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ABSTRACT
This study examined personality type data collected
over a 10-year period on entering freshman classes at a
liberal arts and sciences college in the Southeast. The
data were used to identify personality types that appear
to be relatively likely to withdraw from college before
graduation. In the data on student attrition, results on
the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator® instrument (MBTI®)
measure revealed a moderate but statistically significant
overrepresentation of Perceiving types (Ps), Intuitive
types with Perceiving preference (NPs), and ENFP types
among students who withdrew.

INTRODUCTION
Although numerous studies (Bean & Metzner, 1985;
Pantages & Creedon, 1978, Schurr & Ruble, 1986)
have underscored the difficulty in pinpointing variables
that may cause attrition among college students,

researchers have focused on a range of possible causal
variables in an attempt to discover meaningful clues
about attrition. The hope is that institutions of higher
education will find programmatic and curricular strate-
gies that increase student retention.

Tinto’s (1975) “path analysis” scheme suggests that
pre-entry attributes of students shape the extent to
which they successfully integrate themselves into the
academic community and, by extension, the extent 
to which they persist to graduation. These pre-entry
attributes include personality characteristics as meas-
ured, for example, by the MBTI instrument. Schurr,
Ruble, Palomba, Pickerill, and Moore (1997) reported
that a number of studies have examined the relation-
ships of MBTI preferences with students’ academic
preparation level for college and their assimilation into
a college environment (e.g., Kalsbeek, 1987; Provost &
Anchors, 1987; Schurr, Henrikson, & Ruble, 1990).
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Some research findings indicate higher graduation rates
for students having the Sensing (S) preference than for
students with the Intuitive (N) preference (Anchors,
Robbins, & Gershman, 1987; Roush,
1989; Schurr et al., 1990). In addi-
tion, Schurr et al. (1997) found that
students with Sensing (S) and Judging
(J) preferences showed higher gradu-
ation rates than students who were
intuitive or perceiving types. 

This study examined whether
there are MBTI personality type
patterns among undergraduate liberal
arts students who withdraw from
school for reasons other than medical
necessity. This sample (n = 679)
includes students who dropped out 
or transferred to other schools. A
literature review revealed one disser-
tation (Cody, 1996) that chronicled MBTI preference
patterns among both persisters and dropouts at a
similar college.

METHOD
The MBTI instrument (Form G) results for 1,856 enter-
ing freshmen at a small, liberal arts and sciences college
in the Southeast were analyzed. The personality profile
assessments were taken during orientation before the
students’ first semester of classes. The resulting profiles,
collected over a 10-year period, were analyzed and
sorted to identify students who had withdrawn from
the college before completing their studies, for reasons
not related to a medical condition. From these profiles,
679 students who withdrew were grouped according to
personality type. A Selection Ratio Type Table (SRTT)
analysis (Granade, Hatfield, Smith, & Beasley, 1987)
was used to compare the MBTI preferences profile of
the withdrawing student sample to that of the entire
base group of students.

RESULTS
When the sample of students who withdrew was
compared to the entire student sample, the SRTT
comparisons indicated that students who preferred
Perceiving (P), representing 69% of the departing
students, were significantly overrepresented (p < .05).
Additionally, the NP preference pair was statistically
overrepresented among students who withdrew 
(p < .001). Of the 16 MBTI whole types, only ENFP

types were significantly overrepresented in the sample
of withdrawing students (p < .05).

The SRTT comparison also revealed that students
preferring Judging (J) were signifi-
cantly underrepresented (p < .05) in
the attrition group. Further, three of
the six preference pairs containing J
(IJ, NJ, and FJ) were significantly
underrepresented. The type distribu-
tion of all students who withdrew is
included in TABLE 1 (SEE PAGE 29),
along with the complete SRTT results
which compare them to the total
student population.

DISCUSSION
In future studies, it may be fruitful to
make separate analyses for men and
women when comparing students

who withdraw from college to those who persist to
graduation. Meanwhile, the findings of the present
study give student affairs officers a possible starting
point for identifying students who may run the risk of
attrition from the college or university setting. Nearly
69% of students in the sample who withdrew showed a
preference for Perceiving. Among this group of Ps, 73%
preferred the combination of N and P.

ENFP types accounted for 18% of the sample of
students who left college, and they were significantly
overrepresented in that group. According to Browns-
word (1987), persons with this whole type preference
may, among other traits (especially if their type devel-
opment is incomplete or insufficient) be characterized
by:

■ a tendency to see unlimited possibilities and to
pursue these to whatever end, following their
insight, which they largely come to intuitively;

■ difficulty in sticking with a project or course of
action long enough to achieve success or
completion;

■ a tendency to bounce from project to project,
leaving projects half-finished because something
more intriguing or exciting comes along; a 
high need for approval and harmony; difficulty
maintaining a schedule because it is confining,
difficult, and viewed as stifling to creativity;

■ a propensity to be late repeatedly, even when the
activities are valued.
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The Sixteen Complete Types

ISTJ ISFJ INFJ INTJ
n = 39 n = 22 n = 18 n = 15
(5.74%) (3.24%) (2.65%) (2.21%)
I = 1.01 I = 0.82 I = 0.73 I = 0.76
+ + + + + + + + + + + + + 
+ 

ISTP ISFP INFP INTP
n = 25 n = 21 n = 88 n = 58
(3.68%) (3.09%) (12.96%) (8.54%)
I = 0.91 I = 0.78 I = 1.07 I = 1.13
+ + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + +

+ + + + + + + + + 
+ + +

ESTP ESFP ENFP ENTP
n = 45 n = 36 n = 125 n = 69
(6.63%) (5.30%) (18.41%) (10.16%)
I = 0.94 I = 0.99 I = 1.14* I = 1.10
+ + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + +
+ + + + + + + + + + + +

+ + + + +
+ + +

ESTJ ESFJ ENFJ ENTJ
n = 49 n = 36 n = 16 n = 17
(7.22%) (5.30%) (2.36%) (2.50%)
I = 1.05 I = 0.90 I = 0.75 I = 1.01
+ + + + + + + + + + + + + + +
+ +

Dichotomous Preferences

E 393 (57.88%) I = 1.03
I 286 (42.12%) I = 0.96

S 273 (40.21%) I = 0.94
N 406 (59.79%) I = 1.05

T 317 (46.69%) I = 1.02
F 362 (53.31%) I = 0.98

J 212 (31.22%) *I = 0.90
P 467 (68.78%) *I = 1.05

Pairs and Temperaments

IJ 94 (13.84%) *I = 0.86
IP 192 (28.28%) I = 1.02
EP 275 (40.50%) I = 1.07
EJ 118 (17.38%) I = 0.95

ST 158 (23.27%) I = 0.98
SF 115 (16.94%) I = 0.89
NF 247 (35.38%) I = 1.04
NT 159 (23.42%) I = 1.06

SJ 146 (21.50%) I = 0.96
SP 127 (18.70%) I = 0.92
NP 340 (50.07%) ***I = 1.11
NJ 66 (  9.72%) *I = 0.80

TJ 120 (17.67%) I = 0.98
TP 197 (29.01%) I = 1.04
FP 270 (39.76%) I = 1.06
FJ 92 (13.55%) *I = 0.82

IN 179 (25.36%) I = 1.01
EN 227 (33.43%) I = 1.08
IS 107 (15.76%) I = 0.89
ES 166 (24.45%) I = 0.97

ET 180 (26.51%) I = n.a
EF 213 (31.37%) I = n.a
IF 149 (21.94%) I = n.a
IT 137 (20.18%) I = n.a

Phil Barrineau, Personality Types Among Undergraduates Who Withdraw From Liberal Arts Colleges

Jungian Types (E) Jungian Types (I) Dominant Types
n % Index n % Index n % Index

E–TJ 66 9.7 n.a. I–TP 83 12.2 n.a. Dt. T 149 21.9 n.a.
E–FJ 52 7.6 n.a. I–FP 109 16.0 n.a. Dt. F 161 23.7 n.a.
ES–P 81 11.9 n.a. IS–J 61 8.9 n.a. Dt. S 142 20.9 n.a.
EN–P 194 28.5 n.a. IN–J 33 4.8 n.a. Dt. N 227 33.4 n.a.

Table 1. MBTI® Type Distribution of Undergraduates Who Withdraw From School and SRTT
Comparison With General College Population.

N = 679 + = 1% of N I = Selection Ratio Index *p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001
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Again it should be noted that Brownsword’s (1987)
descriptors listed above do not necessarily apply to all
ENFP types, but they would be more likely to apply to
young ENFPs whose auxiliary Feeling preference (F) 
is underdeveloped. It seems logical that these ENFP
preference predispositions may either shape or result in
behaviors among students that would
lead naturally to early withdrawal
from college. These behaviors might
include losing interest in the current
college setting because of feeling
drawn to other possibilities where
“the grass is greener,” and academic
difficulty resulting from tardiness in
attending classes and submitting
assignments. Likewise, choosing
social activity over studying because
of the inherent energy available in
socialization and because of reticence
to disappoint friends by declining
invitations may be frequent ENFP
type tendencies.

DiTiberio and Hammer (1993)
suggested that ENFP types may have
difficulty declaring a major and may, in fact, change
majors until one that captures their imagination can be
found. This tendency may frustrate students who choose
majors too late to complete them in a timely manner.
ENFPs may also enjoy testing the boundaries of rules
and regulations on campus, to the extent that they press
too far. For example, Barrineau (1997) found that
Extraverting with Perceiving types (EPs) are more likely
to violate campus alcohol policies. ENFPs may take on
too many projects and activities and find that they “burn
out” when trying to do it all (DiTiberio & Hammer).

Students with a Perceiving preference made up
69% of the sample of all withdrawing students.
Perceiving types are characterized as spontaneous,
impulsive, and preferring to “go with the flow” rather
than following a prescribed plan or formula. Time
management, for example, is often difficult for Ps,
because they appear to react or adapt to time rather than
manage it. Several authors have suggested that students
with a Perceiving preference prefer a lifestyle that may
be characterized as: spontaneous; adaptable; open to
novelty, change, and variety; and impulsive (e.g. Jeffries,
1991; Keirsey & Bates, 1978; Lawrence, 1982; Myers &
McCaulley, 1985; Provost & Anchors, 1987). Perceiving
types are described as persons who “like to stay flexible 
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and avoid fixed plans, deal easily with unplanned and
unexpected happenings, may decide things too quickly,
want to miss nothing” (Lawrence, p. 4) and are likely 
to postpone unpleasant jobs. Thus, it follows that an
undergraduate student with this preference and 
lifestyle orientation may be likely either to initiate, or be

drawn into, social activities regardless
of other pending responsibilities or
assignments. Given the preference 
for flexibility and a “go with the flow”
attitude characteristic of Ps, the
choice between academic work or
other activities and socializing may be
an easy one.

The combination of Intuitive
(N) and Perceiving (P) preferences
accounted for the largest single group
in the sample of those who withdrew:
Half of them were NPs. They were
overrepresented in both the male and
female groups, although only signifi-
cantly so among the females. The
characteristics of Ns and Ps, outlined
above, may be singularly potent

predictors of attrition, especially when combined as a
preference pair.

CONCLUSION
This study examined personality preferences that may
aid in identifying students likely to experience difficulty
adjusting to the academic and social rigors of college. As
discussed, students with preferences for P, NP, and
specifically ENFP, were moderately but significantly
more likely to withdraw from college before completing
their studies. Enrollment management officers and
other college officials may consider creative and focused
program models that address the concerns of students
who appear most likely to withdraw from college
prematurely. Examples of such programs geared to
decreasing attrition are as follows:

■ Design and implement a series of small group
interpretations of the MBTI instrument for first-
year students, according to four pair preferences.
Cluster groups for NP, NJ, SP, and SJ preferences
may create a setting in which persons who share
certain type preferences can learn strategies for
success in college that are tailored to address
characteristics of their preference pairs.
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■ Design a mentoring program that pairs first-year
students with successful upperclassmen who have
the same type preferences.

■ Examine campus-wide systems and structures that
require students to complete paperwork in a
timely fashion. Registrar’s offices, for example,
should consider enforcing strict deadlines for
declaration of majors: Students with an NP prefer-
ence may respond positively to structure that is
imposed externally, because they lack self-imposed
organizational skills.

■ Provide focused training for faculty and academic
advisors in learning styles and perception procliv-
ities of students who are most likely to withdraw

from college. This training would prepare faculty
and advisors to respond appropriately to students
who, for example, perform best when allowed to
visualize their curriculum in broad, yet concrete
context. NPs, for instance, may more easily
connect with a map-like model of future course-
work than with a linear outline, as they typically
need to see “the big picture” more than the
contiguous parts.

NPs, and ENFPs in particular, may be more likely
than others to withdraw from college for reasons that
flow from their characteristic tendencies. To the extent
that liberal arts colleges are concerned with attrition
patterns, consideration of customized academic
advising and other retention strategies is indicated.
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