sex difference are salient to the 

selection there may be an increased risk of adverse impact and that needs to be monitored. 
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Appendix A - Psychometric Assessments 

There are many psychometric assessments available. We have listed a smaller number for your 

reference to demonstrate the different approaches used. 

Name of Assessment MBTI (Myers Briggs Type Indicator)  

Summary First published in 1942 and based on Jung’s theory of types this 
assessment created 16 types using four dimensions. It is now the 
most well-known personality assessment and is often used for 
team building and development.  

Type / Trait Type 

What it Measures Personality 

Main Categories Energy = Introversion (I) – Extraversion (E) 
Information = Sensing (S) – Intuition (N) 
Decisions = Thinking (T) – Feeling (F) 
Lifestyle = Judging (J) – Perceiving (P) 

Main Uses Development 

Normative / Ipsative Format Ipsative 

 

Name of Assessment Belbin’s Team Roles 

Summary A tool to assess the role adopted within a team and highlights the 
way in which individuals contribute in different ways. It also 
describes allowable weaknesses to increase awareness of the 
self and other team members to reduce conflict. 

Type / Trait Type 

What it Measures Team roles 

Main categories Thinking – Plant / Monitor Evaluator / Specialist 
Action – Shaper / Implementer / Completer Finisher 
People – Team worker / Resource Investigator / Coordinator 

Main Uses Team building 

Normative / Ipsative Format Normative 

 

Name of Assessment Pearman Personality Integrator  

Summary Developed by MHS in 2015, this assessment builds on the 
original work of Carl Jung. This assessment provides individuals 
with a “natural” and “demonstrated” score relating to 8 mental 
functions. This assessment also describes the participant’s 
mental agility. 

Type / Trait Type 

What it Measures Personality 

Main Categories Energy = Introversion (I) – Extraversion (E) 
Information = Sensing (S) – Intuition (N) 
Decisions = Thinking (T) – Feeling (F) 
Mental agility: 
Proactivity, Composure, Connectivity, Variety Seeking, 
Rejuvenation. 

Main Uses Development 

Normative / Ipsative Format Normative 
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Name of Assessment 16PF 

Summary Developed in 1946 the 16 Personality Factor Model was used as 
the basis for the NEO. 

Type / Trait Trait 

What it Measures Personality 

Main categories Sixteen factors: 
Warmth (Reserved / Outgoing) 
Reasoning (Less intelligent / More intelligent) 
Emotional Stability (Affected by feelings / Emotionally stable) 
Dominance (Humble / Assertive) 
Liveliness (Sober / Happy-go-lucky) 
Rule Consciousness (Expedient / Conscientious) 
Social Boldness (Shy / Venturesome) 
Sensitivity (Tough-minded / Tender-minded) 
Vigilance (Trusting / Suspicious) 
Abstractedness (Practical / Imaginative) 
Privateness (Straightforward / Shrewd) 
Apprehension (Self-assured / Apprehensive) 
Openness to change (Conservative / Experimenting) 
Self-reliance (Group-dependent / Self-sufficient) 
Perfectionism (Self-conflict / Self-control) 
Tension (Relaxed / Tense) 

Main Uses Selection and development 

Normative / Ipsative Format Normative 
 

Name of Assessment NEO-PI-3 

Summary A broad personality assessment which can be used both inside 
and outside of work. It is considered to be the “gold standard” in 
personality assessment and is often used as a comparison in the 
development of new tools. 
The model covers 30 areas of personality across 5 domains each 
with 6 facets.  

Type / Trait Trait 

What it Measures Personality 

Main categories Neuroticism 
Extraversion 
Openness to Experience 
Agreeableness 
Conscientiousness 

Main Uses Selection and development 

Normative / Ipsative Format Normative 
 

Name of Assessment OPQ 32 

Summary The OPQ concept model (1984) was the first personality 
assessment specifically developed for the work place. The 
OPQ32 (1999) covers 32 areas of personality, grouped into three 
categories. 

Type / Trait Trait 

What it Measures Personality 

Main categories Relationships with people 
Thinking style 
Feelings and emotions 

Main Uses Selection, development, team building and organisational change 

Normative / Ipsative Format Normative 
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Name of Assessment Wave Professional Styles / Wave Focus Styles 

Summary The Wave was developed in 2006 and captures preferred style 
and behaviour at work. The model is broken down into 4 clusters, 
12 sections, 36 dimensions and 108 facets. 

Type / Trait Trait 

What it Measures Personality 

Main categories Thought 
Influence 
Adaptability 
Delivery 

Main Uses Selection, development, team building 

Normative / Ipsative Format Normative & Ipsative 

 

Name of Assessment Hogan Personality Inventory (HPI) 

Summary A broad personality assessment which focuses on the “bright 
side” of personality and demonstrates how you are perceived by 
others. The model has 7 primary scales broken down into 44 
scales 

Type / Trait Trait 

What it Measures Personality 

Main categories Adjustment 
Ambition 
Sociability 
Interpersonal Sensitivity 
Prudence 
Inquisitive 
Learning Approach 

Main Uses Selection and development 

Normative / Ipsative Format Normative 

 

Name of Assessment Hogan Development Survey (HDS) 

Summary A measure of potential performance derailers which may affect 
leadership styles or actions. Under normal circumstances the 
scores on these scales may be strengths, however if an individual 
experiences pressure or distractions these risks may impede 
effectiveness. E.g. Shrewd may spill over into Mistrustful. 

Type / Trait Trait 

What it Measures Personality (Performance derailers) 

Main categories Excitable (Enthusiastic – Volatile) 
Skeptical (Shrewd – Mistrustful) 
Cautious (Careful – Cautious) 
Reserved (Independent – Detached) 
Leisurely (Focused – Passive Aggressive) 
Bold (Confident – Arrogant) 
Mischievous (Charming – Manipulative) 
Colourful (Vivacious – Dramatic) 
Imaginative (Imaginative – Eccentric) 
Diligent (Diligent – Perfectionistic) 
Dutiful (Dutiful – Dependent) 

Main Uses Development 

Normative / Ipsative Format Normative 
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Name of Assessment Motives, Values and Preferences Inventory (MVPI) 

Summary Also developed by Hogan this tool can be used to assess cultural 
and team fit. It identifies what drives an individual. 

Type / Trait Trait 

What it Measures Motivation, Values and Preferences 

Main categories Aesthetics 
Affiliation 
Altruistic 
Commerce 
Hedonistic 
Power 
Recognition 
Science 
Security 
Tradition 

Main Uses Cultural fit, team development and development 

Normative / Ipsative Format Normative 

 

Name of Assessment EQ-i 2.0 

Summary A measure of emotional and social functioning released in 2011. 
It assesses skills in five key areas of emotional intelligence 
across fifteen subscales. There is also a scale to measure well-
being. 

Type / Trait Trait 

What it Measures Emotional Intelligence 

Main categories Self-perception 
Self-expression 
Interpersonal 
Decision making 
Stress management 

Main Uses Development and selection 

Normative / Ipsative Format Normative 
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Appendix B - The Normal Distribution Curve 

Below is a diagram of a normal distribution curve which can be used to illustrate the spread of scores 

on a test. The spread of scores for each of the scales on the NEO follows this pattern, with the majority 

of individuals scoring in the middle of the scale and fewer scoring at either of the extremes.  

The curve can be divided into units of standard deviation from the mean in order to provide more clarity 

over the proportion of individuals at each point along the curve.  

The curve below has been split into the percentage of people for each unit of standard deviation from 

the mean. For example, you can see that 68% of people will score within +/- 1 standard deviation of the 

mean (34% either side of the mean). 

Based on the normal distribution curve and the standard deviations it is possible to convert candidate 

scores into T scores. To do this you calculate the score in units of standard deviation (the Z score) and 

then transform it into a T score by multiplying by 10 and adding 50. The T score scale has a mid-point 

of 50 with almost all people (99.8%) scoring within the range from 20 to 80.  

 

 

Percentage of Scores 

T score 

Percentage of Scores 2% 14% 34% 34% 14% 2% 

T score 20 25 75 80 35 65 55 40 30 60 70 50 45 

Mean 
 

Median 
 

Mode 
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