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 Why does personality matter?  To answer this question, we need to resolve two 
prior issues:   
 
 1.  What is personality? 
 2.  Who wants to know why personality matters? 
 
 The answer to the question, “What is personality?” is that there are two answers.  
There is what we call “personality from the inside” and there is what we call “personality 
from the outside”.  Personality from the inside concerns your view of you, it concerns the 
person you think you are—it concerns your hopes, your dreams, your values, your goals, 
your aspirations, your fears, and the things you think you need to do to realize your goals 
and avoid your fears.  We refer to personality from the inside as your identity. 
 
 Personality from the outside concerns our view of you, the person we think you 
are, and we refer to this as your reputation.  It concerns the things we need to know in 
order to be able to deal with you effectively.  So, there is the you that you know, 
personality from the inside, or your identity.  Then there is the you that we know, 
personality from the outside, or your reputation.  These two forms of personality are 
different in very important ways.   
 
 Consider the you that you know—your identity.  Freud would say that it is hardly 
worth knowing—because you made it up.  Everyone has to be someone, and you are the 
hero or heroine in your own life’s drama, but that doesn’t mean that your identity is 
necessarily closely related to reality.  The way people think about and describe 
themselves is only modestly related to how others describe them—people don’t really 
know themselves all that well.  Even worse, about 100 years of research on identity 
shows that it is very hard—almost impossible—to study in a rigorous and empirical way.  
As a result, we psychologists don’t know very much about identity that is interesting or 
useful. 
 
 Consider the you that we know—your reputation.  Reputation is quite interesting 
for several reasons.  First, the best predictor of future behavior is past behavior; your 
reputation reflects your past behavior, therefore your reputation is the best information 
we have regarding what you are likely to do in the future.  Second, reputations are easy to 
study—we need only ask other people to describe you.  And third, there is a well-defined 
and widely accepted taxonomy of reputations that has been used to study occupational 
performance, and as a result, we psychologists know a lot about the kinds of people who 
do well or poorly in different kinds of jobs.  That is, we know a lot about the links 
between reputation and occupational performance 
 



 As for the question of who wants to know why personality matters, it matters to 
two categories of people:  (a) people who are interested in their own career development; 
and (b) potential employers.  People who are interested in their own career development 
need to know about their own strengths and shortcomings relative to the demands of 
various occupations.  More precisely, people who want to approach the topic of career 
development in a strategic manner will want to know:  (1) how their strengths match the 
demands of various careers; and (2) how other people will perceive them during job 
interviews and while working   
 
 Personality matters to potential employers in at least three ways.  First, they need 
to know what kind of employee you will be—will you be cranky, difficult, and hard to 
manage or will you be a world-class organizational citizen?  Second, they need to know if 
your personality fits the demands of the job for which you are applying—do you have the 
drive to succeed in sales, the social skills to succeed in customer service, the good 
judgment to succeed as a manager?  And third, they need to know if your values (your 
identity) are consistent with the corporate culture—it doesn’t matter how talented you 
are, if your values are inconsistent with the corporate culture, you will not succeed in that 
organization.   
 
 The bottom line is that personality matters to individuals because self-
understanding allows a person to be strategic about his/her career choices and career 
development.  Personality matters to employers because knowledge about a job 
applicant’s personality allows them to be strategic about the hiring process.   


