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The objective of this research project is to develop a compellingly 
attractive taxonomic structure for all of the personality descriptive terms 
in the English language, and then to compare this structure with similarly-
derived ones in a variety of other languages. Our ultimate goal is to discover 
as much as possible about the nature of the processes involved in the des­
cription of oneself and others, and about the role of language and culture 
in these processes. Our initial rationale and procedures are briefly discussed 
here, in the hopes of attracting some cross-cultural collaborators. 

Individuals differ i n a host of ways, not a l l of which are of equal i m ­
portance to themselves or to others. The most fundamental goal of per­
sonality research is the identif ication and measurement of the most important 
ind iv idua l differences. These central ind iv idua l differences should provide 
the structural constructs for an eventual theory of personality, as we l l as 
the targets for the development o f new assessment measures (Goldberg, 
1 9 7 2 ) . 

W h i l e attempts have l ong been made to systematize personality dif­
ferences, the most promis ing of the empir ical approaches to this ambitious 
task have been based on one cri t ical assumption : Those individual differen­
ces that are of the most significance in the daily transactions of persons with 
each other will eventually become encoded into their language as singleword 
trait descriptors. T h a t is, the importance of an ind iv idua l difference is as­
sumed to be related to its probabi l i ty of occurrence i n language. The more 
important is such a difference, the more w i l l people notice i t and wish to 
talk o f i t , w i t h the result that eventually they w i l l invent a w o r d for i t . One 
can see this process exemplified i n the in t roduc t ion of nouns into a language; 
for example, snow, of more importance to Eskimos than to Englishmen, has 
led to more words i n Eskimo dialects than i n English. Presumably, the same 
process must occur for adjectives, including those describing differences 
among individuals (Goldberg, 1972). 

I n this report , I w i l l discuss one po r t ion of a broad-ranging-and per­
haps unduly ambit ions-program of research, on wh ich I have been colla­
borat ing for the past few years w i t h War ren T . No r man , Dean Peabody, 
Jerry S. Wiggins, and Leonard G. Rorer . The major objective of this re­
search program is to develop a taxonomy of English personality descrip­
tive terms, one that is sufficiently systematic, comprehensive, and w e l l -
structured to be useful for scientific communicat ion. Specifically, the ta-
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xonomy is to be systematic and comprehensive i n the sense that i t takes 
as its fundamental data base the set o f ind iv idua l differences that are of suf­
ficient social significance, wide-spread occurrence, and distinctiveness to 
have been encoded and retained as descriptive predicates i n the English lan­
guage dur ing the course of its development. The taxonomy is to be we l l -
structured i n the sense that the relationships among these terms are to be 
determined. Tha t is, the taxonomy is to be organized, rather than left as a 
mere l ist o f terms, or as a collection of subsets of functionally synonymous 
descriptors (Norman , 1967) . 

Historical Background 

The quest for a systematic accounting of individual differences is an 
ancient, one, and most o f the major figures who have attempted to construct 
a theory of personality have had to grapple w i t h this general problem. I t was 
not u n t i l the 1930's, however, when psychologists began to treat this ques­
t ion as at least par t ia l ly an empirical , rather than exclusively as an intui t ive , 
matter. The first rationale for applying any empirical leverage o n the problem 
was prov ided by G o r d o n W . Ai rpor t , who argued that a scientific exploita­
t ion of language migh t lead to the discovery of something impor tan t about 
personality : 

I n the first place men experience a desire to represent by name such 
mental processes or dispositions o f their fellows as can be determined by 
observation or by inference. There is a demand for. depicting personality as 
accurately and as fa i thful ly as possible, for w i t h a suitable term, correspond 
ding to authentic psychological dispositions, the ability to understand and 
to control one's fellows is greatly enhanced. There is then reason to sup­
pose that trait-names are not entirely arbitrary, that they are to some extent 
self-correcting, for there is l i t t le to gain by perserving through names an 
erroneous belief i n merely fictitious or fabulous entities; there is everything 
to gain by using terms that designate true psychic structures. (Ai rpor t , 1937; 
pi 304) . 

Th i s same rationale motivated R a y m o n d B . Cat te l l to begin his ef­
forts to discover the basic factors of personality structure. Cat te l l has argued: 
Over the centuries, by the pressure o f urgent necessity, every aspect o f one 
human being's behavior that is l ike ly to affect another has come to be 
handled by some verbal symbol-at least i n any developed modern language. 
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A l t h o u g h some new words for traits constantly appear, a debris of equivalent 
but obsolete words constantly falls f rom the language. (Cattell , 1957; p. 71) 

. . . b y contrast, the area of the personality wh ich does not bear on other 
people, w h i c h deals w i t h the. physical w o r l d , and i n a way not relevant to 
the interests o f society, w i l l be sparsely and incompletely populated w i t h 
t ra i t terms. I f chairs and automobiles and cheeses had tongues, we should 
doubtless f ind t ra i t terms for light and heavy sitters, for a wide variety of 
gear changers, and for the varying behavior of digestive organs. The trai t 
vocabularies of modern languages, therefore, may be expected to cover, w i t h 
reasonable completeness and efficiency, patterns and elements of behavior 
as seen f r o m the standpoint of man, bu t not as seen f rom the standpoint of 
nature. (Cattel l , 1943; p. 486) . 

The posi t ion we shall adopt is a very direct one. . . making only the 
one assumption that all aspects of human personality which are or have been 
of importance, interest, or u t i l i ty have already become recorded i n the 
substance of language. For , throughout history, the most fascinating subject 
of general discourse, and also that i n which i t has been most vi ta l ly ne­
cessary to have adequate, representative symbols, has been human behavior. 
Necessity could no t possibly be barren where so l i t t le apparatus is required 
to pe rmi t the b i r t h of invention. (Cattel l , 1943; p . 4 8 3 ) . 

The first major work to be stimulated by this rationale was the classic 
monograph by A i r p o r t and Odbert (1936) , Trait names: A psycho-lexical 
study. These authors culled f r o m the second (1925) edit ion of Webster's 
unabridged dict ionary all terms pertaining to attributes of people. I n their 
words : 

The cr i ter ion for inclusion consists i n the capacity of any term to dis­
t inguish the behavior of one human being f rom that of another. Terms 
representing common (non-distinctive) behavior are excluded (e.g., walking 
and digesting), whereas more differentiating and stylistic terms applied to 
these same activities (such as mincing and dyspeptic) are included. ( A l l p o r t 
E Odbert , 1936; p . 2 4 ) . 

Each of the 17,953 terms so selected was then categorized into one of 
four sets, described as follows : 

Column I . I n this co lumn appear those names that symbolize most 
clearly « r e a b traits of personality. They designate generalized and persona-



L A N G U A G E AND P E R S O N A L I T Y 5 

l i z ed . . . tendencies-consistent and stable modes of an individual 's adjustment 
to his environment. Obvious examples are aggressive, introverted, sociable,... 
The number of terms i n this co lumn is 4504, or 25 per cent o f the total list. 

Column II. This column contains terms descriptive of present activity, 
temporary states of mind , and mood . The cri ter ion, for inclusion reads as 
f o l l o w s : « M i g h t the quali ty i n question characterize a person's mood, 
emotion, present attitude, or present activity (but not his enduring and 
recurr ing modes of ad jus tmen t )?» Typ ica l terms i n this co lumn are abashed, 
gibbering, rejoicing, frantic... This co lumn contains 4541 words, about 25 
per cent of the entire list. 

Column III. This list is the longest of the four, and contains character 
evaluations. Typica l examples are insignificant, acceptable, worthy. The 
paradigm for inclusion reads : « M i g h t one judge a man as (worthy) wi thout 
the man possessing a corresponding biophysical t rai t w h i c h may be symbo­
lized w i t h the same n a m e ? » . . . Some terms i n this co lumn imply no profound 
m o r a l judgment but rather a social effect upon the emotions or moods of 
another (e.g., dazzling, irritating). These terms presuppose some traits i n a 
man, but i n themselves they are value-estimates and do not symbolize the 
psychological dispositions i n h i m that cause h i m to have a dazzling or i r ­
r i t a t ing effect upon others. This co lumn contains 5226 terms, or 29 per 
cent of the to ta l list. , 

Column IV. There are many terms of possible value i n characterizing 
personality, even though they have no certain place i n the first three 
columns... . One sub-group [contains] terms explanatory of behavior, past 
participles for the most par t (e.g., pampered, crazed, malformed). Another 
sub-group [includes] physical qualities wh ich are commonly considered to 
be associated directly or indirect ly w i t h psychological traits (e.g., roly-poly, 
lean, red-headed, hoarse). S t i l l another group [contains] capacities or talents, 
such as able, gifted, prolific.... I n al l , this miscellaneous column contains 
3682 words, or about 21 per cent of the to ta l list. ( A l l p o r t E Odbert, 1936; 
pp. 2 5 - 2 7 ) . 

Whi le A l l p o r t and Odbert were content to rest w i t h their collection of 
personality terms, i t remained for Cattell to utilize any po r t ion of this col­
lection for taxonomic purposes. Unfortunately, Cattel l reduced the set to a 
mere 171 terms. Cluster analyses of peer ratings using these terms yielded 
around 36 clusters or «sur face t ra i t s ,» and subsequent factor analyses of peer 
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ratings based on scales for each of these clusters led Cattel l to the conclusion 
that between 15 and 20 distinct factors were necessary to account for their 
covariance; these latter became the « p r i m a r y personality factors* i n Cat-
tell's taxonomic scheme. 

Cattell 's efforts probably suffered as a result o f the premature reduc­
t ion of the set of descriptors used-a reduction prompted i n large part by 
sheer pragmatic considerations, specifically a lack of adequate resources 
for more extensive data collection and analysis. The present research prog­
r a m has sought to avoid these l imitat ions by retaining a m u c h larger set o f 
terms u n t i l such t ime as empir ical data bearing on their potential usefulness 
warrant the decision to remove any of them f rom further consideration. 

The Present Research Program 

Specifying the Domain of English Terms 

This research p rogram was instigated by War ren T . N o r m a n about a 
decade ago. T h e sequence of procedures that have been employed dur ing 
the in i t i a l stages of the p rogram are out l ined below. 

Phase 1 : Construction of the Master Pool. The in i t i a l poo l of terms 
to be considered was the set of 17,954 listed by Ai rpor t and Odber t (1936) . 
I n addit ion, the t h i r d (1961) edi t ion of Webster's unabridged dict ionary was 
scanned, and al l terms w h i c h pertained i n any manner to attributes of per­
sons or their behavior, b u t w h i c h were not included i n the A l l p o r t - O d b e r t 
l ist , were recorded, and notations were made of ah terms listed by A l l p o r t 
and Odbert w h i c h had been dropped f r o m Webster's T h i r d . (Whatever 
shortcomings Webster's T h i r d may have as a standard of « p r o p e r » and his­
tor ical English, the philosophy that guided that remarkably sweeping re­
vision and modernizat ion of the earlier edi t ion could hardly have been more 
ideally suited to these scientific purposes.) 

Phase 2 : Initial Culling of the Master Pool. W h i l e i t is no t possible 
to draw a h a r d and fast l ine between classes of terms that are vague or am­
biguous and those that are not , the distinction is nonetheless clear enough 
that i t provided a basis for an i n i t i a l refinement of the poo l on judgmental 
grounds : 

(a) A large number of terms i n the Al lpor t -Odber t list, as we l l as 
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many potential additions f rom Webster's T h i r d , per tain to such obscure 
l i terary, historical , or mythological referents, derive f r o m such archaic or 
l i t t le k n o w n dialects, or are for other reasons so seldom used i n contemporary 
discourse that to include them i n a contemporary vocabulary w o u l d make 
such a compend ium vir tual ly useless for most purposes. 

(b) M a n y terms, inc luding quite a few of those just alluded to, refer 
to such broad and loosely related classes of attributes, or require the use o f 
such extended metaphors or analogies to make their relevance to personal 
characteristics at a l l clear, that they also are best excluded f rom further con­
sideration at the outset. 

(c) There exists a large class of terms w h i c h denote various anato­
mica l or physiognomic characteristics, medical symptoms, merely physical 
aspects of behavior, movements, or location, or of appearance, grooming, 
and dress. W h i l e some of these attributes might have implicat ions for per­
sonality development and functioning, the implications w o u l d ordinar i ly be 
indirect and so highly contingent upon situational conditions that such re­
lations were judged to be best left as matters for subsequent experimental 
study. 

F ina l ly , (d) contemporary Amer ican Engl ish is loaded w i t h terms whose 
connotations are either purely evaluative or w h i c h are merely quantifiers 
of degree or amount for whatever substantive t e rm they are paired. Such 
terms convey almost exclusively some degree of social or personal approval 
or disapproval, wi thout any indica t ion as to what attributes of the person 
the valuat ion accrues. There is no impl ica t ion here that other terms are 
value-neutral; only that whatever the evaluative valences of these remaining 
terms may be, they also have denotations that refer to specific attributes o f 
the person. 

These four bases for excluding terms were applied to al l terms i n the 
A l l p o r t - O d b e r t list, plus 171 addit ional terms f rom Webster's T h i r d . T o 
qualify for exclusion on one or another of these bases, a t e rm had to be 
in i t ia l ly so categorized by one member of the research staff and subsequently 
agreed to by at least two of three others. Doub t fu l terms, or those for wh ich 
disagreements could not be resolved, were retained for further consideration. 

Phase 3 : Cataloguing the Retained Terms. Those terms not excluded 
on one or another of the bases described above were then sorted into three 
major categories, similar to those used earlier by A l l p o r t and Odbert . A s 
adjuncts to the subjective judgments on w h i c h this catalogue mainly rests, 
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Thorndike-Lorge w o r d counts and definitions f r o m Webster's T h i r d were 
used to resolve any disagreements arnong the research staff. I n al l cases for 
wh ich doubt st i l l existed as to whether a term should be placed i n one o f the 
exclusion categories, i t was not; instead, i t was retained i n one of the three 
inclusion categories pending the accumulation of data i n subsequent phases 
of the research program. A brief summary of this in i t i a l catalogue is presen­
ted i n Table 1 , 

Table 1 

The I n i t i a l Catalogue o f 18,125 Engl ish Words 

I . Stable («Biophys i ca l» ) Traits 
11. Temporary States or Activi t ies 

I I I . Social Roles, Relationships, or Effects 

( T o t a l : I , I I , and I I I ) 

Exclusion Categories 

(a) A l m o s t purely evaluative 
(b) Ana tomica l , physical, or medical 
(c) Ambiguous , vague, or metaphorical 
(d) Obscure; l i t t l e -known 
(e) Other; miscellaneous 

(Tota l excluded) 

Number % Example 

; 2797 .15 Meek 
3021 .17 Lonesome 
1476 .08 Dangerous 

(7294) (.40) 

760 .04 Nice 
882 .05 H a i r y 

4796 .26 Oceanic 
3606 ' .20 Bevering 

787 .04 

(10,831) (.60) 

Less than 3000 (about 1 5 % ) of the 18,125 terms refer to stable traits 
(e.g., « m e e k » ) , another 3000 refer to temporary states or activities (e.g., 
« l o n e s o m e » ) , and roughly half that number (about 1500) refer to social 
roles, relationships, or effects (e.g., « d a n g e r o u s » ) . For taxonomic purposes, 
approximately 6 0 % of the total collect ion can be viewed as dross, either 
because the terms have only m i n i m a l descriptive significance or because 
they are so arcane, ambiguous, vague, metaphorical , or obscure that their 
personological implications are available only to the most fanatic of lexico­
graphers. 

The systematic collection of personality terms used i n this research 
program is, of course, far more comprehensive than the much smaller 
subsets that have been employed i n previous investigations. F o r example, 
the most popular set of trait terms used for assessment purposes has been 
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the 300-item Adject ive Check L i s t ( A C L ) , compiled by Har r i son G . Gough. 
Another somewhat similar set of 555 terms, assembled by N o r m a n H . A n ­
derson, has been used bo th by h i m and by others i n a host of studies of 
person perception and impression format ion . Table 2 provides a comparison 
between these two-widely-used stimulus sets on the one hand and-the present 
more complete collection on -the other. The first two columns of Table 2 
show that whi le roughly three quarters of the terms i n bo th the A C L and 
Anderson's (1968) Standard L i s t of Personality Traits ( S L P T ) refer to 
stable traits (Category I ) , the other quarter i n both lists are scattered rather 
unsystematically across the other categories. Moreover , as the last two co­
lumns of Table 2 indicate, only a small fraction of, the total set of stable 
t ra i t terms is included i n either the A C L or the S L P T lists. Data accumulated 
by the present project should pe rmi t future investigators to select stimulus 
sets i n a far more systematic manner than has ever before been possible. 

Table 2 

A Comparison between the Terms i n Gough's Adjective Check L i s t ( A C L ) , 
Anderson's Standard List of Personality Traits ( S L P T ) , 

and our l n i t i a l Catalogue of 18,,125. Terms , 

Percentage of the Terms 
Percentage of A C L and in Each Category Which 
S L P T Terms Which Fal l are Included in the 

in Each Category A C L and S L P T 

Gough Anderson Gough Anderson 
. A C L S L P T . A C L S L P T 

Inclusion Categories (N = 300) (N=555) (N=z300) (N=555) 

I . Stable Traits .79 .72 .08 .14 

I I . Temporary States .07 .08 .01 .02 ' 

I I I . Roles or Effects .01 .05 .00 ,02 

Exclusion. Categories 

(a) Evaluative .02 .06 .01 .04 

(b) Physical .02 .01 .01 .00 

(c) Ambiguous .05 .05 .00 .01 

(d) Obscure .00 .00 .00 .00 

(e) Other .01 .01 .00 .01 

Unclassified .04 .02 . — — 

T o t a l 1.00 1.00 .02 .03 



10 Li,R. G O L D B E R G 

Phase 4 : The first Wave of Empirical Analyses. T o date, we have 
concentrated our research attention on those terms w h i c h refer to stable 
traits (Category I ) . This category includes all terms that designate typical , 
generalized, and personalized characteristics of a person or a person's be­
havior; terms that denote stable and consistent styles o f behavior and re­
actions to other persons or to a variety of situations; and terms that convey 
characteristic modes of adjustment. W h i l e 3586 terms were ini t ia l ly so ca­
talogued, 786 of these terms were subsequently removed f r o m further con­
sideration for various reasons, such as the existence o f a preferable f o r m of 
the w o r d i n the set, excessive slanginess, awkwardness, or unsuitabil i ty for 
presentation i n a group testing situation. 

The remaining 2800 terms were then divided in to 14 lists o f 200 each, 
and each list was administered to a different sample of 50 male and 50 fe­
male undergraduate university students under each of several conditions. 
First , the subjects were asked to give a synonym or short defini t ion for each 
term or, alternatively, to cross out the t e rm i f they d i d not know its meaning. 
Second, the subjects were asked to rate the degree to wh ich each term was 
applicable to, or descriptive of, themselves and each of three self-selected 
peers-one l i k e d w e l l , one to w h o m they were indifferent, and one disliked. 
T h i r d , the subjects were asked to rate the social desirability o f each term. 

I n this and al l subsequent studies conducted so far we have employed 
samples of university students, no t because these persons are representative 
of the general popula t ion but, to the contrary, because they possess an unu­
sually high level of verbal ski l l and sophistication. Terms which are unknown 
or otherwise unsuitable for use w i t h such a popula t ion are unl ikely to be 
understood by less sophisticated individuals, and thus are probably unusable 
for our purposes. 

I temmetr ic analyses f r o m the five rat ing tasks were carried out sep­
arately w i t h i n the male and female samples. F o r each of the 2800 terms, 
the means and standard deviations for the social desirability, self rat ing, 
and peer rat ing tasks have been reported (Norman, 1967), along w i t h the 
propor t ion of persons who indicated that they did not k n o w the meaning of 
the term. 

Phase 5 : The Second Wave of Empirical Analyses. W h i l e these 
ini t ia l data-gathering procedures provided a r ich bed o f normative informa­
t ion about each of the 2800 separate terms, analyses o f their interrelat i-
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onships w o u l d necessarily be l imi ted to sets of 200 terms that were ad­
ministered to any one subsample. Consequently, an effort was made to 
reduce the set of terms to a number small enough to be administered to a 
single sample, whi le 'at the same t ime preserving the systematic character 
of the in i t ia l total collection. The findings f rom the first wave of empir ical 
analyses suggested that roughly half of the terms were sufficiently obscure 
to make their meanings unclear to many university undergraduates. This f i n ­
ding was not unexpected, s ince. in the in i t i a l cataloguing process any doubt 
about the apparent diff icul ty of a t e r m was explici t ly resolved i n favor of 
its inclusion i n the set to be used for prel iminary investigation. 

Depending on the stringency of one's criteria for exclusion, between 
1200 and 1800 terms migh t qualify at this stage as candidates for further 
empir ical analyses. Us ing a l iberal cr i ter ion, a set of 1710 adjectives has 
been selected, and samples of university undergraduates i n the Uni ted States, 
Austra l ia , and Great B r i t a i n have been administered an inventory of these 
1710 terms, w i t h self-description instructions. 

Developing a Taxonomy of Trait-Descriptive Terms 

Over the years, an impor tan t theoretical controversy has centered on 
the extent to wh ich the correlational structures discovered i n peer ra t ing 
studies (e.g., Cat tel l , 1957; N o r m a n , 1963) reflect p r imar i ly (a) the raters' 
conceptual factors ( their shared «impl ic i t personality t h e o r y » ) as compared 
to (b) the actual organization of personality traits among the ratecs (see 
N o r m a n e Goldberg, 1966) . Indeed, some investigators have proposed that 
these analyses may have no bearing on true personality t rai t covariat ion, but 
merely reflect the way. i n which the raters generally view the interrelationships 
among such traits (D 'Andrade , 1965; Levy s Dugan, 1960; M u l a i k , 1964). 
I t is most l ikely that this issue can never be resolved i n the absence of de­
tailed in format ion about the sheer similarity of meaning among the trait 
descriptive terms used i n these investigations. Tha t is, a stimulus taxonomy 
based only on s imilar i ty o f meaning is a necessary precondi t ion for drawing 
any substantive conclusions about the « t rue relationships among personality 
traits..» The present research program seeks to develop precisely such a t ra i t 
taxonomy, and i t is our intent ion to uti l ize this taxonomy for leverage i n 
resolving those contentious issues w h i c h have heretofore remained i n dispute. 

Since we believe that structural representations based on s imilar i ty of 
meaning must in i t i a l ly be independent of those based upon self or peer des-
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criptions, our first and overr iding goal has been to develop such semantic 
structures. Moreover , previous taxonomic efforts may wel l have suffered 
severely as a result of investigators' commitments to the use o f one method 
for s t ructural analyses. B y and large, one or another factor analytic proce­
dure has been elevated to occupy the role of scientific supreme court both 
i n f inding the facts and i n adjudicating the issues relating to personality 
structure. I t has been assumed, most explicit ly by Cattel l , that the applica­
t ion of some a priori statistical cr i ter ion l ike «s imple s t r uc tu r e» w i l l inevi ­
tably direct the adventurous traveler d o w n a royal road to t ru th . The present 
research endeavor has been based on a diametrically opposite rationale, na­
mely that it is only through the triangulation afforded by many diverse 
methods that one learns to unconfound sources of variance that are normally 
confounded in nature. 

A s a consequence of this general scientific orientat ion, we have been 
undertaking a multi-faceted explorat ion of the structure of the trait des­
cript ive terms i n the English language. In i t i a l ly , we are developing a set of 
alternative structures, f rom w h i c h investigators can select the one most 
suitable for their o w n purposes. Eventual ly, empir ical analyses should dis­
cover the linkages among these alternative structures, and determine the 
relative assets and liabilities o f each of them for diverse scientific purposes. 
The rationale and procedures for developing one o f these structures w i l l now 
be described. 

Characteristics of people as they are usually measured include a mixture 
of descriptive content and other confounding features. Tradi t iona l methods 
of analysis, most especially exploratory factor analysis, w i l l only fortuitously 
-and thus extremely rarely- serve to separate them. However , to the extent 
that one can specify some of these features i n advance, one can attempt to 
separate them deliberately. The resulting structures should correspondingly 
be much cleaner and tighter, and therefore more robust when moved f rom 
one sample of subjects to another. Moreover , if one can additionally iden­
tify those sources of variance that are method-confounded, one should again 
be able to separate them deliberately, and thus to f ind analogous structures 
via a number of different methods. 

F o r example, any single t rai t descriptive adjective (e.g., « thr i f ty») com­
bines both a descriptive aspect (unl ikely to spend money) and an evaluative 
aspect (good). The same confounding continues i f one introduces the 
contrasting opposite te rm ( « e x t r a v a g a n t » ) . I n this case, the descriptive aspect 
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(spending money) is confounded w i t h an evaluative one (bad). T o separate 
the descriptive and evaluative aspects, Peabody (1967) has suggested that 
one needs to f ind another pair (e.g., « g e n e r o u s » vs «s t ingy») that reverses 
the relation between descriptive and evaluative contrasts. I n that case, a pos­
sible schema for classifying al l four traits is i l lustrated i n the top section of 
Figure 1. 

Figure 1 

Scheme for Unconfounding Evaluation and Description 

Evaluat t ve 
Contrast 

Pos i t îve (+) 

Negat ive ' (-) 

Descriptive Contrast 

A _B 

Thrifty Generous 

Stingy Extravagant 

Relative 
Inc idence i n 
the Population 

Pole A Pole 
3 n -H o E : 

rt —• rr < Oi 

—• in £ -i • \A 

n> to —. (t> —' - I rt 
IÛ Û> - h Ù) o tt> 

•< •—i rt O zr -h •< -< 

U
S 

t
h
r
o
p
i c 

a
r
i t

a
b
l
e
 

C 

Descriptive Attribute 
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Trad i t i ona l methods of analysis generally w i l l ' n o t separate these conr-
founding features, and most fac tor 'analy t ic methods w i l l produce factors 
which confound description and evaluation. For example, Cat te l l (1957) 
described 15 major bipolar factors, for most of wh ich the characteristics de­
fining one pole are all favorable, and those defining the opposite pole are 
al l unfavorable. One factor has favorable and unfavorable terms at one pole 
but only favorable terms at the other pole. Indeed, only two factors have 
both favorable and unfavorable terms at each pole. Thus , of these 15 factors, 
two are unconfounded, one par t ia l ly confounded, and 12 whol ly confoun­
ded w i t h evaluation. 

The seminal research of Peabody (1967, 1968, 1970) provides a ra­
tionale for unconfounding description and evaluation, and we have been 
using an extension of this model to begin our structural analyses of t rai t 
terms. O u r theoretical scheme is based on the assumption that there exist 
clusters of interrelated terms w h i c h are used to describe differences i n the 
intensity or the frequency of the same basic behavioral pattern. F o r example, 
consider ind iv idua l differences i n generosity w i t h regard to money and 
property. W h i l e one can use adverbs to scale these differences (e.g., «very 
generous,* « q u i t e g e n e r o u s , » «a b i t g e n e r o u s » ) , alternatively one can use 
single terms w h i c h embody such differences i n degree (e.g., «generous ,» 
« p h i l a n t h r o p i c , » « lavish ,» « e x t r a v a g a n t , » « w a s t e f u b ) . 

Moreover , for many types of behavior patterns, there is an impor tan t 
relationship between the extremity of the behavior described and the rated 
social desirability of the t rai t descriptor. Specifically, more extreme terms 
are typical ly judged as less desirable (e.g., i t is good to be «gene rous ,» but 
i t is bad to be « t o o g e n e r o u s » or, « o v e r g e n e r o u s » or « e x t r a v a g a n t » ) , as is 
i l lustrated b y ' t h e hypothetical frequency dis tr ibut ion i n the lower por t ion of 
Figure 1. 

I f Peabody's schema can be applied more generally, i t should be pos­
sible to f i n d sets o f interrelated terms such that a l l terms i n each set refer 
to the same behavioral dimension but differ i n their location or extremity, 
and consequently i n their social desirability. I f one can cluster the terms by 
similar i ty o f meaning and can assess the social desirability o f the terms in 
each cluster, one has a rudimentary framework for constructing a trait 
taxonomy. Table 3 shows the application of this rationale to the concept of 
generosity; terms indicat ing a propensity for giving or sharing are listed on 
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Table 3 

Economica l 
Thr i f ty 

Unwasteful 

F ruga l 
Unextravagant 

Possessive 

Ciosefisted 
Unphi lan th rop ic 

Mercenary 
Covetous 
Mise r ly 

Unchar i table 
Niggardly 

Ungenerous 

Generosity 

Mean 

Desirabil i ty 

7.8 
7.8 . 
7.1 
7.0 
6.7 
6.6 
6.5 
6.0 
5.7 
5.4 

Generous 
Charitable 

U n niggardly 

Phi lanthropic 

Unmercenary 

Stingy 
Greedy 

4.8 
4.7 
4.2 
3.9 
3.8 
3.8 
3.6 
3.3 
3.2 
3.1 
2.9 
2.7 
2.4 
2.4 
2.3 
2.2 
1.7 

Lavish 
Overcharitablc 

Unthr i f ty 

Unfrugal 
Extravagant 

Uneconomical 

Thriftless 

Wasteful 
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the r ight , those suggesting a propensity for retaining are listed on the left. 
As one moves down the page, f rom the top to the bot tom, the terms become 
increasingly less desirable. These mean social desirability values, on a scale 
f rom 1 (least desirable) to 9 (most desirable), are based on the ratings f rom 
50 male and 50 female college students. A line is used to separate the de­
sirable terms (mean values f rom 5 to 9) f r o m the undesirable ones (mean 
values f rom 1 to 5) . Negations are offset a b i t toward the center of the page, 
while amplifications are offset slightly away f rom the center. Since nega­
tions of root terms are typically reversed both descriptively and evaluatively, 
root-negation pairs w i l l usually be found in the diagonally opposite corners; 
for example, « g e n e r o u s » can be found i n the upper r ight corner, and « u n -
generouss* in the lower left, corner of the table. Each amplif icat ion w i l l be 
found on the same side of the page as its roo t term; typically, positively-
valued root terms (e.g., «cha r i t ab l e» ) get amplified, and the resulting- terms 
(e.g., « o v e r c h a r i t a b l e » ) are 'evaluated negatively. 

Note that the set of terms included i n Table 3 is no t complete balanced 
or symmetrical. There are no terms to express frugali ty w i t h quite the same 
degree of desirability as can be found for the terms «generous» and «cha¬
r i t ab le .» A n d , there are no terms to excess of generosity w i t h quite the 
same degree of undesirability as the terms «s t ingy» and «greedy .» Tha t is, 
the concept of generosity, as i t is embedded i n the Engl ish language, is 
somewhat correlated w i t h evaluation, although i t can be unconfounded by 
an appropriate selection of terms f rom the nuclear trait set. Mos t t rai t sets 
show at least some such correlation, w i t h more terms i n two diagonal cells 
(e.g., upper r ight and lower left) than i n the other two cells (e.g., upper left 
and lower r ight) . Indeed, there are some concepts that are so completely 
confounded w i t h evaluation that they include only terms i n two diagonal 
cells. For example, there are no common terms to express the not ion of 
having too much talent, although one could create such a term (e.g.,. « o v e r -
in te l l igenU). 

Table 4 presents another nuclear trait cluster, this one for r isktaking. 
Here there is only a slight correlation w i t h evaluation, though there are more 
positive terms to express riskiness than to express cautiousness. T o be « c a -
reful» is highly desirable, bu t no t quite, as desirable as i t is to .be « c o u r a -
g e o u s » ; and, to be « o v e r r a s h » is h ighly undesirable, bu t not quite as u n ­
desirable as i t is to be «cowardly.s> 

http://to.be
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Table 4 

R i sk -Tak ing 

M e a n 
Desirabil i ty 

8.0 Courageous 

7.6 Brave 

Careful 7.4 
7.3 Venturous 

7.2 Venturesome 

7.1 Adventurous 

7.0 Stout-hearted 

7.0 Fearless 

7.0 Val ian t 

Heedful 6.9 Hero ic 

6.7 Dar ing 

Cautious 6.6 Lion-hearted 

6.5 Dauntless 

6.5 Unfearing 

6.2 Plucky 

6.2 Valorous 

6.0 B o l d 

5.9 Gutsy 

5.9 F o r w a r d 

Wary 5,6 

, 5 A Devil-may-care 

4.5 Impetuous 

4 . 5 ' Overvaliant 

4.4 . Headlong 

Unheroic 4.2 Uncautious 
U n b o l d 4.2 Overbrave 

Tentative 
4.1 Aweless 

rcareful 4.0 Brash 

Teerübt Psikoloji galt§mdlart F. 2 
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( T a b l o 4 d e v a m ) 

Overwary 

Overcautious 
Unva l i an t 

T i m i d 
Timorous 

Unventurous 

U n ad venturous 
Overfearful 

Weak-hearted 
Weak-kneed 

Gutless 
Cowardly 

Table 5 illustrates the application of this schema to one of the most 
central concepts i n . personality research, namely self-confidence or self-
esteem. Self-esteem is an example of a construct w i t h differential variance 
i n the desirability of terms defining each of its two poles. Specifically, i t is 
very desirable to be «conf ident ,» «self - respect ing,» or «a s su red ,» whi le i t is 
very undesirable to be « b i g h e a d e d , » «boas t fu l ,» «swel l -headed ,» or « s tuck -
up .» I n contrast, the range of desirability values for the other pole o f this 
construct ( « m o d e s t » to «pr ide less» ) is considerably smaller. 

Moreover,, this schema may help to unravel some of the seeming i n ­
consistencies i n past research on the self-concept (e.g., Wylie . , ,1968) . For , as 
Table 5 should make clear, there are at least two distinct varieties of self-
esteem : (a) Ind iv idua l differences i n the tendency to endorse terms on the 
r ight (e.g., «self -confident ,» « e g o t i s t i c a b ) as compared to those on the left 

4.0 Unwary 
4.0 Over daring 

3.9 Audacious 
3.8 Incautious 
3.8 Overbold 
3.7 Nervy 
3.6 
3.5 
3.5'' • • 
3.4. Overforward 
3.0 Imprudent 
3.0 Foolhardy 
2.9 Rash 
2.9 Brazen 
2.8 Reckless 
2.8' 
2.6 ' Overrash 
2.3" • 
2 .0 ' 



L A N G U A G E AND P E R S O N A L I T Y 19 

Table 5 

Modest 
Self-critical 

Ur iva in .' 
Unboastf u l 
Conceitless 

Humble 
N o n egotistical 

Unpresuming 
Unassuming 

Boastless 

Self Esteem 

Mean 
Desirabil i ty 

8.1 
7.9 
7.8 
7.7 
7.4 
7.2 
7.1 
7.0 
6.9 
6.8 
6.8 

Confident 
Self-respecting 
Self-reliant 

Self-confident 
Assured 
Self-sufficient 
Self-assured 

6.5 
6.2 
6.0 
5.7 
5.7 
5.6 

Unself conscious 
Proud 

Unshy 
Unbashful 

Self-satisfied 

Unmeek 

Self-conscious 
Self-doubting 
Shy 

Bashful 
Overmodest 

Meek 
Self-disparaging 

4.7 
4.5 
4.4 
4.3 
4.2 
4.2 
4.1 
4.0 
3.9 
3.8 
3.7 

Self-righteous 
Complacent 

Self-possessed 
Self-important 

Overconfident 



20 L . R . G O L D B E R G 

(Tablo 5 devam) 

Self-effacing 3.5 Egocentric 
Unassured 3.4 
Unsure 3.3 Immodest 
Insecure 3.2 Egotistical 

Self-deprecating 3.2 
Unconfident 3.1 Self-centered 

3.1 Presumptuous 
2.8 Overproud 
2.8 Affected 

Prideless 2.7 V a i n 
2.6 Conceited 
2.6 Smug 
2.5 Bigheaded 
2.4 Boastful 
2.3 . Swellheaded 
2.0 Stuck-up 

(e.g., « h u m b l e , » «se l f -dep reca t ing») ; and (6) ind iv idua l differences i n the 
tendency to endorse terms above the l ine (e.g., « h u m b l e , » «se l f -conf ident») , 
as compared to those terms below i t (e.g., «seh-depreca t ing , s . «egot i s t ica l») . 
Each of the numerous scales that have been developed to asses self-esteem 
includes a different blend o f these two conceptually-independent processes. 
Is i t any wonder, as a consequence, that findings based on one o f these 
measures may not replicate i n a subsequent study i n which some different 
measure is used? One of the goals of the present research program is to 
provide the technology for resolving many of the apparent inconsistencies i n 
previous studies of personality structure. 

The 1710 trait descriptive terms that have been retained at this stage 
of the project have been classified in to some 50 categories, of w h i c h Tables 
3, 4 , and 5 are three examples. Th i s in i t i a l classification scheme is s t i l l u n ­
der continuous revision, using semantic similari ty judgments made bo th by 
members of the project staff and by advanced graduate students i n Engl ish 
Li terature . F ive successive revisions of this in i t i a l structure have been com­
pleted, and a sixth revision is i n progress1'. Future efforts w i l l be devoted 
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both to i m p r o v i n g these in i t i a l classifications and to establishing an overar­
ching molar structure based on the relationships among the categories. This 
latter endeavor should be greatly aided by our parallel explorations of other 
types of taxonomic structures, as w e l l as by the parallel explorations of i n ­
vestigators using other languages. 

A Plea for Additional Collaborators 

A l l of these taxonomic efforts have been confined to terms f rom the 
English language, for the crassly practical reason that all members of our 
scientific team are native speakers o f English, as were A l l p o r t and Odbert . 
O n the other hand, given that one must start w i t h any single language, 
English could be defended as an in i t i a l source on the grounds that Engl ish 
has a larger vocabulary than any other modern language. I n addit ion, for 
better or for worse, English is the dominant language of science, inc luding 
the scientific study of personality, and therefore an English taxonomy should 
be useful for psychologists throughout the wor ld . Nonetheless, since our u l ­
timate goal is to provide an observational language for general personality 
description, we must deterrnine the extent to which confining the project to 
Amer ican English is defensible. 

Consequently, wc now wish to broaden our investigation of the inter­
play of language and personality structure by beginning to sample other lan­
guage communities w i t h i n the Uni t ed States (for example, southern versus 
nor thern, and rura l versus urban, dialects), other distinct subcultures w i t h i n 
the English-speaking w o r l d (for example, those on the Br i t i sh Isles and 
those i n Aust ra l ia or New Zea land) , other Indo-European languages (such 
as Russian, German, Greek, and Spanish or French), and some non- Indo-
European languages (such as Chinese, Turk i sh , and Hebrew) . 

W h i l e there are many lexicographic sourcebooks available for the large 
modern languages, these typically do not include a counterpart volume to 
the A l l p o r t and Odber t monograph. Thus, to replicate our w o r k , we w i l l 
first need to f ind native speakers of other languages to cull f rom their 
dictionaries the in i t i a l catalogue of personality-related terms. Beyond that 
point, their w o r k can parallel our own, and all aspects of the classification 
procedure could be replicated separately wi th in each language. However, 
the cr i t ica l problem of comparing the resulting taxonomic structures w i t h 
those f rom English w i l l require unusually sophisticated linguistic techniques. 
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A s tantalizing as is the quest for cross-language generality, i t might tu rn 
out to be equally impor tan t -and certainly far easier- to begin w i t h those 
languages where no replicat ion of the detailed structure i n Engl ish can be 
expected. Specifically, we .would l ike to study one or more of the relatively 
small language groups of the sort t radi t ional ly s tudied. by anthropologists 
(for example, various Amer ican Ind ian and A f r i c a n languages). These lan­
guages generally tend to have small vocabularies; one South Amer ican I n ­
dian language i n part icular is reported to be extremely impoverished i n t rai t 
terms. I n such languages, i t w o u l d be interesting to discover those structural 
dimensions that were common to the ones found i n English. Hypothet icai ly , 
the most universal distinctions are of the most fundamental importance for 
personality development and functioning. Assuming that many of the per-
sonological distinctions found i n English are not contained i n these other 
languages, i t w o u l d then be impor tant to discover whether, among native 
speakers of the relatively impoverished language, such indiv idua l differences 
are encoded i n different ways (for example, by phrases rather than by single 
words) , are perceived but only rarely communicated to others, or do not ap­
pear to be perceived at a l l . 
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