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Every man is in certain respects 

(a) like all other men,

(b) like some other men,

(c) like no other man.

—Clyde Kluckhohn and Henry A. Murray
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Preface to Second Edition

In 2001, after meeting Vladimir Putin for the first time, 
George W. Bush offered his famous impression of the Rus-
sian’s personality:1

I looked the man in the eye. I found him to be very 
straightforward and trustworthy and we had a good 
dialogue. I was able to get a sense of his soul.

Bush’s assessment of Putin as straightforward and trust-
worthy triggered various interpretations. Some took it at face 
value and were relieved that the two world leaders had hit it 
off. Others felt that Bush had been deceived by the ex-KGB 
man and were alarmed by his gullibility. Still others just dis-
missed it as the sort of polite statement politicians make to 
warm up their adversaries.

Years later Bush made clear he had meant what he said. 
When questioned directly by Hugh Hewitt during the 2010 
book tour for his memoir, Decision Points, Bush explained it 
this way:2

The reason why I said that is because I remembered 
him talking movingly about his mother and the 
cross she gave him that she had blessed in Jerusalem. 
Nobody knows that, and I never tried to make an 
explanation of why I said what I said until the book.

But Bush also saw a different side of Putin, which he revealed 
in a portrait he made after retiring from the presidency.3 In 
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contrast with his earlier assessment, the portrait does not 
depict Putin as being particularly trustworthy or straightfor-
ward. Instead the man Bush painted has been called poker-
faced and unreadable, scary and sinister, brimming with anger, 
contempt, and disgust.

How did Bush arrive at this darker view of the Russian 
leader? Was it based on his rethinking of Putin’s conduct on 
the world stage?

Although that would seem likely, the answer Bush gave 
was more personal: It had to do with Putin’s disdain for Bush’s 
beloved dog Barney. On two occasions Putin had offended 
Bush by mocking Barney’s weakness and small size and by 
comparing him unfavorably with his own dog, Koni. In 
response Bush apparently painted the face of Putin as the face 
of the man who had ridiculed his dear little friend. As Bush 
explained it in 2014 on the NBC Today Show:4

Wow, anybody who thinks “My dog is bigger than 
your dog” is an interesting character. And the paint-
ing kind of reflects that.

The painting, of course, reflects more than “an interesting 
character.” The painting also reflects the difference between 
what Bush is comfortable expressing on canvas and what he is 
comfortable expressing in words.

George W. Bush is not alone. Many of us find it difficult 
to articulate our views of personalities—not only to others, 
but also to ourselves. There’s so much to consider, and it’s hard 
to convert what we know in our minds into a useful verbal 
picture.
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Nevertheless, we can learn to do better. Making well-
crafted portraits with words is just as teachable as making 
them with oils or pastels. In each case what’s needed is good 
instruction and a dedicated student.

In the first edition of this book, I explained a step-by-step 
system for making better verbal portraits. It combined four 
ways of thinking about personalities based on decades of 
research by psychologists and psychiatrists. It showed how the 
information from these four perspectives could be put together 
into a rich and complex picture of each unique person.

Many readers found this helpful, but others had difficulty 
integrating the various parts. They wanted more practical 
assistance in applying it to the people in their lives. Put simply, 
they wanted more “how to.”

This new edition is designed with those people in mind. 
The only substantial change I’ve made is to add a section, called 
“Practical Summary,” at the end of each chapter to discuss and 
illustrate applications. In these sections I also address misun-
derstandings and controversial points. The result I’ve aimed 
for is not only more “how to.” It’s also more “here’s why.” At 
the end of the last chapter, I sum up the benefits of integrating 
information from all four perspectives into an overall portrait.

As a further aid to making the book more meaningful, I 
would like you to pick a significant person in your life (whom 
I’ll call P) and keep him or her in mind as you go through 
the book. Repeatedly relating the material to this person may 
help you see what each perspective adds to the whole. To keep 
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reminding you to do this, I will ask you to answer some rel-
evant questions about P at the end of each Practical Summary.

Getting Started with P

To prepare for this focus on P, here are the steps to take 
now:

1.  Pick a person you’ve spent a lot of time with, 
preferably someone who is at least 25 years old. 
Make this choice carefully because I’d like you to 
stick with it until the end of the book.

2. Think back on the first time you met P and on 
important experiences you’ve shared. Mull this 
over and notice what characteristics of P come to 
mind.

3. Now write a description of P’s personality using 
words, phrases, sentences, and full paragraphs as 
you see fit. Record the description on paper or an 
electronic device and, when you’re done, please 
don’t change it. It will serve as a reminder of your 
starting point to go back to when you’ve finished 
the book. But feel free to keep a separate set of 
notes about P as you go from chapter to chapter.

4. When you’re satisfied with your description, 
which may be as long or short as you like, read on.
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INTRODUCTION

When Intuition Isn’t Enough

All of us are personality experts. Ever since childhood, we’ve 
been paying attention to people’s distinctive ways of being and 
trying to figure out what to expect from them. We depend on 
this information to get along.

Our innate ability to size people up is an amazing gift we 
take for granted. With it, we form an instantaneous impres-
sion of the personality of everyone we meet. Most of our assess-
ments of people are formed in this automatic and unconscious 
way.1

But there are times when we want to take a closer look by 
consciously and systematically evaluating someone’s personal-
ity.2 We may, for example, want to understand what it is about 
our boss that makes us avoid her. We may want to sort through 
the reasons we don’t approve of our teenage daughter’s boy-
friend. We may want to decide if the person we’re dating has 
the right stuff for a permanent relationship.

That’s when the going gets tough. The difficulty mainly 
arises because few of us have been taught a systematic way to 
assess personalities. Instead, we are constantly bombarded with 
a contradictory mishmash of religious, moral, literary, and psy-
chological ideas that are hard to apply in an orderly manner. 
Imagine how we would struggle to do simple arithmetic if we 
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kept getting contradictory instructions on how to work with 
numbers. Yet we’re expected to make sense of people without 
having been taught a coherent arithmetic of personality.

This lack of education may be responsible for some of our 
biggest mistakes. It can lead us to pick the wrong suitor, take 
the wrong job, or misguide our children. It can cause us to 
misinterpret a coworker’s intentions and become inappropri-
ately defensive, or compliant, or aggressive. It can keep us from 
building satisfying relationships, gracefully avoiding conflicts, 
or developing plans to protect our interests by fighting back.

In this book, I describe a system for thinking about per-
sonalities that may help you avoid such mistakes. Based on 
decades of research, each chapter will make it easier for you to 
organize the data you already have about particular people and 
to start noticing characteristics that you may have overlooked. 
Sorting through this information will give you a clearer sense 
of each person and how to relate to them.

To get started, I will show you how to combine two vocab-
ularies that professionals use to organize their observations. 
One breaks down personality into five well-defined tenden-
cies, such as conscientiousness and agreeableness, each of 
which has several components. This makes it easier to think 
things through using a well-defined set of words.

The other vocabulary shifts attention from these tenden-
cies to ten potentially troublesome patterns of behavior, such 
as compulsiveness or paranoia. Mild versions of these patterns 
may simply be notable parts of a well-functioning personality. 
But some of us have inflexible and maladaptive versions of one 
or a few of them, versions that frequently bring grief to those 
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we deal with—and to ourselves. More than the rest of us, such 
people are prisoners of personality who are locked into ways of 
being they seem unable to escape.

Combining these two easy-to-learn vocabularies will not 
only help you make clearer assessments of everyone you meet, 
but will also raise questions about the reasons people get to be 
so different from each other. In the second part of the book, I 
will describe the development of the brain circuits that control 
our distinctive combinations of tendencies and patterns. I will 
also show that the decades-long developmental process that 
builds these brain circuits is strongly influenced by the two 
great accidents of our birth: the specific set of genes we happen 
to be born with and the specific world we happen to live in.

But there’s more to a personality than tendencies and pat-
terns. In the third part of the book, I will turn to the values 
and goals that give meaning and purpose to people’s lives. To 
flesh out this view, I will show you how to apply universal and 
culture-specific standards of morality to assess that aspect of 
personality called character. I will also encourage you to pay 
attention to the stories people tell about their personal history 
and future plans, which will help you figure out what they 
stand for and their sense of identity.

Systematically organizing all this information about ten-
dencies, patterns, character, and identity will help you make 
sense of anyone. It may also influence the approach you choose 
to engage with them. In some cases, this may encourage you to 
shrug off their disquieting idiosyncrasies in favor of forgive-
ness and compassion. In other cases, it may alert you to telltale 
signs of danger so that you can take protective actions. In still 
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other cases, it may open your heart to warm feelings of love 
and respect. In all cases, it will enhance your appreciation of 
human diversity in the same way that those who know a lot 
about wine, or music, or baseball get the added pleasure that 
comes from thoughtful attention to the details. Augment-
ing your pleasure in understanding and dealing with people, 
whether you like them or not, is the main aim of this book.
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7

ONE

Personality Traits

When I was in high school, I signed up for the student 
newspaper. To get me started, the editor offered some 

standard advice on how to write a story. He said I should be sure 
to answer five questions: What happened? Who was involved? 
When? Where? Why? He said that knowing about these “five 
Ws” served as a check for completeness because novices some-
times left out one or more of them. He then assured me that 
I wouldn’t need them for long because answering these ques-
tions was something I was already inclined to do intuitively.

Intuition is also what journalists rely on when they size up 
people. Through years of practice, they develop a knack for 
identifying distinctive personality traits and finding the words 
to describe them. The gifted among them are so good at it that 
they can create a revealing portrait in a single paragraph. Con-
sider, for example, Joe Klein’s description of the personality of 
an American politician:

There was a physical, almost carnal, quality to his 
public appearances. He embraced audiences and was 
aroused by them in turn. His sonar was remarkable in 
retail political situations. He seemed able to sense 
what audiences needed and deliver it to 
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them—trimming his pitch here, emphasizing differ-
ent priorities there, always aiming to please. This was 
one of his most effective, and maddening qualities in 
private meetings as well: He always grabbed on to 
some point of agreement, while steering the conversa-
tion away from larger points of disagreement—
leaving his seducee with the distinct impression that 
they were in total harmony about everything. … 
There was a needy, high cholesterol quality to it all; 
the public seemed enthralled by his vast, messy 
humanity. Try as he might to keep in shape, jogging 
for miles with his pale thighs jiggling, he still tended 
to a raw fleshiness. He was famously addicted to junk 
food. He had a reputation as a womanizer. All of 
these were of a piece.1

Notice that Klein needs only a handful of evocative words 
to highlight the main characteristics of his subject: carnal, 
needy, messy, maddening, fleshiness, addicted, and woman-
izer. To round out his description, he uses a few short phrases, 
such as “his sonar was remarkable,” “high cholesterol quality,” 
and “aiming to please.” When he can’t find a simple word or 
phrase to describe something that he considers particularly 
revealing, he makes up a whole sentence: “he always grabbed 
on to some point of agreement, while steering the conversation 
away from larger points of disagreement—leaving his seducee 
with the distinct impression that they were in total harmony 
about everything.” By using words and phrases that all of us 
can understand, Klein tells us a great deal about the personal-
ity of an extraordinary public figure: Bill Clinton.
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The combination of words and phrases is, of course, criti-
cal. There are other people who are needy but who are neither 
carnal nor womanizers. Some of them may also have remark-
able sonar but without being messy or maddening. What 
makes Klein’s description so recognizable is that, as he points 
out, all the traits “were of a piece.”

So how did Klein do it? Was he intuitively asking himself 
a set of questions that are as obvious to him as the five Ws? 
Did he leave out anything important? Can we learn a tech-
nique to make our own descriptions of people more incisive 
and complete?

Words from the Dictionary

The development of a simple technique to describe personali-
ties was set in motion in the 1930s by Gordon Allport, a pro-
fessor of psychology at Harvard. Although Allport was well 
aware of the uniqueness of each individual, he also knew that 
scientific fields get started by breaking down complex systems 
into simple components. Just as understanding the great vari-
ety of chemical compounds depended on identifying a limited 
number of elements, understanding the great variety of per-
sonalities may depend on identifying a limited number of criti-
cal ingredients. But what exactly are those ingredients?

Allport’s answer was traits: the enduring dispositions to act 
and think and feel in certain ways that are described by words 
found in all human languages. Just as chemical elements such 
as carbon and hydrogen can combine with many others to 
form endless numbers of complicated substances, traits such as 
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being outgoing and being reliable can combine with many oth-
ers to form endless numbers of complicated personalities. But 
how many traits are there? And how could Allport find out?

To answer this question, Allport and his colleague, H.S. 
Odbert, made a list of the words about personality from Web-
ster’s New International Dictionary.2 By analyzing this list, 
they hoped to identify the essential components of personal-
ity that were so obvious to our ancestors that they invented a 
great many words to describe them. Instead of just concoct-
ing an inventory of personality traits out of their own heads, 
Allport and Odbert would be guided by the cumulative ver-
bal creations of countless minds over countless generations, as 
recorded in a dictionary.3

It soon became clear that these researchers had bitten off 
more than they could chew. The list of words “to distinguish 
the behavior of one human being from another” had 17,953 
entries! Faced with this staggering number, they whittled 
it down using several criteria. First, they eliminated about a 
third, such as attractive, because the entries were considered 
evaluative rather than essential: “[W]hen we say a woman is 
attractive, we are talking not about a disposition ‘inside the 
skin’ but about her effect on other people.”4 Another fourth 
hit the cutting room floor because they described temporary 
states of mind, such as frantic and rejoicing, rather than the 
enduring dispositions that are defining features of personality 
traits. Others were thrown out because they were considered 
ambiguous. In the end, about 4,500 entries met the research-
ers’ criteria for stable traits.
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This doesn’t mean that personality has 4,500 different 
components; many of the words on the list are easily identifi-
able as synonyms. For example, outgoing and sociable are used 
interchangeably. Furthermore, antonyms, such as solitary, 
describe the same general category of behavior, but at its oppo-
site pole—instead of saying “not sociable” or “not outgoing,” 
we might say “solitary.” In fact, a wonderful feature of natural 
language is that it lends itself so well to a graded (or dimen-
sional) description of specific components of personality, from 
extremely outgoing at one pole to extremely solitary at the 
other, with modifiers to specify points in between. Put simply, 
the ancestors who gradually built our language—and all lan-
guages—left us with many choices for describing ingredients 
of personality.

Recognizing that outgoing and solitary both refer to aspects 
of an identical trait, how many other words also fit into this 
category? When I looked up outgoing in my thesaurus, I found 
these synonyms, among others: gregarious, companionable, 
convivial, friendly, and jovial. When I looked up solitary, I got, 
among others, retiring, isolated, lonely, private, and friendless. 
This tells me that the group of experts who put together this 
thesaurus decided that all these words belong in a box that can 
be labeled Outgoing–Solitary. Needless to say, each word in 
the box may also have some special spin of its own. For exam-
ple, solitary, lonely, and private don’t mean exactly the same 
thing, and writers such as Joe Klein may mull them over to get 
just the right one. Nevertheless, we all know that these words 
have a lot in common. To psychologists such as Allport, they 
all refer to a single overarching trait.
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Beyond Synonyms and Antonyms

Does this mean that we can identify the essential building 
blocks of personality by simply getting a list from a dictionary 
and then lumping together the synonyms and antonyms from 
a thesaurus? Can we base a nomenclature of personality on the 
analysis of professional lexicographers? Or can we use a more 
open-source approach that pays attention to the ways ordinary 
people employ words to describe personalities?

The answer psychologists settled on was both. First, profes-
sionals reduced the list to a more manageable number—about 
a thousand. Then they asked ordinary people to use these 
words to describe themselves and their acquaintances. To get 
an idea of the way this was done, please apply the ten words 
in the following list to someone you know well. In expressing 
your opinion, use a scale of 1 to 7, with 7 indicating that the 
person ranks very high, 1 indicating that the person ranks very 
low, and the other numbers indicating that the person falls 
somewhere in between.

 1.  Outgoing 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
 2.  Bold 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
 3.  Talkative 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
 4.  Energetic 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
 5.  Assertive 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
 6.  Reliable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
 7.  Practical 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
 8.  Hardworking 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
 9.  Organized 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
10.  Careful 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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I have no way of knowing what numbers you selected. But 
chances are good that they will have a characteristic relation-
ship: The numbers you picked for the first five items probably 
are similar, and the numbers you picked for the second five 
items probably are similar. Furthermore, I can say with confi-
dence that most people who give someone a certain score for 
outgoing give them a similar score for bold, talkative, energetic, 
and assertive; and that the score they give someone for reliable 
is likely similar to the one they give for practical, hardworking, 
organized, and careful. Even though none of the words in each 
quintet are synonyms, people who are ranked a certain way on 
one word from each tend to get similar scores on the others. In 
contrast, people’s scores on the first quintet are independent 
of their scores on the second quintet. This implies that these 
nonsynonymous words are grouped together in our minds 
because each refers to some aspect of a related component of 
personality.

Could any other words be lumped together with outgoing or 
reliable to flesh out these two big categories? How many other 
groupings like this would be discovered if people were asked to 
make judgments using all the thousand words that the original 
list was pared down to? And what statistical techniques would 
be needed to identify these categories? In making the list, All-
port set the stage for research on these questions.5

Bundling Traits

A statistical technique for studying the relationships between 
these words was invented in the nineteenth century by Francis 
Galton, a founder of modern research on personality, whom 
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you read more about later. The technique is used to calcu-
late a correlation coefficient, a number between 1.0 and –1.0 
that measures the degree of sameness (positive correlation) or 
oppositeness (negative correlation). Although Galton invented 
the technique for other purposes, he also happened to be 
interested in categorizing the words that we use for personal-
ity traits,6 and he would have been pleased to learn about this 
application.

To get a feel for this calculation, let’s think about the posi-
tive correlations we would find if we asked people to rank 
someone on outgoing, sociable, and gregarious by using a scale 
of 1 to 7. Knowing that these words are synonyms, we would 
expect to find that if John ranks Mary a 6 on outgoing, he 
likely will rank her around 6 on each of the others. If he then 
ranks Jane as a 4 on outgoing, he likely will rank her around 4 
on each of the others. And if Jennifer ranks Jim a 1 on outgo-
ing, she likely will rank him around 1 on each of the others. 
Plugging these scores into Galton’s formula would indicate a 
great deal of sameness.

Now what sort of correlations would we find between the 
words in the first nonsynonymous quintet (outgoing–bold–
talkative–energetic–assertive)? Studies show that these words 
are correlated strongly, but not as strongly as synonyms, and 
similar positive correlations are found among the words in the 
second nonsynonymous quintet (reliable–practical–hard-
working–organized–careful). In contrast, when we compare 
the scores for words such as outgoing from the first group with 
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words such as reliable from the second group, we don’t find a 
correlation. This comes as no surprise because we all know 
that being outgoing and being reliable are not intrinsically 
related.

Determining the correlations among five or ten words is 
fairly easy. But determining the correlations among a thousand 
words was stalled until researchers could turn it over to a com-
puter. To get the raw data, thousands of ordinary people were 
asked to apply each of these words by ranking their applicabil-
ity to themselves or another person using a scale of 1 to 7. The 
mass of data was then analyzed with a more advanced statisti-
cal technique, called factor analysis, which measures the corre-
lation between each word and all the others and organizes the 
correlations into clusters. In this way, some words were iden-
tified as highly correlated to each other, making them good 
representatives of a particular cluster of traits, each of which 
can be thought of as a general tendency.

By the early 1980s, the results were in: The words that 
describe personality traits can be boiled down to just five ten-
dencies (see Table 1.1), which Lewis Goldberg named the Big 
Five.7 Each of these tendencies has been given a reasonably 
descriptive name: Extraversion (E), Agreeableness (A), Con-
scientiousness (C), Neuroticism (N), and Openness (O). If you 
have trouble recalling these names at first, as I did, you can use 
the acronyms OCEAN or CANOE to jog your memory until 
they become second nature.
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Table 1.1 The Big Five: Representative Words

High Low

Extraversion vs. 
Introversion

Outgoing, bold, 
talkative, energetic, 
assertive

Withdrawn, timid, 
silent, reserved, shy

Agreeableness vs. 
Antagonism

Warm, kind, 
cooperative, 
trusting, generous

Cold, unkind, 
uncooperative, 
suspicious, stingy

Conscientiousness 
vs. Disinhibition

Reliable, practical, 
hardworking, 
organized, careful

Unreliable, 
impractical, lazy, 
disorganized, 
negligent

Neuroticism 
vs. Emotional 
Stability

Tense, unstable, 
discontented, 
irritable, insecure

Relaxed, stable, 
contented, 
imperturbable, 
secure

Openness vs. 
Closedness

Imaginative, 
curious, reflective, 
creative, 
sophisticated

Unimaginative, 
uninquisitive, 
unreflective, 
uncreative, 
unsophisticated

Using the Big Five

After the Big Five were discovered, they became the founda-
tion for assessing individual differences in the ways people 
interact with their social and physical worlds. Three tenden-
cies—Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism—mainly 
relate to ways of interacting with other people. The other 
two—Conscientiousness and Openness—are more general.8
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• Extraversion is the tendency to actively reach out to 
others. People high in Extraversion are stimulated by 
the social world, like to be the center of attention, and 
often take charge. They also like excitement and are 
inclined to be upbeat, fun loving, full of energy, and 
to experience positive emotions. People low in Extra-
version are less interested in interpersonal interactions 
and tend to be reserved and quiet. But their relative 
lack of interest in being with people need not indicate 
that they don’t like them or that they are socially anx-
ious or depressed; they may just prefer to be alone.

• Agreeableness is the tendency to be altruistic, coop-
erative, and good-natured. People high in Agreeable-
ness are considerate, compassionate, helpful, and willing 
to compromise. They truly like people and assume that 
everyone is decent and trustworthy. People low on 
Agreeableness are more self-interested than altruistic, 
more competitive than cooperative, and likely to be 
skeptical of others’ intentions. They also tend to be cold, 
antagonistic, and disrespectful of the rights of others.

• Conscientiousness is the tendency to control 
impulses and to tenaciously pursue goals. People high 
in Conscientiousness are orderly, reliable, hardworking, 
neat, and punctual. They tend to plan ahead and think 
things through. They are more interested in long-term 
than short-term goals. People low in Conscientiousness 
are more spontaneous, less constrained, less dutiful, and 
less achievement-oriented. Although Conscientiousness 
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shows up prominently in the performance of tasks, it 
also influences interpersonal relationships.

• Neuroticism is the tendency to have negative feel-
ings, particularly in reaction to perceived social 
threats. People high in Neuroticism are emotionally 
unstable, tend to be upset by minor threats or frustra-
tions, and are often in a bad mood. They are prone to 
anxiety, depression, embarrassment, self-doubt, self-
consciousness, anger, and guilt. People low on Neu-
roticism are emotionally stable, calm, composed, and 
unflappable. But their freedom from negative feelings 
does not imply that they are particularly inclined to 
have positive feelings.

• Openness is the tendency to be imaginative and 
to enjoy novelty and variety. People who are high in 
Openness tend to be artistic, nonconforming, intel-
lectual, aware of their feelings, and comfortable with 
new ideas. People low in Openness prefer the simple, 
straightforward, familiar, and obvious to the complex, 
ambiguous, novel, and subtle. They tend to be conven-
tional, conservative, and resistant to change. Although 
people who are high on Openness enjoy the life of the 
mind, Openness is not identical to intelligence. Highly 
intelligent people can be high or low on O.

After you’ve mulled over the broad meanings of these five 
domains, you can get a better sense of them by applying them 
to someone you know. You might start by asking yourself how 
outgoing, good-natured, reliable, moody, and creative that 
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person is compared with others. In doing this, you will notice 
that the person’s relative rankings vary somewhat depending 
on the situation.9 For example, a person may be outgoing with 
friends but shy with strangers, so you have to decide on the 
average scores by summing up the many observations you’ve 
made.10 From this, you will come away with a profile of the 
person’s basic tendencies, such as moderately extraverted, very 
agreeable and conscientious, a little neurotic, and very open. 
Although this is no more than a rough summary of how you 
regard this person, the Big Five framework will have helped 
you put your intuitive assessments into words. You will then 
be in a position to more thoughtfully compare this person 
with others by seeing his or her differences more clearly.11

Big Five 2.0

Having made such assessments, you may find that your ideas 
about each category are still fuzzy. To sharpen your appraisal 
of a person’s profile of traits, it helps to move from a holistic 
impression to a more meticulous examination. To do this, you 
need to learn more about the details of the Big Five.

Paul Costa and Robert McCrae have done the most to clar-
ify these details. Working together at the National Institutes 
of Health in the 1980s, they developed a questionnaire called 
the NEO PI-R, which uses phrases rather than adjectives.12 
The big advantage of using phrases is that you can design them 
to eliminate some of the ambiguity that is inherent in single 
words. For example, in place of the word insecure, a component 
of Neuroticism, Costa and McCrae use phrases that spell out 
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certain aspects, such as “In dealing with people, I always dread 
making a social blunder” and “I often feel helpless and want 
someone else to solve my problems.”13

Another reason for the popularity of the NEO PI-R is that 
it sharpens the assessment of each of the Big Five by subdi-
viding them into six components, called facets. This ensures a 
more complete evaluation and helps focus attention on specific 
individual differences. Consider, for example, these phrases 
that assess facets of Extraversion:

• I find it easy to smile and be outgoing with strangers. 
(Warmth/Friendliness)

• I enjoy parties with lots of people. (Gregariousness)

• I am dominant, forceful, and assertive. (Assertiveness)

• My life is fast-paced. (Activity)

• I love the excitement of roller coasters. 
(Excitement-Seeking)

• I am a cheerful, high-spirited person. (Positive 
Emotions/Cheerfulness)

The advantage of using these facets is that it may help 
you make distinctions that you might have glossed over. For 
example, many people with an average E score are not average 
across the board. Some may be somewhat higher on warmth, 
gregariousness, and positive emotions than on assertiveness, 
activity, and excitement-seeking; others may have a different 
balance. The same is true for the other tendencies. In each 
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case, you should pay particular attention to facets that stand 
out as clearly higher or lower than average. Because the whole 
point of the exercise is to compare people with each other, 
you’re really looking for these distinguishing characteristics. 
You may also take note of particular situations in which these 
distinguishing characteristics are expressed.

To get a feel for the facets of the Big Five, I encourage you 
to take a free computer-based personality test that resembles 
the proprietary one devised by Costa and McCrea, at www.
personal.psu.edu/faculty/j/5/j5j/IPIP/ipipneo120.htm. Devel-
oped by a group of distinguished personality researchers14 and 
overseen by John A. Johnson15 at Pennsylvania State University, 
it uses different names for some of the facets but covers similar 
ground. This free test, called the IPIP, can be taken anony-
mously in about 20 minutes. If you take it, you will receive an 
automated email report that shows your relative rankings on 
the Big Five and its facets by comparing your scores with those 
of the hundreds of thousands of other people who have already 
taken it.

To gain more experience with the facets of the Big Five 
(Table 1.2), you may also use the online questionnaire to assess 
the familiar person (P) I asked you to select in the Preface. 
Doing this will sharpen your view of P and help persuade you 
of the usefulness of this approach. As you become more famil-
iar with the Big Five, the aim is to learn to do some rough scor-
ing in your head (high, medium, or low) without having to rely 
on a questionnaire.

http://www.personal.psu.edu/faculty/j/5/j5j/IPIP/ipipneo120.htm
http://www.personal.psu.edu/faculty/j/5/j5j/IPIP/ipipneo120.htm
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Table 1.2 Facets of the Big Five*

Extraversion

Warmth/Friendliness (makes friends easily)
Gregariousness (likes the company of others)
Assertiveness (likes to take charge)
Activity (likes to be busy)
Excitement-Seeking (likes thrills)
Positive Emotions/Cheerfulness (is prone to feel happy)

Agreeableness

Trust (assumes people have good intentions)
Straightforwardness/Morality (is candid, avoids deception)
Altruism (finds helping others rewarding, is not exploitative)
Compliance/Cooperation (prefers compromise to opposition)
Modesty (is not boastful)
Tender-Mindedness/Sympathy (is kind, compassionate)

Conscientiousness

Competence/Self-Efficacy (can accomplish things)
Order/Orderliness (is well organized, makes plans)
Dutifulness (is highly reliable)
Achievement-Striving (works to achieve excellence) 
Self-Discipline (has willpower)
Deliberation/Cautiousness (takes time making decisions)

Neuroticism

Anxiety (is prone to fearfulness)
Angry Hostility (is prone to feel resentful)
Depression (is prone to feel discouraged, pessimistic)



Personality Traits 23

Self-Consciousness (is shy because of fear of rejection)
Impulsiveness/Immoderation (has difficulty resisting urges)
Vulnerability (loses poise under pressure)

Openness

Fantasy/Imagination (tries to create a more interesting world)
Aesthetics/Artistic Interests (loves beauty in art and nature)
Feelings/Emotionality (is aware of own feelings)
Actions/Adventurousness (is eager to try new activities)
Ideas/Intellect (likes to play with ideas)
Values/Liberalism (is ready to challenge convention)

*  When the facets have diff erent names in the proprietary (NEO PI-R) and 
nonproprietary (IPIP) tests, I’ve listed both.

Rethinking Bill Clinton

Another way to get a feel for the Big Five and its facets is to 
keep it in mind while re-examining the paragraph from Joe 
Klein’s book that I cited at the start of this chapter. Klein tells 
us much more about Clinton’s personality than he packed into 
this paragraph. But for our purpose, I mainly stick to those 165 
words:

There was a physical, almost carnal, quality to his 
public appearances. He embraced audiences and was 
aroused by them in turn. His sonar was remarkable 
in retail political situations. He seemed able to sense 
what audiences needed and deliver it to them—trim-
ming his pitch here, emphasizing different priorities 
there, always aiming to please. This was one of his 
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most effective, and maddening qualities in private 
meetings as well: He always grabbed on to some 
point of agreement, while steering the conversation 
away from larger points of disagreement—leaving his 
seducee with the distinct impression that they were 
in total harmony about everything. … There was a 
needy, high cholesterol quality to it all; the public 
seemed enthralled by his vast, messy humanity. Try 
as he might to keep in shape, jogging for miles with 
his pale thighs jiggling, he still tended to a raw fleshi-
ness. He was famously addicted to junk food. He had 
a reputation as a womanizer. All of these were of a 
piece.

As noted before, Klein built his description by calling 
attention to a few key attributes. But now we can translate 
the information that Klein provides into the language of the 
Big Five. Needless to say, much more is known about Clinton, 
and other observers have painted a somewhat different picture 
than Klein did.16 But let’s stick with the paragraph and some 
other information from his book to illustrate how the Big Five 
and its facets can help us organize our thoughts about Clin-
ton’s basic tendencies. To do this, I will concentrate on facets 
in which his scores are notably high or low.

Starting with Extraversion is particularly fitting when 
considering Clinton because he loves to be the center of atten-
tion. Klein emphasizes this with evocative terms for his public 
appearances, such as “embraced audiences” and “aroused by 
them,” which translate into very high scores on gregariousness. 
Clinton is also obviously high on assertiveness, which led him 
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to the most powerful leadership roles, and “womanizer” can 
be considered partly a reflection of high excitement-seeking. 
From this and everything else Klein tells us, Clinton ranks 
high on all facets of Extraversion, and his overall score is at the 
top of the chart.

Klein also gives us some information about Agreeable-
ness, but Clinton’s score isn’t quite so obvious. From the para-
graph, you may first get the impression that he ranks high on 
A because he is “always aiming to please.” But as you read on, 
you will realize that he’s just telling his “seducees” whatever 
they want to hear. In the course of his book, Klein gives many 
other examples of Clinton’s deceptiveness, which gives him a 
low score on straightforwardness. Klein also presents evidence 
that Clinton’s womanizing is exploitative, which lowers his 
score on altruism and sympathy. When taken together, Clin-
ton’s Agreeableness, which appears very high on first meeting 
him, is lower than it seems.

The information we get about Conscientiousness is lim-
ited but revealing. The part about jogging indicates an effort 
at self-discipline. But this impression is tempered by “try as he 
might to keep in shape,” “raw fleshiness,” “addicted to junk 
food,” and “womanizer,” which are hardly testimony to high 
C. So even though Klein’s paragraph leaves out Clinton’s very 
high achievement-striving, the lower scores for dutifulness, 
cautiousness, and deliberation that he documents in other 
parts of the book combine to give a lower than average rank-
ing on Conscientiousness.

Klein’s paragraph tells us little about Neuroticism except 
for a hint about “messy humanity.” Other sections of the book 
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tell us that Clinton can get very angry and out of control, but 
there’s no reason to think of him as being especially prone to 
negative emotions. In fact, he is unusually capable of brush-
ing off criticism that would make most of us crumble, and he 
can be cool under extreme fire. When taken together, Clinton 
ranks below average on Neuroticism.

Openness to experience is also not explicitly considered. 
This omission is not unusual in brief descriptions of people, 
even though it may turn out to be a distinguishing feature of 
their personalities. But Klein makes up for this in the rest of 
the book by providing us with persuasive evidence that Clin-
ton ranks high on most facets of O.

Of course, much about Clinton doesn’t show up in this 
Big Five profile. But to illustrate the usefulness of this way of 
describing him, let’s compare it with a similar assessment of 
another president, Barack Obama, as a way of thinking about 
their differences. Like Clinton, we have had many opportuni-
ties to see Obama in action. Furthermore, his two autobiogra-
phies fill in many blanks.17

In making this comparison, Openness doesn’t tell us much. 
Although Clinton and Obama differ in their scores on certain 
facets, their overall rankings are both high. But their relative 
scores on Extraversion, Neuroticism, Agreeableness, and Con-
scientiousness are informative. When taken together, very dif-
ferent profiles emerge.

Extraversion is particularly notable because Obama’s over-
all score is not only lower than Clinton’s, but also lower than 
the scores of most other successful politicians. Although 
Obama ranks very high on assertiveness and activity, he is 
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not particularly warm or gregarious. Nor does he show much 
evidence of positive emotion, even when winning a historic 
election or a Nobel Prize. Klein, who has also written about 
Obama’s personality, offered evidence of his low E from a poli-
tician who helped coach Obama for debates during his first 
presidential campaign: “He is a classic loner…Usually you work 
hard at prep, and then everyone, including the candidate, kicks 
back and has a meal together. Obama would go off and eat by 
himself. He is very self-contained. He is not needy.”18

This low neediness is another sign of Obama’s difference 
from Clinton: his very low Neuroticism. Whereas Clinton 
deserves credit for generally controlling resentfulness and dis-
couragement, Obama doesn’t seem to feel them at all, even 
in the face of strong setbacks. In fact, his remarkable emo-
tional stability, which many admire, has also been criticized as 
Spock-like. Maureen Dowd, another journalist with a gift for 
describing personalities, called him “President Cool” and “No 
Drama Obama.”19

This coolness might also be taken as a sign of low Agree-
ableness. But Obama clearly ranks high on several of its facets, 
especially straightforwardness and a preference for coopera-
tion and compromise. Although he does not exude either 
altruism or tender-mindedness, his behavior suggests that they 
are at least average. So even though Obama is not especially 
high on Agreeableness, I consider him to be higher than he 
might seem.

Obama’s high marks on all six facets of Conscientiousness 
also distinguish him from Clinton. He ranks especially high 
on deliberation, examining all sides of a problem. As with 
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other personality traits, this can be seen as a mixed blessing, 
bringing him praise for his thoughtfulness but criticism that 
he is too professorial and indecisive.

Considering Obama and Clinton in this way shows how 
the Big Five can help us organize our intuitive observations by 
making them explicit. Although the profiles that it generates 
are sketchy, the process focuses our attention on the full range 
of tendencies, including some that we might otherwise have 
overlooked. And as you will see, the findings we make in this 
way provide a framework for describing the personality pat-
terns discussed in the next chapter.

Practical Summary

In this chapter I’ve shown you how to organize your ini-
tial thoughts about a personality by using the Big Five. 
To supplement what you’ve learned, I urge you to take the 
free online test I mentioned earlier if you haven’t already 
done so: www.personal.psu.edu/faculty/j/5/j5j/IPIP/ipip-
neo120.htm

The test is a valuable instrument that resembles those 
professionals use as part of a formal personality assess-
ment. Taking it, and reviewing the results the program 
sends back, will tell you how your scores compare with 
those of the hundreds of thousands of other people in the 
database. It will also help you apply the Big Five to others.

But you can’t use a 120-item questionnaire to size up 
someone in everyday life. Instead you will have to become 

http://www.personal.psu.edu/faculty/j/5/j5j/IPIP/ipip-neo120.htm
http://www.personal.psu.edu/faculty/j/5/j5j/IPIP/ipip-neo120.htm
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sufficiently familiar with the Big Five to make an informal 
survey in your mind.

An Informal Big Five Survey

To make a mental survey, it’s easiest to work in an estab-
lished sequence. I always use the sequence E-A-C-N-O, as 
in the Bill Clinton example, and suggest you use it too. As 
with Clinton, I skim through the facets looking for any 
that are high or low and wind up with a rough sketch. In 
his case my assessment was: extremely high E, mixed A 
and C, lower than average N, and high O.

As you gain experience you, too, will be able to quickly 
sum up your observations in this way. You may also start 
looking at the Big Five not only as a collection of traits but 
also as five general tendencies that are operating at particu-
lar intensities. To give you some practice in making such 
quick assessments, please think through the many people 
you know and try to pick out the ones who rank highest or 
lowest on each of the Big Five. For convenience here, again, 
is a summary:

• Extraversion (vs. Introversion): The tendency to 
actively reach out to others.

• Agreeableness (vs. Antagonism): The tendency to 
be altruistic, cooperative, and good-natured.

• Conscientiousness (vs. Disinhibition): The ten-
dency to control impulses and tenaciously pursue 
goals.
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• Neuroticism (vs. Emotional Stability): The ten-
dency to have negative feelings, particularly in reac-
tion to perceived social threats.

 • Openness (vs. Closedness): The tendency to be 
imaginative and to enjoy novelty and variety.

This exercise doesn't only give you some practice in 
assessing these tendencies. It also calls your attention to 
inconsistencies. For example, you may know a person with 
high E who, paradoxically, avoids large crowds. Though 
this doesn’t seem to fit with his strong tendency to reach 
out to others, it turns out that strangers make him uneasy 
and that he has other signs of high N. The result is that his 
high E, which operates freely in the company of familiar 
people, is overridden by a situation that dials up his N.

This example shows that applying the Big Five is not 
as simple as it might seem. Behavior is greatly influenced 
by situations, and assessing tendencies must take this into 
account. Furthermore, the five general tendencies are 
continuously interacting with each other. Their complex 
interactions, their situational constraints, and the degree 
of harmony between them are, in fact, major causes of the 
distinctiveness and diversity of personalities.

P and the Big Five

At the end of the Preface, I asked you to pick a person 
(P) you know well and to write a description of his or her 
personality (from this point forward, P will be referred to 
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as female). If you didn’t get around to it then, please do it 
now, and continue to keep P in mind as you read on.

Now give P a rough score (such as high, medium, or 
low) on E, A, C, N, and O.

Having recorded these scores, please answer the 
following:

1.  Do you now find it easier to put your thoughts 
about P into words?

2.  Do you now have a clearer impression of some 
distinctive aspects of her personality?

3.  Did you notice anything you left out of your 
initial description that you now consider a 
significant omission?

4.  Do you believe some inconsistencies you’ve 
noticed may be thought of as conflicts of 
tendencies?

If you’re prepared to spend more time on the Big Five, 
you may wish to go back to the online test, put yourself in 
P’s shoes, and try to answer each question from what you 
believe to be her point of view. The report that you receive 
by return email will turn this into a profile and supplement 
the informal one you’ve already made. This will tell you if 
you picked up something from the test that you missed in 
your informal evaluation.
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As you continue through the book, the Big Five will 
keep coming up, and you will have many opportunities 
to increase your facility in using it. Now you’re ready to 
learn to combine it with other ways of thinking about 
personalities.
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