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ABSTRACT
The Myers-Briggs® understanding of personality type
can be seen as a hierarchy of two levels, the first of these
theory-free, the second theory-laden. Stripped of its
theoretical framework, Myers-Briggs typology becomes
a simple taxonomy, with 16 types identified only by
their observed characteristics. Parallels with 18th-cen-
tury botany and zoology and with (the 20th century)
Colour Me Beautiful illustrate that taxonomies can exist
robustly without a supporting theoretical framework.
Furthermore, Myers-Briggs typology retains much of its
practical value when reduced to a theory-free taxonomy.

The two levels of Myers-Briggs typology differ in

their epistemic status. Myers-Briggs typology as a theory-
free taxonomy cannot be falsified and indeed does not
need to claim that it is the only possible classification. 
By contrast, Myers-Briggs theory postulates the existence
and singular importance of a number of entities (e.g.,
the four pairs of polarities) and the determinative nature
of the dynamic interaction between the four components
of a personality type. All of this is open to question and,
in theory if not yet in practice, to testing and therefore
conceivably to falsification. Claims for the truth of
Myers-Briggs theory are in the epistemic category of
Justified Belief rather than Knowledge. Myers-Briggs
practitioners need to embrace the ambiguity of working
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confidently within their belief system while accepting
that the theoretical underpinning of Myers-Briggs
typology is unproven and perhaps unprovable. 
Note: For the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator® (MBTI®) instrument, the eight preference categories
are the following: Extraversion (E) versus Introversion (I), Sensing (S) versus Intuition (N), Thinking
(T) versus Feeling (F), Judging (J) versus Perceiving (P). 

INTRODUCTION
The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator® instrument (MBTI®)
is widely used for the classification of human personal-
ities. It has achieved great popularity in many contexts.
By contrast, the psychology profession in general lacks
enthusiasm for the notion of psychological type, chiefly
because the theoretical basis of the MBTI instrument is
considered speculative and insecure. This article seeks
to evaluate the status of Myers-Briggs theory and to 
consider whether the MBTI categories of psychological
type can survive the questioning of its theoretical basis.

The theory and practice of the MBTI instrument
have been well described in so many publications that
to repeat them here would be redundant. The reader is
referred to Bayne (1995) for a critical account of the
essentials.

SCIENCE AS TRUTH SEEKING
In the initial stages of any science, careful systematic
observation is the key activity: observation that leads to
the assembly of an increasingly detailed and reliable
map of how things are. As the body of knowledge
increases, generalizations become possible, and from
these arise hypotheses and theories, often proposing the
existence of entities or forces explaining the phenomena
that have been observed. Hypotheses and theories are 
of great value because they usually predict other phe-
nomena, which can then be sought, either by further
observation or by devising and conducting experiments.

Any hypothesis or theory retains its value only as
long as it is compatible with reliable observations of
how the physical world, including the biological world,
actually works. Hypotheses and theories are thus per-
manently vulnerable to the discovery of new facts. The
20th century philosopher Karl Popper pointed out that
a single well-attested contrary instance demonstrates
that the theory itself, or the logical link between the 
theory and the prediction, requires re-examination and
revision, or even rejection. Thus, there is an asymmetry
between proof and disproof. No hypothesis is ever
finally proved by amassing more and more examples of
its predictions having been borne out by observation.
This is because a rival hypothesis, even if as yet

unformulated, might predict the same observations.
Only disproof is possible. For a brief but worthwhile
summary of Popper’s thought, see Magee (1973).

So, science in practice is a constant interplay of
discovery and imagination, which is its great attraction
as an occupation. The imaginative content gives con-
stant opportunity for a scientist’s creative side, but it 
is continually grounded by the reality of the subject
matter. The intellectual attractiveness of a scientific 
theory, or even its seeming usefulness, carries no weight
if the theory does not fit the observed facts. Scientists
who abandon their objectivity and become advocates 
of some hypothesis (usually their own), when the evi-
dence is sparse or even negative, attract nothing but
scorn or pity.

In most sciences, most of the time, there is
remarkably little serious controversy. This is caused by
the universal agreement that facts reign supreme, with
theorizing always secondary. And in those sciences
where observation and experiment are possible and
open to the entire relevant constituency, there is little
room for rival theories to flourish. The often-cited “con-
servatism” of the scientific community is not caused 
by a lack of vision or imagination, but by the discipline
imposed by the supremacy of fact. Science aims to tell
the truth about how the universe is and operates, and
this leaves little scope for unfounded speculation.

In areas of science in which controversy frequently
erupts, or is chronic, the reason is invariably a practical
difficulty in devising experiments, or in making further
observations, to test the validity of the theory in ques-
tion. For example, some theories relate to events in pre-
history, which clearly cannot be revisited and observed,
such as the theory of biological evolution and theories
about the early history of the human race.

Another example arises when an observed correla-
tion between two sets of observations gives rise to a 
theory proposing that one causes the other. Medical
epidemiology constantly throws up these controversies:
Does smoking cause lung cancer; does HIV infection
cause AIDS; does a high-fat diet cause arterial disease?
In these cases, experiment is impossible for ethical and
other reasons. Further observations may conceivably
refute the claimed correlation but, even if they confirm
it, will often throw no light on whether the correlation
is causal. The agony in such cases is that powerful advo-
cacy for beneficial changes in lifestyle, diet, or medical
practice could legitimately flow from a proven causal
connection. The very importance of the subject matter
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first of these being theory-free, the second theory-laden.
At both levels, Myers-Briggs typology has intellectual
coherence and practical value, but the two levels differ
in the certainty with which they can claim to be true.

SIXTEEN TYPES—A THEORY-FREE
TAXONOMY
The early botanists and zoologists patiently, carefully,
and systematically drew and described what they saw.
They then went on to classify the rich diversity of plants
(or animals) into categories, each category having a
number of characteristics that distinguish it from the

other categories. Despite the common
features, considerable diversity was
evident among the plants (or animals)
placed within each category. It was
also possible to refine the classifica-
tion by dividing each category into a
number of subcategories, each with
distinguishing feature(s).

The relevant aspect of this early
biology is its lack of, and its lack of
need for, a theoretical framework.
Classification can be done without
seeking to understand how the simi-
larities between certain plants or ani-
mals came about. Because of this, any

scheme of classification is to a degree an arbitrary one:
Different biologists may classify plants or animals differ-
ently, if they pay more or less attention to different 
morphological features. As a result, there is great scope
for controversy.

Can Myers-Briggs  typology be imagined as a clas-
sification without a theoretical framework? Yes. It can 
be agreed that within the diverse spectrum of human
personalities, some are more like each other than they
are like the rest. Having studied a wide range of people,
we might propose that human personalities can be 
subdivided into 16 categories. Each category is distin-
guished from the others by a prose description of a few
paragraphs describing the common features. There is no
suggestion that every personality within a category is
identical, just that they have features in common. It is
not necessary to argue that the 16 Myers-Briggs types
are the only reasonable basis for classification, nor that
there is something intrinsic about the number 16.

Thus, Myers-Briggs typology could stand as a 
simple taxonomy unsupported by theory. The 16 types
would be defined solely by their characteristics. The
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can tempt scientists in these difficult areas to be inap-
propriately dogmatic when speaking of their theory and
its implications. This is to be resisted. By contrast, con-
clusive proof of where human life first arose, however
fascinating, would have no impact on how we live 
our lives; unwarranted dogmatism in such an area of 
science has no defense.

Myers-Briggs-style personality typing provokes
strong emotions. Its advocates are convinced of the
power of its insights. They embrace the theoretical
framework, with its concepts of four axes, each with
two polarities, of dominant, auxiliary, tertiary, and infe-
rior functions, and find in this frame-
work a great richness to explore. But
Myers-Briggs typology also has its
detractors, many in the mainstream
psychological community. For exam-
ple, Bayne (1995) listed 10 common
criticisms leveled against the MBTI
instrument. Some opponents hold
that any attempt to classify person-
ality is doomed to failure, as it
inevitably oversimplifies, reducing
the uniqueness of an individual to a
series of measurements. Other critics
are happy to use personality profiling
based on behaviour traits. The cur-
rently dominant Big Five theory (see Bayne, 2005)
postulates five independent dimensions of personality:
Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness,
Neuroticism, and Openness. An individual’s score can
be any number on a continuous scale for each dimen-
sion. Despite some similarities, this is radically different
from the MBTI approach, in which each individual is
deemed to have a preference for either Extraversion or
Introversion, Sensing or Intuition, etc. Many psychol-
ogists feel there is no justification for this and that it
leads to an unacceptable pigeon-holing of complex 
personalities into a mere 16 “arbitrary” categories. In
other words, it is seen as a simplistic analysis.

The controversy, therefore, turns on the status of
the theoretical basis of the MBTI instrument. Myers-
Briggs devotees tend simply to assume the truth of 
its theoretical base and enjoy working within its frame-
work. Opponents reject the MBTI measure because they
are unconvinced of this theoretical base and therefore of
everything that flows from it.

I proceed now to an analysis of Myers-Briggs
typology that identifies a hierarchy of two levels, the
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result would be little different from classifying human
beings on the basis of their height, or build, or skin, eye,
or hair colour. These are objective descriptors, and their
use in classification in no way diminishes the unique-
ness of each individual, nor does it attach value judge-
ments to the categories generated.

Colour Me Beautiful. Nearly 25 years ago a new
approach to the classification of skin, eye, and hair colour
was published, achieving a high public profile and a good
measure of popular acceptance. Entitled Colour Me
Beautiful (Jackson, 1983, 1984), it proposed that human
beings can be divided into four basic types, which were
labeled as Spring, Summer, Autumn, and Winter. The
appeal of this scheme was practical, not intellectual: 
It lay in its proposal of a colour palette for each type.
Wearing one of the “right” colours of clothing, particu-
larly in garments worn close to face and hair, could
greatly enhance a person’s appearance; conversely, wear-
ing colours in another palette could drain the appear-
ance of the face, even though these same colours
enlivened the looks of someone of another “season.”

Despite its apparent triviality, Colour Me Beautiful
provides an illuminating parallel to Myers-Briggs typol-
ogy. Its scheme is simple and memorable: four colour
types with easily remembered names. The defining
characteristics of the four types are sufficiently different
that most people identify themselves with one “season,”
rather than with any of the other three. Similarly, Myers-
Briggs typology generates 16 types: This is a sufficiently
large number to ensure that any member of a type cate-
gory instantly recognizes himself or herself from a few
paragraphs describing the common features; but 16 is
not so many that the classification becomes unwieldy
and overly complex. Both Colour Me Beautiful and Myers-
Briggs typology tend to attract enthusiastic acceptance
by their adherents, many of whom became passionate
advocates among their friends.

Colour Me Beautiful is a scheme almost unburdened
by theory. It does not seek to explain why there are four
basic categories, rather than say six or eight, nor does it
propose the existence of underlying causes or factors
that determine their existence. (The nearest approach to
theory that the author has encountered is a categorical
“No” to the question: Could I be more than one Season?)
Thus, questions about the truth of its “Seasons” classifi-
cation do not arise. Nor do questions arise that probe
the genetic basis for the fourfold classification of skin
colour. The question that does arise is an empirical one:
Does it work? This question reduces to: Is a person’s

appearance enhanced by wearing the right colours?
This is a valid and significant question, albeit a subjec-
tive one.

Colour Me Beautiful has been described here because
it shows how a classification scheme can exist legiti-
mately and have a practical usefulness without possess-
ing a theoretical basis. Is the same true for the Myers-
Briggs approach to personality type? The final sections 
of this paper examine the epistemic security of the 
theoretical underpinning of Myers-Briggs typology and
then ask how much would be lost if that underpinning
were absent.

EPISTEMIC STATUS OF MYERS-BRIGGS
THEORY
In biology, the taxonomists were followed by Darwin
and his successors, who all sought to explain why the
world’s plants and animals can be classified into groups
and subgroups according to morphological similarities.
Darwin proposed the principle of descent with modifi-
cation. In other words, a single ancestor gave rise to
progeny that differed progressively from their ancestor
organism; hence the current diversity and also the sim-
ilarities. He went on to propose a mechanism for the
generation and perpetuation of diversity: natural selec-
tion. Observing that many animals and plants produce
large numbers of progeny, most of which perish before
reproducing themselves, Darwin postulated that those
progeny with some variation that makes them better
able to survive in the environment in which they find
themselves will be the only ones most likely to survive
to pass on their own new and distinctive characteristics.
Next came the science of genetics, with its initial obser-
vations that some biological characteristics are inherited
as discrete units, subsequently named genes, and that
some genes are dominant to other related genes. In the
past 50 years, DNA has been identified as the substance
comprising the genes, and this has led to the increasing
understanding of individual genes and their mutations
in terms of the specific nucleotide sequences.

The elucidation of the biochemical basis of hered-
ity is a perfect example of the constant interplay between
imagination and discovery alluded to earlier in this 
article. When genes were first described, they were 
theoretical constructs. Now they are observed entities:
DNA can be seen using powerful microscopes, and the
differences between a normal and a mutant gene can 
be described in terms of pure chemistry. Likewise, the
similarities and differences between species can be
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described in terms of the amount and structure of DNA,
so that a taxonomy based on DNA structure has taken
its place alongside one based on morphological and
physiological characteristics.

In an earlier section, areas of science in which
there is little controversy were contrasted with areas 
in which controversy is endemic. Molecular genetics
belongs to the former category, because it is possible 
to make observations and undertake experiments that
resolve rival claims and theories. However, the sequence
of events in biological evolution, and
the mechanisms that drove it, are still
highly contentious areas. Again, this
is because the questions cannot be
resolved in any direct way by observa-
tion or experiment. The events are in
the long-distant past and cannot be
observed or repeated. Evidence from
palaeontology is indirect and open to
more than one interpretation.

Myers-Briggs typology as com-
monly understood and presented is
much more than a simple, 16-types
taxonomy. The 16 types are not the
fundamental postulate; they arise log-
ically from a theoretical framework that sees human
personality as comprising four axes E–I, S–N, T–F, and
J–P, with every individual characterized by a preference
for one of the two polarities of each of these axes.
Further theory development proposes that the four
functions S, N, T, and F are ranked in each of us
(Dominant, Auxiliary, Tertiary, Inferior) in a manner
that depends on our other preferences (E or I; J or P). It
is also held that the personality type is innate and does
not change through life. These are the core concepts of
Myers-Briggs theory.

There is no hard evidence for these claims, and
most of the books describing and applying the Myers-
Briggs approach do not address the issue of whether
Myers-Briggs theory is true or not. Instead, they are
content with the statements that Myers-Briggs typology
derives from Jung’s theories (e.g., Jung, 1923). When
discussions of validity are found, they are usually con-
cerned with the evidence that the MBTI instrument (the
questionnaire and its interpretation) yields an accurate
and reproducible outcome in terms of an individual’s
“true” Myers-Briggs type. Bayne (2005) is a distinguished
exception to these strictures.

Karl Popper proposed a distinction between

science and nonscience. (See Magee, 1973.) If an
experiment or observation can be envisaged that would
falsify the theory, even if there are practical difficulties
with carrying it out, the theory is a scientific theory. 
If, on the other hand, the theory is so ill-defined or 
so flexible that it is compatible with any conceivable
observation, we are in the realm of nonscience or meta-
physics. One of Popper’s examples of nonscience is
Freudian psychoanalytic theory, which proposes 
entities (ego, id, superego, etc.) whose existence and

functions explain the variety of
human behaviour. 

Does Myers-Briggs theory fall
into this same nonscience category?
Can we imagine any conceivable
observation that would cause us to
abandon our belief in one or more of
the key components of Myers-Briggs
theory? Only one such approach
comes to mind. It is argued that, if
every individual is either S or N (sub-
stitute any of the other three indices),
then the Myers-Briggs scores for a
random population of individuals
would show a bimodal distribution

with two peaks, one in the S range and one in the N
range, rather than a unimodal distribution with a peak
at the mid-point. Reviewing the research on this topic,
Myers and McCaulley (1985, p. 185) wrote, “clearly
bimodal scales were found in a few samples of highly
developed people, but these were rare.” It is significant
that their response to this unwelcome finding was to
question the logic that led to an expectation of bimodal-
ity. This reaction is not atypical, or indefensible, even in
the hard sciences: theories that have served a discipline
well are not lightly abandoned. But it is nevertheless of
concern that there was no mention of the possibility
that the Myers-Briggs theory might be in error.

It is important to seek other tests of Myers-Briggs
theory. If Myers-Briggs type is innate in each of us, 
then it is either inherited or acquired in utero. If it is
inherited, and if each individual is either S or N (or
whatever), it is conceivable that the genes responsible
could be identified.

If it is concluded, as perhaps it must be, that
Myers-Briggs theory is not science in Popper’s sense,
does this mean that its concepts and insights are erro-
neous or even meaningless? Emphatically not. Modern
epistemology distinguishes clearly between knowledge
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and justified belief. Swinburne (2001) contrasted true
beliefs and justified beliefs as follows: “My beliefs are
true if (and only if) things are as I believe them to be. My
belief that the earth revolves annually round the sun is
true if (and only if) the earth does revolve annually
around the sun. But my beliefs are ones that I am justi-
fied in holding if in some sense they are well grounded;
if in some sense I have reason for believing that they are
true” (p. 1). Swinburne then points out that not all jus-
tified beliefs turn out to be true. Human life depends 
at all levels on our acting on well-
founded beliefs whose claim to be
true falls short of scientific proof.
Accepting that Myers-Briggs theory is
not proven to be true, we may yet rea-
sonably and justifiably believe that its
concepts are valid ones that correspond
to reality, even if they are beyond the
range of experimental scrutiny.

What then is the status of Myers-
Briggs theory? Its concepts are not
ones that would arise naturally and
intuitively from any study of human
personality; rather they owe their 
origins to the creative imaginations of Jung and Briggs
and Myers, albeit based on their keen and disciplined
observations. Within the Myers-Briggs community, these
concepts are regarded as a given, to be worked with
rather than worked on. In this regard Myers-Briggs
typology is like a religion, passionately believed to be
objectively true and advocated as valuable in living life.

HOW MUCH WOULD BE LOST IF MYERS-
BRIGGS THEORY WERE SHOWN TO BE
FALSE?
Thus far, Myers-Briggs typology has been analyzed into
two components, a theory-free taxonomy of human 
personality types and a coherent theory that undergirds
and justifies the taxonomy in terms of entities within 
the human personality. It has been argued that the 
taxonomy itself can stand alone, unsupported by any
theory, and that the theoretical framework must be
regarded as unproven, albeit attractive and plausible. It
has been noted that there are intrinsic difficulties in 
putting this theory to the test.

But what if someone were to provide convincing
proof that the theoretical underpinning of Myers-Briggs
typology was false? Would all be lost? No. Although 
the fascination and intellectual appeal of Myers-Briggs

typology is largely the result of its theoretical frame-
work, much of the practical usefulness of Myers-Briggs
typology would stand without this framework.
Individuals would still be able to read and identify with
the prose descriptions of their own personality type and
those of others. One would still be able to understand
and articulate why teams need a mixture of personality
types to function optimally, as well as the ways in which
different personality types can misunderstand and
offend each other, and how such misunderstandings

can be avoided or resolved.
However, there would be real

losses if Myers-Briggs typology were
reduced to no more than a classifica-
tion scheme. For example, those fasci-
nating accounts of how the inferior
function can erupt and cause us 
trouble, but also can lead to personal
growth and maturity in later life,
would lose their theoretical framework
and with it some of their coherence.

Personality type is a probable
determinant of how deeply each one
of us would grieve if Myers-Briggs

typology were reduced to a theory-free classification 
of personality. Intuitives would likely grieve for a 
discarded theoretical basis; most Sensing types probably
would not.

CONCLUSION: WALKING A FINE LINE
The twentieth-century philosopher Thomas Kuhn
(1970) helpfully described the mindset of the typical
research scientist, labelling as a “paradigm” the cluster
of concepts and theories provisionally accepted as a
given in the scientist’s everyday working life. Kuhn
characterized as “normal science” the day-to-day 
activity within such a paradigm, activity that does not
constantly question its validity. Except in those rare 
subject areas in which rival paradigms exist, scientists
may reason and experiment, speak and write, as if their
paradigm is certainly true. But at least subconsciously
they must also acknowledge that questions can legiti-
mately be asked about the validity of their favoured 
theories. When in a wider circle than their own, they
should expect and be prepared to address questions that
explore the validity of their paradigm, as well as those
that arise within the paradigm. Scientists are not always
very good at that.

Myers-Briggs practitioners should embrace the
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ambiguity of working confidently within their para-
digm while accepting that the theoretical underpinning
of Myers-Briggs typology is unproven, and perhaps
unprovable, at least at the present time. They need not
feel apologetic about this, and, as pointed out above,

much of the Myers-Briggs construct is independent 
of the theoretical framework. But it is crucial to avoid
unwarranted dogmatism about the belief system, 
however much it convinces them.
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