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ABSTRACT

The psychological types assessed by the Myers-Briggs
Type Indicator® instrument have been variously
described by different authors. But, by and large, they
all have a common problem: they do not help MBTI®

respondents distinguish “type” from “trait.” Because
Carl Jung conceived of the psychological types as being
fundamentally different from traits, that distinction has
to be taught to and understood by respondents. The
existing descriptions of the types generally don’t help
in that process. The author proposes a way to reframe
the type descriptions to help respondents recognize the
dynamic architecture of the types and see that the types
are not just bundles of traits. 

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). 

Those of us who teach people about Jung’s psy-
chological types and try to coach them in constructive
uses of type concepts have a persistent problem to
tackle at the outset. The problem is that our clients
bring to the dialogue a preconceived view of personality
variables that does not include type differences. And
they can’t latch onto the main idea of type until they
broaden their mental picture of personality makeup. 

For example, they see Extraversion as a trait that
people possess more of or less of. When we present
Extraversion and Introversion as either-or categories,
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they resist. They may give lip-service acknowledgment
of the concept, but in later dialogue we frequently hear
them revert to the trait-based concept: “She’s a lot more
introverted than I am.” Or “Next time I take the MBTI
instrument, I hope I get my Extraversion score up a bit.”
One man I met at a conference had “ANTP” written 
on his name badge. I asked him what the “A” stood for
and he proudly said, “Ambivert. I’m a switch-hitter,
extraverting sometimes and introverting when it’s called
for.” He didn’t buy the either-or nature of the type con-
struct Jung gave us.

My purpose in writing this paper is to suggest
some ways in which we might adjust the language we
use in describing the types and in presenting the nature
of Jung’s typology—adjustments that may help our
clients and students get past their preconceptions
grounded in trait psychology.

In the trait version, the types are bundles of traits,
such as E+S+T+P, making 16 different bundles. This
view is inconsistent with Jung’s theory of type dynamics.
The superiority of Jung’s dynamics theory over the traits
approach to explaining MBTI outcomes has—to my sat-
isfaction—been clearly demonstrated, particularly by
several studies by Wayne Mitchell. (1995; 2001; 2006).
While there are those who support the trait view and
dismiss the dynamics view, I am convinced that Jung’s
typology is the only appropriate framework for teaching
type concepts by means of the MBTI instrument.

The language adjustments I have started making in
my own presentations are identified below in italics. 
I begin with describing Jung’s types as patterns of mental
processing. Jung understood that people differ systemat-
ically in the ways they filter and process their experiences.
The MBTI instrument helps people recognize which
kind of mental filtering they bring to life experiences. For
example, some mental filters attend automatically to
particulars in a situation, and others attend to the big
picture (a Sensing filter contrasted with an Intuition filter).

When I refer to the psychological types as patterns
of mental processing, I am trying to avoid two language
trouble spots. Many clients are put off by the term “psy-
chological.” (“I don’t want to be analyzed or psycholo-
gized.”) Mental processing substituted for psychology is 
a term that appears to be less likely to raise a red flag.
And “type” is an irritant to some clients (“I don’t want
to be stereotyped or pigeon-holed.”) Somehow, types of
mental processing is a less troublesome phrase than is
“psychological types.” A term I deliberately do not
use is “personality types.” It is too general a term and

it leaves open the door for clients to stay with the 
bundles-of-traits viewpoint of types.

I also refer to the types as different kinds of mental
framework. This term helps me get into a clarification of
the distinction between type and trait. Virtually no
clients make the distinction without our explicit help,
and they assume the type preferences are traits. For
example, when Extraversion is seen as a mental frame-
work with an outward orientation, it is easier to see that
outgoingness as a skill is something different from the
framework. People with an Extraverted mental frame-
work may be more or less outgoing, and outgoingness
as a skill can be hung on an Extraverted or Introverted
framework; it is just likely to come more naturally to
Extraverts.

As a related example, my MBTI Step II™ profile
shows me as a Reflective ENTP. That is, on the
Participative/Reflective index I have an out-of-prefer-
ence score that is more associated with Introversion.
This makes sense to me. I have no doubt that I draw 
my energy from outside stimulation, but I do it in a
reflective way. My Extraverted mental framework has
attached to it the trait of reflection. 

For many years I did not see the types as different
kinds of mind. Now I do. My reasoning on this as laid
out in Chapter 11 of People Types and Tiger Stripes
(Lawrence, 2009). The title of the chapter is “Are the
Sixteen Types Sixteen Kinds of Mind?” When clients are
helped to approach the types as kinds of mind, they more
easily get past the type/trait confusion. Type becomes
the mental framework to which can be attached a wide
variety of traits.

If our clients and students are to distinguish clearly
between types as mental frameworks and traits as mod-
ifiers within those frameworks, I believe we need to
attend to one other broad language issue: the descrip-
tions of the type preferences. The type descriptions we
use, penned by many authors, contain a mixture of
framework explainers and behavioral adjectives that are
traits commonly associated with each framework.

   Since Isabel Myers and Katharine Briggs first wrote
their descriptions of the types, the emphasis has been on
language that portrays the behaviors associated with
healthy, mature versions of each type. In the type
descriptions, behaviors (traits) are interspersed with
statements of structural features—what I am calling the
mental frameworks. My thesis here is that the type
descriptions given to clients should be written to make
more clear the distinction between the mental frame-
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work of each type and the behaviors usually and naturally
associated with that framework. Here are some examples.

To show what I have in mind, I will use the INFP
description that appears in the Sixth Edition of
Introduction to Type (Myers, Kirby, & Myers, 1998),
Isabel Myers’s descriptions as revised by Linda Kirby
and Katharine Myers. I use this set of type descriptions
for my illustrations because I have the highest regard 
for its portrayals of the types. Each
full-page type description in the sixth
edition starts with “At Their Best,”
then gives “Characteristics,” “How
Others See Them,” and finishes with
“Potential Areas for Growth.” For
example, the INFP page includes such
characteristics as “honor the psycho-
logical needs of others” and tells us
INFPs are likely to be “sensitive, con-
cerned and caring,” “curious and 
creative,” and “faithful in fulfilling
obligations.” These are all traits 
commonly found in well-developed
INFPs. Interspersed among them in
the INFP description are statements about the mental
framework of the INFP. For example, under the heading
“Characteristics of INFPs” is the statement, “INFPs pri-
marily use their Feeling preference internally where they
make decisions based on their values of self-under-
standing, individuality, and growth.” This is clearly a
description of an aspect of the INFP mental framework.
Here’s another: “INFPs find structures and rules confin-
ing and prefer to work autonomously.” These are both
framework descriptions because they speak about val-
ues, priorities, and motivations rather than traits that one
can possess more or less of.

This interspersing of framework and behavior
statements gives no help to readers to see that a type is
more than a bundle of traits. How might the text be
reworded to make clear the distinction? Here is one way.
Under the heading “Characteristics of INFPs” are the
trait statements “they are likely to be: sensitive, con-
cerned and caring” and “idealistic and loyal to their
ideals.” These are qualitative traits. “Caring” implies a
continuum from highly caring to uncaring, with INFP,
by nature, being toward the high end of the continuum.
A novice to type is likely to assume that INFP comes
with caring built in: “I came out INFP, so I am a caring
person.” In effect, the novice sees caring as one of the
traits in the INFP bundle. We all do know INFPs who

indeed are highly caring, but we also know INFPs who
haven’t developed the trait of being caring toward oth-
ers. If we shifted the language a little, we might help 
the novice avoid this misinterpretation. For example,
change the format from “INFPs are likely to be sensitive
and caring” as it now reads, to “INFPs value sensitivity
and caring.”    Similarly, “INFPs are likely to . . . be curious
and creative” can be changed to “INFPs value curiosity

and creativity.” The mental structure
of INFP has a built-in priority for
curiosity and creativity; this particular
respondent to the MBTI instrument
may or may not have well-developed
capacities in these trait categories.
The fact that curiosity and creativity
are part of the INFP value system
should not be taken as a sign that the
individual has attained a notable
degree of accomplishment in them.

The need for this shift in the 
language/format of the type descrip-
tions first dawned on me when I was
drafting the eight-page booklet,

Descriptions of the Sixteen Types (Lawrence, 1995). I was
aiming to devise a handout of type descriptions that
were compact enough so that people could fairly
quickly read all of them in the process of deciding
which description was the best fit for them—and then
hypothesize about the fit of other descriptions with
respect to people they knew. The type descriptions by
Myers and others, a page or more in length, given to
respondents to the MBTI instrument, serve well in pro-
viding a comprehensive picture of one’s own type. But
the volume of text in the booklet does not encourage
people to read all of the descriptions to get a sense of the
architecture of type theory. I wanted to write a handout
that would show the fabric of type but not be daunting
because of the volume of information provided. I
decided to have four type descriptions on a page, with
opposite types across from each other and cousin types
(types with the same dominant and contrasting auxil-
iary functions) above and below each other. I wanted
the descriptions to be as comprehensive as possible. In
deciding how to compact the descriptions to get four to
a page, I extracted from the longer descriptions what I
saw as the essential values and priorities of each type. I
put the value descriptors in bullet form to try to give the
essentials in as few words as possible. An excerpt from
Descriptions of the Sixteen Types follows.

”

“
Jung understood 
that people differ 

systematically in the
ways they filter 

and process their 
experiences.
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With opposite types across the page from each
other, readers can easily see the contrasting values of 
the two types. For example, the first two bulleted items:
“Having a wide circle of relationships” contrasts with 
“A reserved outer life.” I caution readers that when they
see contrasting values of the two types, they should not
assume that a positive value listed for one type implies
a negative trait for the opposite type. For example,
the first pair of bulleted items—“Having a wide circle
of friends” and “A reserved outer life”—show directly
contrasting values. The contrasting opposites simply
show what is given priority in our mental processing.
What has high priority for ENFJ is not given high 
priority by ISTP, and vice versa.

And what is given priority in a type does not 
imply competence in exercising or expressing that
value. There is no guarantee that those skills will form
well; that is a matter of maturity. For example, the ISTP
value of “independence and self-management” indicates
what is sought after, but connotes nothing about whether
any particular ISTP pursues that value with skill or is
not mature and pursues it clumsily.

The format of the type descriptions in the booklet

has helped me explain to my clients that one’s psycho-
logical type is a mental framework for processing life
experiences, and all sorts of skills not organically part of
the framework can be hung on the frame—provided
that the dynamic of the type is respected and engaged.
When the type descriptions are placed with opposites
across from each other, it is easier to see the values that
each type is likely to neglect. And the set of values char-
acteristic of each type presents a motivation system that
gives clues to the inherent values that can be tapped for
the energy to embrace and nurture other values that are
typically neglected. As we who use type concepts have
become more and more aware of the importance of
emphasizing “whole type,” I am happy to say that peo-
ple I have introduced to type with these four-to-a-page
descriptions that emphasize values seem to catch on to
the dynamic architecture of Jung’s typology much more
easily than those I taught about type before writing the
booklet.

Writing this paper has helped me see some ways to
improve the Descriptions of the Sixteen Types booklet to
better highlight the mental framework of each type and
minimize the risk that readers will see the types as

ENFJ
Imaginative HARMONIZERS, workers with people;

expressive, orderly, opinioned, conscientious; curious

about new ideas and possibilities. Having extraverted

FEELING as their strongest mental process, they are

at their best when responsible for winning peoples’

cooperation with caring insight into their needs. They

value:

■ Having a wide circle of relationships

■ Having a positive, enthusiastic view of life

■ Seeing subtleties in people and interactions

■ Understanding others’ needs and concerns

■ An active, energizing social life

■ Seeing possibilities in people

■ Thorough follow-through on important projects

■ Working on several projects at once

■ Caring and imaginative problem solving

■ Maintaining relationships to make things work

■ Shaping organizations to better serve members

■ Sociability and responsiveness

■ Structured learning in a humane setting

■ Caring, compassion and tactfulness

■ Appreciation as the natural means of encouraging

improvements

ISTP
Practical ANALYZERS; value exactness; more inter-

ested in organizing data than situations or people;

reflective, cool and curious observers of life. Having

introverted THINKING as their strongest mental

process, they are at their best when analyzing experi-

ence to find the logical order and underlying proper-

ties of things. They value:

■ A reserved outer life

■ Having a concrete, present-day view of life

■ Clear, exact facts; a large storehouse of them

■ Looking for efficient, least-effort solutions based on

experience

■ Knowing how mechanical things work

■ Pursuing interests in depth, such as hobbies

■ Collecting things of interest

■ Working on problems that respond to detached,

sequential analysis and adaptability

■ Freedom from organizational constraints

■ Independence and self-management

■ Spontaneous hands-on learning experience

■ Having useful technical expertise

■ Critical analysis as a means to improving things
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merely bundles of traits. I want them to see the types 
as distinct motivation patterns built upon distinct sets
of values and mental priorities—for example, to see 
that INFP motivation arises from Introverted Feeling
managing the mental makeup, with outwardly focused
Intuition gathering and supplying information. In 
my view, Jung’s work with types has given us a fresh,

comprehensive and powerful theory of motivation. I
have played out this idea a bit in my new book, Finding
the Zone (Prometheus Books, 2010).

I hope these thoughts provoke some dialogue
about ways to help our clients grasp the elegance and
power of Jung’s theory of types.
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