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Personality and Business Part 1: Increasing
ROI Through Personality Assessment
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“I am not going to hire that applicant. They talked too
much without listening” – HR manager
“I may need to fire that employee. He is self-centered
and has offended several co-workers” – Floor manager
“I love my boss. She always listens to my concerns and
makes me feel like my opinion matters” – Employee
“I’m not going to buy that car from him. He is too
‘pushy’. I don’t trust him” – Potential customer

In each of these examples it is personality that is at issue. Personality is
defined as the combination of behavioral and emotional characteristics that
distinguishes an individual (or a company for that matter) from others.
Personality pervades every business interaction between individuals.
Despite its prevalence, many businesses under-utilize information about
personality. Successful businesses embrace differences in personality,
measure them and use that information to increase employee satisfaction,
workplace harmony and productivity.
Although personality has been discussed since the times of Hippocrates, the
first formal test of personality was developed in 1919 by Robert S.
Woodworth. The Woodworth Psychoneurotic Inventory was developed for use
in World War I to screen recruits for a risk of shell shock (referred to as posttraumatic stress disorder), although it quickly became widely used in
psychological research and led to the development of many other personality
tests [1].

Myers-Briggs Type Indicator
One personality test that has gained traction in business is the Myers-Briggs
test. It is taken by more than 2.5 million people a year, and is used by 89 of
the Fortune 100 companies [2]. The Myers-Briggs test was originally
developed by Katharine Cook Briggs and her daughter, Isabel Briggs Myers
as a personality indicator during World War II. Interestingly, Myers and Briggs
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original thought was that the test would help women entering the workforce
for the first time with information regarding the type of war-time job that
would suit them best [3]. The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) has been
revised several times over the years but remains true to its original form [4].
The current version of the MBTI includes 93 questions where the test taker
selects one of two choices. The choices are a mixture of word pairs and
short statements. The choices reflect opposite preferences on a single
dichotomous dimension. Questions like the following are indicative of the
test
Does it bother you more having things: (a) incomplete or (b) complete?
Are you more comfortable in making: (a) logical judgments, or (b) value
judgments?
Are you more often: (a) a cool-headed person, or (b) a warm-hearted
person?
The MBTI taps differences along four dichotomies personality factors
resulting in 16 possible psychological types. Critically, no type is better or
worse than another. The four dichotomous factors are:
extraversion (E) vs. introversion (I)
sensing (S) vs. intuition (N)
thinking (T) vs. feeling (F)
judgement (J) vs. perception (P)
The 16 types are typically referred to by an abbreviation of four letters. For
instance:
ESTJ: extraversion (E), sensing (S), thinking (T), judgment (J)
INFP: introversion (I), intuition (N), feeling (F), perception (P)
The MBTI has been marketed as a tool for determining which type of
employment is best suited for each personality type. For example, ISTJs are
best suited as accountants or CFOs whereas INFPs should be writers or
editors.

Caveats and Criticisms [5]
Despite its popularity, the MBTI is not without distractors. Some question the
MBTIs validity (i.e., the ability of the measure to tap what it is argued to
measure). In addition, there is little evidence to support the notion that the
four factors represent true dichotomies. Rather the majority of evidence
suggests that scores on individual scales are normally distributed (i.e., are
centrally peaked) and are not bi-modally distributed as one would expect
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from a truly dichotomous variable. Finally, because the MBTI depends upon

extract information about

honest self-reporting, there is always the possibility that respondents will

personality from text. A major

answer the way that they think that they should. Other self-report surveys

strength of this approach is that

that purport to provide better insights into personality in the workplace also

you can use nearly any text

exist. These include the Birkman Test (https://birkman.com), among others.

generated by an individual, thus
side-stepping the tricky issue of

Summary
Despite some of the specific challenges associated with the MBTI and
Birkman Method, the notion that an understanding of personality would be
advantageous in all walks of life, especially business, is without question.
Personality is central to all business interactions. A deeper understanding of
personality can increase profits and return on investment all the while
increasing employee satisfaction and workplace harmony.

Looking Ahead

whether individuals are
responding to the survey
truthfully. Finally, we argue for a
data-driven approach to
personality and business that
uses predictive analytics to
explore how personality can be
used in a specific business
setting. The idea here it to rely
less on prior research, and more

In part 2 of this series on personality assessment and business, we explore

on the personality and business

another survey based measure of personality, the Big 5, that has been

data from your company. In the

studied extensively in academic settings. We also introduce exciting new

end, that is what matters to you.

personality assessment methods that do not rely on surveys, but instead
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