
Gordon Allport: Psychology 
of the Individual
In 1920, a 22-year-old American student's encounter with Sigmund Freud 
sparked a revolutionary approach to personality psychology—one that would 
champion the uniqueness of every individual.



The Fateful Meeting with Freud

The Story

Young Allport told Freud about a boy on a tram with a 
dirt phobia. Freud asked: "And was that little boy you?"

This moment changed everything.

"This experience taught me that depth psychology may dive
too deep, and that psychologists would do well to give 
full recognition to manifest motives before exploring
the unconscious."



A Third Way
Allport wondered: Could there be an approach that borrowed from 
psychoanalysis and learning theory, but also adopted a more humanistic 
stance?



Allport's Core Philosophy

Uniqueness First

Every individual is fundamentally 
unique. General traits rob people of 
their individuality.

Morphogenic Science

Study the individual in depth, not just 
groups. One person's stubbornness 
differs from another's.

Eclectic Approach

A broad, comprehensive theory beats 
a narrow one—even if it generates 
fewer testable hypotheses.

Morphogenic Science means: Studying the individual’s unique structure of personality — their motives, traits, and patterns — to 
understand what makes them distinct. Allport contrasted this with nomothetic science, which seeks general laws of behavior by 
averaging across large samples. Morphogenic methods include case studies, letters, diaries, and life histories, which reveal the depth 
and individuality of a person’s personality.



The Man Behind the Theory

• Born November 11, 1897, in Montezuma, Indiana

• Raised in a "plain Protestant devotion" household

• Described himself as a social "isolate" and "human dictionary"

• 50-year association with Harvard University

• Died October 9, 1967, of lung cancer



Defining Personality

After examining 49 existing definitions, Allport crafted his own:

"The dynamic organization within the individual of those psychophysical systems that determine his characteristic behavior 
and thought."

Dynamic Organization

Integrated yet constantly changing

Psychophysical

Both psychological and physical aspects

Characteristic

Individual and unique marking

Behavior & Thought

Internal and external actions



Conscious Motivation Matters

Unlike Freud, Allport emphasized that healthy adults are generally aware of 
what they're doing and why. Self-reports should be accepted at face value 
before probing deeper. (Believe what a person says about themselves at the 
beginning, and only later look for deeper meanings or hidden motives if 
needed.)

While unconscious processes exist, most compulsive behaviors and mature 
motivations operate at the conscious level.



Six Criteria for Psychological Maturity

1

Extension of Self

Involvement in activities beyond oneself—work, family, spiritual 
life become part of one's being.

2

Warm Relating

Capacity to love others intimately and compassionately, treating 
people with respect.

3

Emotional Security

Self-acceptance and emotional poise. Not overly upset 
by minor frustrations.

4

Realistic Perception

Problem-oriented rather than self-centered. In touch with reality 
as others see it.

5

Insight & Humor

Self-knowledge and nonhostile humor. Ability to laugh at oneself.

6

Unifying Philosophy

Clear view of life's purpose. Often includes mature religious orientation.



Personal Dispositions vs. Common 
Traits

Common Traits

• General characteristics held by 
many people

• Revealed through factor 
analysis

• Allow comparison between 
people

• Useful for group studies

Personal Dispositions

• Peculiar to the individual

• Neuropsychic structures unique 
to one person

• Guide consistent adaptive 
behavior

• Essential for studying 
individuals



Three Levels of Personal Dispositions

1

Cardinal

Ruling passion that dominates life. Rare—most people don't have one.

2

Central

5-10 outstanding characteristics. What friends would list in a 
recommendation letter.

3

Secondary

Less obvious but numerous. Occur regularly, guide specific 
behaviors.

Examples of cardinal dispositions: quixotic (Don Quixote), narcissistic (Narcissus), sadistic (Marquis de Sade)—so dominant they gave 
language new words.



Motivational vs. Stylistic 
Dispositions

Motivational

Intensely experienced, initiate action. Driven by basic needs 
and drives.

Stylistic

Less intensely felt, guide action. Determine the manner of 
behavior.

Example: We're motivated to dress by the need for warmth, but how we dress 
reflects stylistic dispositions.



The Proprium: The Warm Center

The proprium includes all characteristics people regard as warm, central, and important—everything that is "peculiarly mine."

Values

What matters most to you

Personal Conscience

Consistent with adult beliefs

Self-Identity

Core sense of who you are

Self-Enhancement

Drive for improvement

Not in the proprium: Basic drives easily satisfied, tribal customs, automatic habits like brushing teeth.



Functional 
Autonomy
Allport's most distinctive and controversial postulate.

Human motives are functionally independent from the original motive 
responsible for the behavior.



Understanding Functional Autonomy
A present motive is functionally autonomous when it seeks new goals—behavior continues even as motivation changes. 
(When we keep doing something even though our original reason for starting has changed or disappeared, 
our current motive has become independent.)
Example: A person might start exercising to lose weight, but later continues because he enjoys the activity or value feeling strong.
The behavior continues, but the motivation has evolved — it is now self-sustaining.

Original Motive

Plant garden to satisfy hunger

Transformation

Develop interest in gardening itself

New Motive

Garden for enjoyment, not food

The miser hoards money not because of childhood toilet training, but simply because they like money. That's the only explanation
needed.



Four Requirements for Adequate Motivation Theory

Contemporaneity

"Whatever moves us must move now." The past is only 
important if it affects present motivation.

Pluralistic

Allow for motives of many types. Adults differ from children; 
normal from neurotic.

Cognitive Force

Planning and intention matter. Healthy adults live into the 
future, not just react to the past.

Concrete Uniqueness

Motives are concrete and unique to individuals, not abstract 
generalizations.



Two Levels of Functional 
Autonomy

Perseverative

Elementary level found in animals 
and humans. Based on neurological 
principles.

• Rat continues running maze 
after being fed

• Addiction to substances without 
physiological hunger

• Completing interrupted tasks 
for their own sake

Propriate

Master system related to the 
proprium. Self-sustaining motives 
conferring unity.

• Occupations becoming passions

• Hobbies central to identity

• Interests close to personality 
core



The Jigsaw Puzzle Example

1

Initial Motivation

Student offered 10 cents per piece, up to $45 
(450 pieces)

2

Reward Maximized

After 450 pieces, no more monetary incentive

3

New Tension

Will she finish the remaining 50 pieces?

4

Functional Autonomy

If yes, motive is now independent from original 
pay



What Is NOT Functionally Autonomous

Biological Drives

Eating, breathing, sleeping

Reflex Actions

Eye blinks, automatic responses

Constitutional Equipment

Physique, intelligence, temperament

Forming Habits

Behaviors still requiring reinforcement

Some Neurotic Symptoms

Compulsions eliminated through therapy

The 12-year-old girl who smacked her lips to "kiss bad air well" stopped when therapy revealed the cause—not functionally 
autonomous— meaning it didn’t develop a new, independent purpose. (Even though she forgot the original reason behind it, she kept doing it. 

Her behavior wasn’t functionally autonomous because it still came from the original anxiety and belief — that she needed to keep the air good — rather than 

developing into a new, independent motive.)



Proactive vs. Reactive Behavior

Allport believed mature personalities are characterized by proactive behavior—
they don't just react to stimuli but consciously act on their environment in new 
ways.

Reactive Theories

Homeostatic, tension-reducing. Freud and learning theories focus here.

Proactive Theories

Growth-oriented, tension-seeking. Necessary for complete understanding.

Sometimes people seek tension, not reduce it. An adequate theory must explain 
both.



Allport's Enduring Legacy

50
Years at Harvard

A lifetime dedicated to 
understanding 

individuality

1939
APA President

Recognition of his 
influence on 
psychology

18K
Personality 

Words

Catalogued descriptive 
terms in Webster's 

Dictionary

Allport championed the study of the individual, emphasizing conscious 
motivation, uniqueness, and the capacity for growth. His psychology reminds 
us: you are not just a collection of traits—you are irreplaceably you.



Allport: Psychology of the 
Individual
Gordon Allport pioneered the study of individual personality, advocating for 
methods that examine unique motivational patterns rather than just group 
characteristics.



Morphogenic Science

Nomothetic Approach

Seeks general laws applicable to all 
people. Traditional psychology 
focused here.

Morphogenic Approach

Studies patterned properties of 
individual organisms, allowing 
intraperson comparisons of unique 
trait structures.

Allport shifted from "idiographic" to "morphogenic" to emphasize structured 
patterns within individuals, not just peculiarities.



Morphogenic Methods

First-Person Methods

Verbatim recordings, interviews, 
diaries, letters, confessions, dreams, 
autobiographies

Semi-Morphogenic

Self-rating scales, adjective checklists, 
Q-sort technique, Study of Values

Expressive Documents

Literary works, art forms, 
handwriting, voice patterns, body 
gestures, doodles



Trust Self-Disclosure

"Too often we fail to consult the richest of all sources of data, namely, the subject's own self-knowledge."

Allport believed psychologists should accept self-reports at face value unless the person is a young child, psychotic, or extremely 
defensive. (accepting something as true without questioning or analyzing it too much at first)



Marion Taylor's Diaries

1

1902

Born in Illinois

2

1911

Began diary writing at age 9

3

1915

Entries became deeply personal after 13th 
birthday

4

1933

Married at age 31

The Allports collected extensive personal documents on Marion Taylor—diaries, test scores, interviews—but never published her case. 
This work informed their later study of Jenny.



Letters From Jenny

A Life Revealed

Between 1926-1937, Jenny Gove Masterson wrote 301 letters to her son Ross's 
former roommate (likely Gordon Allport) and his wife.

Born 1868 in Ireland, Jenny's letters revealed intense love/hate feelings toward 
Ross, obsessions with money and death, and a suspicious, dramatic 
personality.



Jenny's Story

Early Sacrifice

Father died when she was 18. Quit school to support five 
siblings for 9 years.

Brief Marriage

Married divorced man at 27, scandalizing her religious 
family. Husband died after 2 years.

Devoted Mother

Son Ross born 1897. Jenny worked hard, sacrificed everything 
for 17 contented years.

Bitter Estrangement

Ross's interest in women destroyed their relationship. Jenny 
called each woman a prostitute.



Analyzing Jenny's Personality

01

Personal Structure Analysis

Alfred Baldwin used frequency and 
contiguity techniques, identifying three 
clusters: Ross/women/past, job search, and 
money/death.

02

Factor Analysis

Jeffrey Paige extracted eight factors: 
aggression, possessiveness, affiliation, 
autonomy, familial acceptance, sexuality, 
sentience, martyrdom.

03

Commonsense Clinical

Allport asked 36 judges to list Jenny's 
characteristics, grouping 198 adjectives 
into eight clusters.



Jenny's Central Dispositions

Clinical Agreement Factor Analysis

Both clinical and factor analytic methods revealed approximately 8 central traits—matching Allport's hypothesis that most people possess 5-10 central dispositions.



The Contact Hypothesis

1

Equal Status
Groups interact as equals

2

Common Goals
Shared objectives unite groups

3

Cooperation
Groups work together

4

Authority Support
Endorsed by law or custom

Allport (1954) proposed that intergroup contact under optimal conditions reduces 
prejudice—a hypothesis validated by decades of research.



Pettigrew's Research Legacy

500+
Studies Analyzed

Meta-analyses examined over 500 studies

250K
Participants

More than 250,000 people studied

4
Stigmatized Groups

Elderly, disabled, mentally ill, LGBTQ+

Thomas Pettigrew and Linda Tropp's extensive research (2006, 2011) confirmed Allport's contact hypothesis works across diverse 
groups and contexts.



Cross-Group 
Friendship
Friendship emerged as especially powerful for reducing prejudice. Extended 
contact across settings creates strong, positive attitudes resistant to change.

In Northern Ireland, Catholic-Protestant friendships fostered trust and 
forgiveness—strongest among those who suffered directly from religious 
violence (Hewstone et al., 2006).



Ingroup Favoritism vs. Outgroup 
Hostility

Traditional View

Discrimination requires hostility 
toward outgroups. Prejudice 
directly causes discriminatory 
behavior.

Allport's Insight

Discrimination often accomplished 
through ingroup favoritism, not 
outright hostility. Helping "our 
own" creates inequality.

Greenwald & Pettigrew (2014) found compelling evidence that unequal 
treatment stems more from helping ingroup members than hurting 
outgroups.



Religious Orientation Scale

Extrinsic Orientation

Some people see religion as useful only when it benefits 
them — a way to feel comfortable, fit in socially, or follow 

tradition. Their beliefs are not deeply held and can change 
easily when their needs or circumstances change.

• "Prayer's primary purpose is relief and protection"
• "Religion offers comfort in sorrow"
• "Church membership establishes community standing"

Intrinsic Orientation

Religion as master motive and lived faith. Internalized 
belief followed fully. Other needs harmonized with 
religious values.

• "Religious beliefs lie behind my whole approach to life"

• "I try hard to carry religion into all dealings"



Religious Motivation and 
Forgiveness

Seedall & Butler (2014) studied how religious orientation influences 
forgiveness attitudes in therapy contexts with over 300 participants.

Intrinsic Religiosity

More accepting of forgiveness in therapy. Fewer 
misconceptions about forgiveness process.

Better Mental Health

Associated with greater psychological well-being and healing.



Expanding to Islamic Religion

This-Worldly

Religious activities occurring on earth 
with personal, social, and cultural 

effects

Other-Worldly

Activities focused on afterlife with 
positive and negative outcomes

MCROS Scale

Muslim-Christian Religious Orientation 
Scales with 8 extrinsic subscales

Ghorbani et al. (2002) developed MCROS, validating Allport's framework across 188 U.S./Christian and 187 Iranian/Muslim students.



Cross-Cultural Findings

Iranian Sample American Sample

Extrinsic religiosity correlated with psychological maladjustment in Iranian but not American samples. Cultural context matters significantly.



Theory Critique

Strengths

• Philosophically refreshing view of proactive humanity

• Precise language, internally consistent

• Generated research on religion, values, prejudice

• Set standards for clear thinking and definition

Limitations

• Narrow scope—mainly healthy adult motivation

• Inadequate for children, disturbed adults

• Low falsifiability for most concepts

• Limited guidance for practitioners



Concept of Humanity

1 Freedom Expands

2 Education & Knowledge

3 Self-Insight & Objectivity

4 Open-Minded Problem Solving

5 Limited but Real Freedom

Allport held optimistic view: people have limited freedom that expands through insight, education, and conscious choice. We're 
teleological, not merely causal.



Allport's Enduring Legacy

Individual Focus

Pioneered morphogenic methods studying unique personality patterns rather than 
just group norms

Prejudice Reduction

Contact hypothesis validated across decades—intergroup friendship reduces 
prejudice and builds understanding

Religious Psychology

Intrinsic vs. extrinsic orientation framework enriched understanding of faith and 
mental health across cultures
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