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Abstract 

Gordon Allport was a personality psychologist during the twentieth century.  As a child he was 

largely influenced by religion and admired his older brother.  He attended Harvard University for 

his undergraduate degree and graduate degree.  Allport was the first psychologist to create a 

method to measure personality.  His main theory focused on traits and its influence on behavior 

and personality.  He continued to developed theories and impact personality psychology until his 

death in 1967. 
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Gordon Allport 

 Before the mid to late twentieth century, personality was not the term used when referring 

to human experience and individuality.  Throughout the nineteenth, and early twentieth century 

the word character was used to describe the uniqueness of an individual (Allport, 1937).  The 

beginning theories that explained personality were composed by faculties.  Even into the 

twentieth century, personality was considered through the varying strength of attention, will, and 

sagacity.  The word personality was only used in topics that covered religion and ethics and no 

psychologist referred to themselves as personality psychologists (Nicholson, 2003).  Personalism 

was originally viewed as a philosophical doctrine, so when a psychologist showed interest in the 

study of a person, he would be associated with the philosophical school of thought, which made 

psychologists reluctant to accept the personalistic label (Allport, 1960). The emergence of 

personality identified the gradual shift in values and was not recognized by the American 

Psychological Association until 1920 (Nicholson, 2003).  Gordon Allport became an influential 

role in establishing personality as a category of psychological research.  

Early Years 

 Gordon Allport was born in Indiana in 1897 by the parents of John Allport and Nellie 

Wise and was the youngest of four sons (Nicholson, 2003).  The Allport family was focused on 

religion and service.  For example, Nellie Allport would invite missionaries to stay in the home 

to educate the children on the importance of missionary life.  Mary Ann Wise, Nellie Allport’s 

mother, helped build character in the boys as they grew up.  Gordon Allport was expected to 

engage in the typical roughness of boyhood but he was more feminine than his brothers, causing 

a distance between them that influenced his low self-esteem.  The female figures in Gordon 
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Allport’s life were very important to him because they allowed him to experience the tenderness 

and sensitivity of domesticity.  He expressed his femininity at school by showing interest in 

poetry, books, and dancing.  He looked up to his brother, Floyd Allport, the most because of his 

academic accomplishment and masculinity.  Gordon Allport decided to follow his brother to 

Harvard University after his graduation from high school in 1915 (Nicholson, 2003).   

 Allport’s first semester at Harvard did not go the way he had hoped.  He was by himself 

and barely passed his classes (Nicholson, 2003).  He made drastic changes the following 

semester, becoming more sociable, constantly working, and achieving honor role.  His interest in 

sociology influenced his first thought of personality based on the idea that social improvement 

was dependent on the development in personality.   

 His interest in psychology started his freshman year when he enrolled in a psychology 

class taught by Hugo Müsterberg.  The class sparked an idea in Allport that human nature could 

be applied by the use of natural science but he questioned the extent of individual experience that 

could be adequately explained in such a way.  Throughout his years at Harvard, he became 

interested in William James and connected with his religion aspect of psychology, due to his 

childhood background.  While at Harvard, Allport explored his religious options because he 

wished for spiritual fulfillment in his life and was elected as secretary of the Harvard Christian 

Association.   

 In the summer of 1919 Allport decided to accept a three year position at an American 

sponsored religious college in Constantinople, Turkey, called Robert College (Nicholson, 2003).  

His main reason for accepting the opportunity was because he felt spiritually uneasy and hoped 

to find some personal conviction.  He also viewed it as a way into the more civilized and gentler 
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way of teaching and missionary.  He was criticized by his mother and his brother Floyd Allport 

for his decision to leave because he was no pursuing a professional career.   

 While at Robert College, Gordon Allport had the responsibility of teaching five classes of 

English and a course in sociology.  Still interested in social service, he organized a boys club and 

became the social service committee chair of the local YMCA.  Allport developed a friendship 

with Edwin Powers and Pete Dodge (Nicholson, 2003).  That friendship was important to Allport 

because it helped boost his confidence and made him feel able to defend himself against the 

pressure of his masculine older brother, Harold.   

 Allport found time to visit Freud while in Austria because he continued to debate within 

himself if he should pursue psychology and hoped Freud would give him some insight 

(Nicholson, 2003).  The meeting did not go as well as he had hoped.  Allport described it as an 

awkward encounter that made him feel uneasy and doubt his plans to purse graduate work at 

Harvard.  He later described it as an unpleasant significance in his life.   

Graduate Work 

 Allport left Robert College two years earlier than planned and began his graduate work in 

the fall of 1920 at Harvard University (Nicholson, 2003).  He believed that for a personality to be 

considered a science, it needed to be thought of as something that is visible and a behavior that 

can be calculated.  Allport’s dissertation was aimed at creating a way to measure the reaction 

systems of simple motor habits by measuring the speed and accuracy of the response.  He was 

also interested in finding a way to identify traits and he believed that a psychology laboratory 

could overcome the technical difficulties.  Allport hoped that his dissertation would create some 
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order to the way personality was studied.  Through his dissertation he met Ada Gould, who he 

started a romantic relationship with and would later marry (Nicholson, 2003).   

 Allport finished his dissertation after working on it for two years.  He received the 

Sheldon Traveling Fellowship, allowing him to travel Europe for a year.  He left in the fall of 

1922 and spent most of his time in Germany at he University of Berlin (Nicholson, 2003).  His 

goal while in Europe was to develop a course of study based around the psychological problem 

of the traits of personality and character.  He moved to Hamburg where he met William Stern.  At 

that time, Stern was focused on the real, genuine, individuality of personality.  This experience 

with Stern made Allport shift away from his previous ideas of personality and toward the vision 

of Stern.  He began to realize his scholarly shortcomings and started to create his own 

intellectual identity.  He expressed his own intellectual identity through criticizing Floyd 

Allport’s viewpoint of personality.  Gordon Allport then severed all emotional ties with him but 

had a civil relationship when they saw each other (Nicholson, 2003).   

Career 

 Gordon Allport’s fellowship was renewed for another year and he decided to move to 

England and study at Cambridge University.  He did not enjoy his experience there and decided 

to move back to America in 1924 after his fellowship ended (Nicholson, 2003).  Allport accepted 

a one year position to take over William James’s courses at Harvard.  Allport became the 

instructor in Social Ethics and his primary responsibility was to teach a course on social 

problems and policy and was also able to teach a new course that was based off his own studies 

of personality.  Allport stayed at Harvard for an additional year and was able to teach two 
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psychology courses and a social ethics course.  In 1926 he accepted a position from the 

department of psychology at Dartmouth College that would last four years.  

 After his four years at Dartmouth College, Allport returned to Harvard (Nicholson, 2003).  

Returning to Harvard allowed him to dedicate most of his time to research and boost his 

professional standing and personal standing with his brother Floyd Allport.  Gordon Allport 

remained at Harvard for the rest of his academic career.  He wrote is own textbook in 1937 

Personality: A Psychological Interpretation and two years later he was elected as the president of 

the American Psychological Association (Nicholson, 2003).  

 Allport and his wife had their son, Robert Allport, in 1927.  Allport could not provide the 

emotional support and affection his son needed.  Their son turned to Allport’s older brother 

Harold because Allport and his wife were not interested in the typical boy activities their son was 

interested in.  Allport felt inadequate as a father when he was around his brother and he made his 

son spend most summers at camps or with relatives.  The experience of being a father confirmed 

Allport’s life work, that individuality was a supreme characteristic of human nature (Nicholson, 

2003).   

Personality 

 There were many past theories of personality (Allport, 1937).  One theory that was 

accepted by most was the idea that the structure of personality comes from universal elements of 

people and how situations can cause unique responses between individuals.  No theory was 

focused on how individual behavior came from individual units of personality.  There were two 

different views of elements of personality.  One view was that every person had the same 

elements but what made a person unique was the prominence of different elements.  The other 
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view was that everyone had similar elements but every person had a unique structure of how the 

elements effected each other.     

 Allport’s theory on personality and the influence of traits evolved as he aged.  Allport 

believed that traditional psychology was not an adequate way to depict the structure of 

individuality (Allport, 1937).  He believed it was impossible to prove that all people experience 

the same transfer value from a single situation.  There was evidence supporting a theory that 

integration and generalization of elements in a person are the most important aspect of  

personality (Allport, 1937).  His earlier years in attempting the understand personality through 

traits was influenced by John Watson’s behavior theories.  He believed changes in the 

environment and more complex reactions can cause habits to become dynamic sets of behavior.  

Behavior and environmental demands create personality (Nicholson, 2003).   

 Allport believed there were five characteristics that were essential in creating a 

meaningful theory of personality (Allport, 1960).  The first was to acknowledge that the core of 

the person is the personality.  Second, the person was not empty and recognize motivation as a 

part of the  function and structure of the person.  The theory must use measurements of analysis 

that can be combined.  It must also incorporate elements of the self-conscious (Allport, 1960). 

 Allport defined personality as the internal structure and range of characteristics that make 

up a person and is not based on the perception of others (Allport, 1961).  His study of structural 

dynamism on the components of personality encompassed a variety of topics that included 

human motivation, religious sentiments, and character traits (DeCarvalno, 1991).  It is a 

constantly evolving aspect of a person comprised of functions such as growth, becoming, 

maturity, learning, perception, and non-projective expressive behavior that all integrate together.  
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People could live in terms of their conscious motives, interests, values, plans, and intentions if 

they could maintain a conflict free ego.  The course of becoming was what he referred to in 

describing the process of motivational evolving (DeCarvalno, 1991). 

 Allport wanted to understand how personality developed, which he explained though the 

process of becoming (Allport, 1955).  He started with thinking in terms of species development 

and applying that to people.  Each species is comprised of common tendencies that allow for 

survival, which can be described as anything instinctual.  All species are also born with certain 

genes that allow for characteristics that are inherited.  Allport believed genes were the 

foreground for the uniqueness in a personality.  The last inborn disposition he identified was the 

potential capacity of the dispositions, specifically the capacity to learn (Allport, 1955).   

The Proprium 

 Allport believed the self developed throughout a lifespan in stages (Allport, 1955).  He 

referred to this as the proprium, which encompassed all aspects of the personality working 

together to achieve unity within the person.  The first stage that occurs is the bodily self.  It is the 

first experiences that determine what is and is not the self.  This remains a component in self-

awareness throughout the lifespan.  Self-identity happens before two years of age and is 

developed through consistency of social interaction.  Allport described ego-enhancement as the 

ability to grow self awareness.  The next is ego-extension, which is stated to be the development 

of caring about others and unselfishness.  The rational agent occurs around age six and 

establishes the development of thinking about problems and reflective thoughts.  The next stage 

is self-image, which is explained as a learned expectation of the self’s role and the foundation of 

goals for the future.  Propriety striving encompasses all motivation.  Peripheral motives are 
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immediate drives and the propriety motives are the long term goals.  This striving is what 

distinguishes adults from children.  Allport established the last stage of the proprium as the 

knower.  This is essential to the self because it is the unity of all the other seven stages, allowing 

the self to be a unified whole.  All eight functions of the proprium must be included in the 

process of becoming (Allport, 1955). 

Traits 

 Throughout Allport’s work, he was mostly concerned with the elusive nature of 

personality traits.  He believed genetic traits had an important role in habits but could be more 

generalized.  Traits organized habits into patterns and ways of execution.  He also believed that 

all traits had a continuous and influential aspect on each other that made them fundamentally and 

uniquely dependent on the total personality (Nicholson, 2003).  

 Allport realized it was important to establish a main definition for trait so that it could be 

universally known between psychologists (Allport, 1960).  He did not want to make a short and 

concise definition so he defined trait using eight criteria.  It is greater than a nominal existence 

and is more universal than a habit.  A trait is able to decide the response of the individual.  It also 

must be established through statistical evidence.  A trait is not independent of other traits and at 

times many traits converge together.  It is important to understand that a personality trait is not 

the same as moral quality.  A trait can still be existent if acts or habits are not consistent with the 

trait.  Allport’s final criteria to define trait is that a trait can be found in either its uniqueness in an 

individual or how it is expressed similarly between people of a population (Allport, 1960).       

 After traits were found to be of real existence, Allport began the development of his trait 

theory with the concept of the common trait (Allport, 1961).  For a common trait to be 



ALLPORT !11

determined there had to be scientific evidence that the trait was present in an individual and also 

present throughout a whole population over time and situation.  A common trait would be 

described as a general disposition that can be used to categorize a group of people.  There are 

thousands of common traits but some examples are introversion, extroversion, conformity, 

neuroticism, and authoritarianism. These traits have limited usefulness and cannot be the sole 

description of a personality (Allport, 1961).  

 Allport established that personal dispositions, or individual traits, were embedded in the 

mental structures of each personality, explaining the consistency behind behavior (Allport, 

1937).  Personal dispositions focused on how traits interacted with one another.  A cardinal trait 

referred to a trait that would be considered dominant, pervasive, and outstanding in a person’s 

life.  These traits cannot be hidden because it is considered to be the motivation of most 

behaviors.  Central traits are also found in personality.  Those are the traits that are the basic 

foundations of personality but are less dominating than cardinal traits.  The last traits that are 

found in a personality are the secondary traits.  These traits are situation specific and are less 

generalized and less important than central traits.  Secondary traits would be considered 

peripheral to the person because they are expressed by limited stimuli and express limited 

responses.  Together the cardinal, central, and secondary traits are highly individualistic 

compared to common traits (Allport, 1937).   

 Allport was able to apply his theory to a single case study.  A woman named Jenny had 

written letters to her two friends throughout her life and Allport was able to analyze her unique 

personality (Allport, 1965).  Allport was interested in the challenge of explaining her through his 

theory of personality.  Through his structural dynamic approach, he first interprets Jenny as 
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habits that were learned and reinforced while growing up.  Allport had 36 people use her traits to 

characterize her.  Allport found 198 traits that he categorized into central traits.  He conducted 

content analysis, in which he found all the words that described a trait.  That analysis provided 

objective, quantified, and purified the common sense impressions.  The structural dynamic 

approach allowed her manifestations to be revealed which permitted Allport to infer a more 

reasonable structure of her personality that was underlying her existing experience (Allport, 

1965).        

Measurement of Personality 

 After his dissertation, Allport began to realize the need for more practical measurements 

of self (Nicholson, 2003).  He aimed to create a idiographic method that would test his theory of 

human nature in hopes to make personality psychology a more experimental science 

(DeCarvalno, 1991).  He conducted experiments to examine traits on a continuum between 

ascendence and submission, along with introversion and extroversion (Nicholson, 2003).  That 

study helped him reason that every social situation could be understood through a conflict of 

personalities.  One of Allport’s first publications was in 1924 in The Journal of Abnormal and 

Social Psychology entitled The Study of the Undivided Personality.  Through this paper he 

expressed his view that personality was not the sum of individual traits but they way traits were 

combined and functioned together.      

  In 1927 Allport published a paper The Study of Personality by the Intuitive Method: An 

Experiment in Teaching From The Locomotive God.  In that paper he expressed his first thoughts 

on his idea to create a framework of methods that would include the individuality of one person 

that is scientifically fundamental.  He found that personality was carried by traits through 
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inherited genes, suggesting that traits could be established empirically and statistically.  He 

concluded that the way a pattern of traits functioned caused behavior (Nicholson, 2003).  

A Mature Personalty 

 In addition to Allport’s trait theory, he also aimed to understand how someone can be 

defined as having a mature personality.  He believed that a mature personality had to come from 

the development of fictional autonomy (Allport, 1961).  The person must find some genuine 

interests to participate in and the authentic participation can give direction to life.  A mature 

personality must eliminate the sexual and aggressive motivations and focus on self-extension and 

compassion.  A person with a mature personality would also be able to tolerate frustration and 

accept fault when it is acceptable.  There must also be the understanding of what reality is and 

appropriate goals to fit that.  Self-objectification through insight and humor is also important in a 

mature personality.  Someone with a mature personality has one general idea of the meaning of 

life (Allport, 1961).    

 Through Allport’s case study on Jenny, he was able to score her on his requirements of a 

mature personality (Allport, 1965).  She turned most of her experiences inward and based them 

on her own comfort and she never became interested in an activity.  She never expressed self-

fulfillment in her work and viewed it as physical labor.  The only warm relationship she was able 

to maintain was with her two friends she was writing letters to.  She lacked emotional security 

and self-acceptance.  She never controlled her outbursts and also never apologized for them.  

Jenny, however, was able to support herself throughout her life displaying her ability to cope 

with life’s problems.  She lacked humor and insight and was not able to be objective towards 

herself.  She also had no direction in her life, even though at times she showed interest in the 
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belief of God (Allport, 1965).  Overall, Jenny would be an example of a person with immature 

personality.    

Religion 

 Religion was something that Allport believed was important to a personality.  Allport 

knew that psychology would never support or deny religious beliefs but he believed that each 

unique personality was reached by the diverse religious claims (Allport, 1955).  He believed 

there was also a guideline for religious maturity in a person (Allport, 1951).  Allport also knew 

that not every mature person would accept a religious sentiment into their life but there were 

three ways religion can develop during a person’s growth.  A person would be allowed to widen 

their interests of religion.  A person would also remove themselves from previous religious 

beliefs and use insight to formulate their own views of religion.  The last way religion could 

develop would be through the integration into a belief (1951).   

Values 

 Allport believed there were six values that guided behavior (Allport, 1937).  The first 

value was the theoretical, which can be described as the search for truth.  The economic value 

focuses on the useful and practical based on the idea of self-preservation.  The next value was 

esthetic.  That value emphasizes the importance of harmony and diversity in life.  The social 

value would be displayed as a love for all people and acting in a kind, unselfish way.  The 

political value would show interest in power and personal influence on others.  The last value 

that guides behavior is the religious with the emphasis on unity (Allport, 1937).   

 Because a person can not be a single value, Allport created a test to measure the degree of 

each value on uniqueness of the individual (Allport, 1961).  He created the test to reveal the level 
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of human traits based on value orientation.  A Study of Values was a scale test that was made up 

of the forced choice method, identifying which alternative a specific person prefers.  There were 

30 choices in the first part and 15 in the second part.  Each of the six values were paired together 

an equal number of times for the remaining five sections (Allport, 1961).  Through the test, a 

person was able to realize the degree of each value in the personality.  That emphasized the 

uniqueness of each person because no one would have the same exact degree score for each 

value.   

Prejudice 

  Allport was interested in the nature of prejudice and how to overcome it.  Allport defined 

prejudice as universal psychological tendency that causes approach or withdraw from an object 

through previous knowledge and the likability of the incorrect beliefs (Allport, 1960).  Prejudice 

also included the use of stereotypes (Allport, 1937).  Stereotypes were used to judge a group 

based on the simplest form of knowledge.  That could also be used to inadequately guide future 

behavior.  Allport concluded that there was a way to overcome prejudice.  He applied the contact 

and acquaintance programs (Allport, 1960).  These programs would only be successful if they 

were conducted under optimal conditions.  The contact between the groups must occur during 

equal status.  All people in contact must strive toward a common goal.  The groups must also 

cooperate and have the support of something of higher order such as the law, or authority figure 

(Allport, 1960).       

Last Years 

 Allport remained at Harvard until the end of his career.  Although his theories were not 

accepted by most of his colleagues in the beginning, they were later recognized as crucial to the 



ALLPORT !16

importance of understanding personality.  He continued to publish until a few years before his 

death and expressed that even though his approach to personality had gone unrecognized by 

American psychology, he was proud of his phenomenological approach (DeCarvalno, 1991).  He 

died in 1967, close to his seventieth birthday.   
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