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Welcome to the World of Opposites




Does it frustrate you that your quiet, reserved spouse never wants to have people over and you love socializing and entertaining?


Do you consider your partner to be rigid and uptight because she nags you about your messy office?


Are you fond of schedules and routines, but your casual and spontaneous boyfriend wants to just go with the flow and see whatever turns up?


Do you think of yourself as the arty, creative type, yet the love of your life is Mr. (or Ms.) Good Common Sense?



If so—welcome to the club!



In our relationships, especially our intimate ones, we often are attracted to people who are different from us. We seem to have an instinctive need to search for some “missing” part of ourselves in another person, whom we then depend on to supply the qualities that we lack or have not yet developed. The reserved person, for example, may depend on a mate who is outgoing and gregarious to provide a social circle, and the talkative, outgoing type may crave a partner who won’t compete with him for attention.


In the beginning these differences are positive, intriguing, even dazzling. We think that we’ve found the perfect match. And then a little time goes by. The infatuation fades, the newness wears off, the honeymoon is over—and all that was appealing before starts to become downright irritating.

Perhaps your partner, whose levelheadedness and rationality you once admired and appreciated for balancing out your flighty, emotional personality, now drives you crazy with his coldness. Instead of lending a sympathetic ear when you have a problem, he quickly offers advice about how you should fix it. Meanwhile, he doesn’t understand why you take remarks so personally and why your feelings are always getting hurt.

Perhaps, at first, your partner’s ability to converse with many people was inspiring and invigorating. Now her chatter drives you up the wall, and you wish she could keep some of her thoughts to herself. You like a lot of solitude and time to yourself, and it’s bothersome to be dragged to social events every weekend. Her need for interaction versus your need for solitude is driving the two of you apart.

Or maybe your spouse is that open-ended, go-with-the-flow person who always wants to change plans at the last minute, and you like having things settled and decided. He drags his heels, procrastinates, is always running at least half an hour late, and wonders why you can’t seem to relax and let go once in a while.



Men are from Earth. Women are from Earth. Deal with it.

GEORGE CARLIN




Psychologists have many theories about why people can have such a hard time finding and sustaining healthy and satisfying relationships. We are often taught that gender is to blame; men and women are fundamentally different, according to this theory, and it has even been said, metaphorically, that they come from different planets. Although it’s true that some women fit the stereotype of being sensitive, tenderhearted, and emotional, just as some men fit the stereotype of being logical, analytical, and emotionally self-contained, studies demonstrate that such men and women represent less than half of the population. Theories based on gender may benefit some of us, but they are not particularly useful to the majority of the population whose personalities do not conform to the stereotypes.
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So if gender doesn’t entirely account for the difficulties and conflicts we encounter as we try to maintain satisfying relationships, what does? Forty years ago, I was introduced to the concept of personality preferences in a workshop on the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI®) inventory. I was both fascinated and astounded by this theory of human differences, which appeared to answer many long-held questions as to why people have such a hard time in their relationships—not only their intimate partnerships but their relationships with their children, siblings, co-workers, and friends. My study of the MBTI system over many decades, combined with my eyewitness perspective as a marriage and family therapist during that time, has led me to believe that personality preferences account for a great deal of what goes on between human beings.

A Brief History

The concept of personality preferences was originally developed by Carl Jung, the prominent Swiss psychoanalyst, and set forth in his well-known book Psychological Types, published in English in 1923. One reader profoundly affected by Jung’s concept was an American woman, Katharine Briggs, an astute student of human nature who had already spent some years in an independent study of personality preferences and had developed her own typology. Recognizing that Jung’s theory went far beyond her own, Briggs recruited her Swarthmore-educated daughter, Isabel Myers, to collaborate with her in studying and expanding the theory even further. Their aim was to help people better understand themselves and others by determining their personality types.

During the 1940s, Briggs and Myers created the first version of the now-famous questionnaire that measures inherent and observable differences in human behavior—that is, personality types. Over the years the mother-daughter team refined the questionnaire through diligent research. When Consulting Psychologists Press (CPP) took over the publication of the questionnaire in 1975, it became readily available for use by psychologists, career counselors, others in the helping professions, and those simply seeking a deeper understanding of themselves. Today the MBTI inventory, taken by two million people each year, is the most widely used and respected personality assessment instrument in the world.

In creating the MBTI inventory, Myers and Briggs had two goals in mind. The first was to allow respondents to identify their basic preference on each of four dimensions: (1) what energizes them, (2) how they experience the world, (3) how they make decisions, and (4) how they conduct their outer lives. Their second goal was to identify and describe each of the sixteen personality types that result from the interactions among the basic preferences. For the sake of clarity, this book focuses only on the first goal—identifying the preferences—which is the key to understanding the MBTI inventory.*

Personality Preferences

The inventory is composed of four sets of opposite personality preferences—extraverting versus introverting, sensing versus intuiting, thinking versus feeling, and judging versus perceiving. Please note that the MBTI inventory describes the preferences as adjectives but that, for the sake of simplicity, I use them as nouns—Extravert-Introvert, Sensor-Intuitive, Thinker-Feeler, and Judger-Perceiver. It’s important, however, to keep the adjectival sense of each word in mind. For example, describing yourself as an introvert is a shorthand way of saying that you lean toward the introverting side of the scale, that you prefer introversion over extraversion.

These personality preferences describe different patterns of behavior that affect and determine how we function and act in the world. Differences in preferences have a profound impact on every aspect of our lives—from the way we get our energy to how we see the world and focus our attention, to how we make decisions, to how we like to live our daily lives.


1. The Energizing Preference: Extraverting-Introverting




This preference relates to where we focus our attention and what energizes us.



	Extraverts† focus their attention outward and draw energy from the external world of people and things.





	Introverts focus their attention inward and draw energy from their own inner world of thoughts and insights.



2. The Perceiving Preference: Sensing-Intuiting




This preference relates to how we experience the world and take in information.



	Sensors perceive the world through information absorbed from their five senses in the present moment. They focus on here-and-now reality.




	Intuitives perceive the world through abstraction and imagination. They focus their attention on the future and on possibilities.




3. The Decision-Making Preference: Thinking-Feeling




This preference relates to how we evaluate information and make decisions.



	Thinkers make objective or impersonal decisions based on logic and analysis.




	Feelers make decisions based on what is important to them and others personally according to their subjective values.




4. The Lifestyle Preference: Judging-Perceiving




This preference relates to how we shape our outer lives.



	Judgers like closure and want to have things settled and decided as soon as possible.




	Perceivers like to keep their options open.



In the context of the MBTI inventory, the word “preference” simply refers to how we naturally prefer to do things. A preference is a tendency to be, act, or think in a certain way. Preferences are similar to handedness. Everyone has both a right hand and a left hand, but most people “prefer” one over the other. Writing with the hand that we use every day is effortless, and we don’t even think about it. Writing with our other hand, however, takes more time and requires more concentration; it feels awkward and our execution is less skillful.

It is also important to acknowledge that we all have aspects of both preferences. We couldn’t function too well in the world if we didn’t. But when we are acting in a way that is in keeping with our natural preference, we feel more confident, more competent, and pleasantly energized. Because we tend to be more at ease when we’re functioning within our preference, we’re more comfortable and successful as well.

Although different situations may temporarily draw us toward our opposite preference, our core preference remains constant throughout our lives. In other words, an Extravert never becomes an Introvert, and an Introvert never becomes an Extravert; a Thinker never becomes a Feeler, and a Feeler never becomes a Thinker; and so on. Nevertheless, we can develop our opposite preference more fully over time and become more at ease operating within it, especially in the latter part of life. For example, an Introvert may have always dreaded speaking in front of people, but his job responsibilities have helped him develop into a very confident speaker. Or a relatively disorganized person may discover her ability to stay on top of things when she becomes a caretaker for an elderly person.

These four sets of personality preferences do not, however, tell the whole story.

While everyone has a preference for one side of the axis or the other, we must also take into account the strength or degree of that preference. Each personality preference is not an absolute, but a point on a continuum. For example, maybe you are a strong Thinker (scoring high on the thinking continuum), while your spouse is also a Thinker, but with a less pronounced tendency.

Keep in Mind That…


	All preferences are equally valuable. No one preference is better than any other. There are no negative descriptions and no “bad” personality types. Each preference is associated with many potential strengths and some weaknesses.

	We can and do use all eight preferences many times every day but we prefer to use our four favorites because they feel more natural and comfortable.

	Preferences are not indicators of ability skill, or intelligence. Each preference indicates what we like to do, not what we can do.

	While we change and grow throughout our lives, our preferences stay the same. However, the strength of our preferences may vary considerably at different times, based on what our life experiences bring out in us and what we choose to bring out in ourselves.



Understanding preferences provides powerful yet practical insights into human behavior that can benefit us in our relationships with others and as individuals. On a personal level, knowing that our preferences are a core part of who we are can help us to be more accepting of ourselves. We tend to feel less guilty or judgmental about aspects of ourselves that we previously considered to be shortcomings. Through studying personality preferences, we begin to see that there is a good reason why we can’t do everything in life equally well and that we do not have to struggle to be what we are not. We can also decide more easily which work environments and careers are best suited to our nature. We can even hope to begin to take ourselves less seriously and maybe even have a few good laughs in the process.



One loses so many laughs by not laughing at oneself.

SARA JEANNETTE DUNCAN




Preferences can also help us gain insights into human behavior that benefit us in our relationships. Developing a greater understanding of others leads to a more accepting attitude toward our romantic partner and lessens our inclination to try to change that person. We are more likely to see other people’s behavior as simply different from our own, not as bad or wrong. And as we discover which people we naturally get along with and which ones are more likely to push our buttons, we gather useful information for assessing not only the probable success of our love relationships but the success of every other type of relationship in our lives as well.

I hope that learning about personality preferences deepens your understanding and appreciation of yourself and helps you honor and develop the strengths and abilities you bring to all of your relationships. I also hope that you become better able to see others’ differences with more compassion and humor. When you are irritated with your partner, I hope that this understanding will give you a greater sense of detachment and help you see that your partner’s behavior stems from a natural predisposition and not from a desire to make life difficult for you.



Everything that irritates us about others can lead us to an understanding of ourselves.

CARL JUNG




Learning about personality preferences can give you and your partner a common language so that you can communicate more effectively. Even though learning about personality preferences solves only one piece of the complex puzzle of relationships, it’s an important piece, and one that can help you navigate all of your relationships toward a place of peace and understanding. I hope that this book provides you with a practical guide to arriving there.
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Discover Your Preferences



The ten questions at the beginning of each chapter (sometimes also referred to as an inventory) will help you identify your preferences.* For each question, check the response that fits best—A or B.

You may identify somewhat with both statements in a pair, but one answer usually comes more easily, while its opposite seems less familiar to you. It’s best not to think too long about the statements—go with your first, most automatic response. Remember, the inventories are designed only to help you find out more about yourself; they are not tests, and there is no “better” or “right” answer to any question. So do your best to respond based on what is really true for you rather than on what you think should be true.

At the end of the ten questions, in the first blank space, record how many times you chose A as the answer. In the second blank space, record how many times you chose B.

The higher your score on an inventory, the stronger your preference. If you come out somewhere in the middle, you may resonate with both sets of preferences, but only one will be your best fit.


10—A very strong preference


8 or 9—A medium-strong preference


6 or 7—A moderate preference



5—Balanced in the middle, but you are likely to resonate with one more than the other when you read the chapter describing the two preferences.



It’s more common to wind up with some A answers and some B answers than it is to wind up with a 10–0 (or 0–10) split. If you do come out with a significantly higher score on one than another—for example, 9 on Extravert and 1 on Introvert, or vice versa—you most likely have found your true preference. If your tendencies are more moderate, you will relate to some degree to both the Extravert and the Introvert preferences. However, it is common to have at least a slight preference for one over the other. If, for example, you wrote 6 next to Extravert and 4 next to Introvert, then Extravert is probably your stronger preference. If one side of a preference pair sounds about 60 to 70 percent like you, that is probably your favored preference. If you wrote 5 next to Extravert and 5 next to Introvert, you may want to check the inventory again. Your preferences one way or the other, however slight, will become clearer when you read each chapter and learn more about each preference.

Do keep in mind that the goal of the inventory is to help you find your preferences, not to provide labels. So a 10 on the line next to Extravert, for example, means that you prefer extraversion, or are more comfortable with it—not that you are an Extravert.

Those with a high score on one preference—a 9 or a 10, say—are often surprised at how closely my written description matches their way of being. Keep in mind, however, that you won’t usually recognize yourself in every word about your preference. For clarity






	Feeling as though you should come across in a certain way may be making it difficult for you to separate your own experience from the expectations of others. You may have felt pressured by your family or by the society you grew up in to behave in ways that were not true to your natural self. For example, in the United States the Extravert preference is the accepted style of behavior. Introverts often feel that they should be more outgoing and sociable.

	Gender role expectations put pressure on men to appear logical, rational, and analytical and on women to appear warm, nurturing, and supportive. A conflict between expectation and reality can cloud the results of your inventory.

	If your work requires skills that don’t utilize your natural preferences, you might find yourself answering in your “work mode” rather than according to your true preference. For example, you are perfectly capable of being as organized and structured in your way of thinking as your position requires, but this mode of being is nonetheless stressful and less preferable for you.

	The two people in some intimate relationships share many of the same preferences. If so, you may find yourself using one of your opposite preferences to bring balance to the relationship. For instance, when two Introverts are involved with each other, one will sometimes behave more like an Extravert and adopt a more outgoing role. Such switchovers can help couples function better, both in their intimate life and in the outside world.

	You may have entered a stage of your life when it’s appropriate to develop your opposite preferences. At midlife many people open up to the less-developed parts of themselves. Also, at times of crisis or when your circumstances shift, such as after a divorce, a move, or a death, you may wish to change or reinvent yourself and try out new behaviors or activities.

	You might answer certain questions differently at different times depending on your mood, influential events, or other factors. If you are on the fence about a question, choose the answer that, over the long term, has most frequently been true for you.
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