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Know Your Marines

Leadership applications of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator

eaders of Marines are no strang-

ers to the leadership principle

inscribed in Leading Marines

(FMFM 1-0), to “know your
Marines and look out for their welfare.”!
The foundations of Marine leadership
predicate themselves upon this standard
and the other 11 directives imbued in
Marines from the beginning of their
careers at either recruit training or TBS.
So are the objectives of Marine lead-
ership—mission accomplishment and
troop welfare. As Marine leaders con-
tinue to advance in grade, they receive
several opportunities to engage in both
resident and non-resident professional
military education (PME) courses,
which provide numerous tools to assist
them in accomplishing those objectives.
On the subject of leadership, formal
PME course curriculums rely heavily on
guest speaker lectures, literary reading,
and small group discussions to inculcate
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Marine leaders on practical and tested
methods that have created success in
the past. While these lessons are ripe
with invaluable knowledge gleaned
from years of experience, they do not
address the fundamental core of Ma-
rines—their personalities.

Too often, Marine leaders surmise
that knowing Marines includes compil-
ing only rudimentary facts like marital
status, child names, favorite hobbies,
and family issues. In order for leaders to
truly “know [their] Marines,” they must

Leaders need to know their Marines’ strengths and weaknesses. (Photo by Cpl Paul S. Martinez.)
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have, as Gen John A. Lejeune stated,
“a full understanding of their thoughts,
their attitude, their emotions, their as-
pirations, and their ideals.”? Thanks to
decades of study, today’s psychologists
have developed several methods of de-
termining and assessing an individual’s
psychological type. One of the most
researched and popular tools in this
field is the Myers-Briggs Type Indica-
tor (MBTI).? Through adding the study
and application of the MBTT into for-
mal PME curriculums, Marine leaders
will gain understanding of how their
Marines process information, make
decisions, communicate with others,
and receive both praise and criticism.
Armed with this knowledge, Marine
leaders will be far better prepared to
ensure the welfare of their Marines and
employ them to accomplish any given
mission.

The MBTI

Following its translation into English
in 1923, Swiss-born psychiatrist Carl G.
Jung’s work, Psychological Types, became
the foundation of Katharine Briggs and
her daughter Isabel Briggs Myers’ psy-
chological research. Jung postulated
that human behavior is predictable rath-
er than completely random; humans
have preferences related to the basic
functions their personalities perform
throughout life. Using this perspective,
the mother-daughter team developed
the MBTI in 1942. They then spent
the next 20 years verifying their theories
before publishing the first edition of the
MBTI Manual in 1962.4

The MBTT is a diagnostic test that
categorizes a person’s personality into
a four-letter combination. Each of the
four letters is one of two alternate prefer-
ences beginning with E or I, extrovert
or introvert; S or N, sensor or intuitive;
T or F, thinker or feeler; and J or P,
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judger or perceiver. The summation of
the four options is one of 16 unique
personality types complete with its own
psychological “portrait” which includes
a variety of personal preferences such
as how individuals of that type gather
information, make decisions, and or-
ganize themselves.3

Response to MBTI Ciriticism
Common criticism to MBTT ap-
plication is that the “typological por-
traits [are] like astrological horoscopes”
with rarely any negative information
included in their descriptions.¢ While
the type descriptions in current MBTI
literature are lacking in adverse diction,
the point of typology is to explain per-
sonality preferences. These preferences
are neither good nor bad, but rather
have both strengths and weaknesses.
MBTT scholars are also quick to note
that an individual’s type “is only an
explanation” and “never an excuse”
to absolve them from either ethical or

1!
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professional failings.” Another criticism
of personality typology is that it cat-
egorizes individuals into “rigid boxes.”
While MBTT portraits might include
some descriptions that individuals find
more accurate than others, it should not
be a reason to dismiss the entire portrait
as whole. A key point to understand-
ing typological preferences is that they
are just that, preferences. If someone is
right- or left-handed, it does not mean
that he does not use his non-dominant
hand; rather, he prefers to use his domi-
nant hand. The same analogy applies
to an individual’s MBTT preference.?
Others skeptics argue that the MBTI
lacks absolute validity. MBTT scholars
do not deny that psychological types are
not 100 percent accurate for every indi-
vidual. Typology experts Otto Kroeger
and Janet M. Thuesen state “there are
no absolutes” in one’s type as “gender
ethnicity, values, [and] socioeconomic
factors” also influence the core of one’s
psyche.? Therefore, it is inaccurate to

say that individuals of the same type
will behave exactly the same. How-
ever, MBTT scholars also disagree that
a personality type needs to be unerr-
ingly precise in order to be useful for
understandin% one’s personality. Gaug-
ing the overall validity of one’s MBTI-
identified type requires life experiences
to serve as empirical evidence.!® Only
with possession of that data can one
test the accuracy of his MBTT portrait
and modify it to other type.
Regardless of its criticisms, the MBT1
still remains the foremost method of
qualifying personality types. Evidence
in this assertion rests in the fact that
over 2 million people took the MBTI
in 1990, before the advent of the In-
ternet. Furthermore, prestigious com-
panies and institutions such as HSBC
(Hongkong and Shanghai Banking
Corporation), American Telephone &
Telegraph, IBM, Ford Motors, General
Electric, McDonnell-Douglas, and the
Department of Defense have all utilized
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the MBTT and its applications in order
to improve staff efficiency.!!

Military Application of the MBTI

While several civilian companies
have used the MBTI in their opera-
tions to improve performance in the
business environment, military leaders
can also glean crucial information about
their subordinates through the MBTL
The personality portrait provided fol-
lowing the completion of an MBTI
assessment has several applications for
military leaders, the first of which is
that a personality type reveals to leaders
how their subordinates naturally pro-
cess information. Military psychologist
Charles W. Bray asserted, “the methods
and knowledge of the psychologist are
also useful in training men.”'2 MBTI
psychology portraits validate Bray’s
postulation. Based on their tempera-
ment, subordinates are more adept at
processing either details and facts or
theory and possibilities. Additionally,
those of differing psychological types
prefer to either learn in a group or by
self-study.!3 Therefore, recognition of
subordinates’ personality preferences in
synthesizing information allows Marine
leaders to best tailor their unit PME
programs to their Marines.

In addition to gaining a greater
understanding of how their subordi-
nates process information, the study
of typology also provides Marine lead-
ers with insight into what influences
their subordinates’ decision-making
processes. An individual’s personality
portrait depicts whether logic, justice,
and objectivity trump empathy, rela-
tionships, and subjectivity in achieving
a decision.' Knowledge of their subor-
dinates’ personality-driven motivations
will aid commanders in formulating
their specific guidance and orders to
each subordinate. The implicit knowl-
edge of their subordinates’ personality
types also assists unit commanders in
maximizing their staff’s potential as the
commander can form planning teams
with a heterogeneous mixture of tem-
peraments, assuming the staff includes
amyriad personality types rather than
a homogenous group. A team of diverse
psychological types has the potential to
create solutions that take into account
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several different methods of thought
rather than a staff of identical tempera-
ments.

Another vital aspect of a subordi-
nate’s personality revealed through
study of their MBTI results is how
they prefer to communicate. Warfight-
ing (Marine Corps Doctrinal Publica-
tion 1), states that the Marine leaders
must “exploit the human ability to
communicate implicitly...through mu-
tual understanding...or even anticipat-
ing each other’s thoughts” because it
“is a faster and more effective way to
communicate.” [author emphasis].!>
A thorough comprehension between
seniors and subordinates of their per-
sonality profiles directly supports this
directive. Through cognizance of how
each processes information and makes
decisions, seniors and subordinates can
become faster at developing implicit
communication because of their mu-
tual psychological understanding. Such
speed could be a vital commodity in
future contingency response missions.

Not only do leaders discover valuable
insight into how their subordinates pro-
cess information, make decisions, and
communicate with others by analyzing
their psychological type, leaders also
learn the best methods to admonish
and praise their subordinates. In regard
to application of praise in the military,
the famed naval officer John Paul Jones

(Photo by Cpl Joseph Karwick.)

remarked succinctly “no meritorious act
of a subordinate should pass without its
reward, even if the reward is only a word
of approval.”16 An MBTT profile disclos-
es to superiors effective methods to show
appreciation to deserving subordinates
based on their personality temperament.
Without understanding the differences
in psychological preference, a leader
giving praise might issue approval in
such a way that the subordinate does
not receive it in the manner the senior
desires. Therefore, leaders must under-
stand both their own type and that of
their subordinates in order to ensure
that leaders achieve the correct effect
in bestowing praise.l” Criticism is no
different; each personality type reacts
to admonishment differently. Therefore,
just as leaders must affirm individuals
in personality-focused methods in order
to achieve optimal effects, they must
also rebuke subordinates in specifically
tailored ways.

Recommendations for MBTI Use in
the Marine Corps

Despite its pragmatic application,
the Marine Corps doesn’t offer any for-
malized period of instruction on the
MBTI or its uses in any formalized
PME program or school curriculum.
In order to utilize the benefits from per-
sonality typology, all Marines should
take the MBTT at recruit training and
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TBS. The results of that assessment
should become a part of a Marine’s
Marine Online (MOL) profile which
unit leaders can access. Marine Officers
should receive formal instruction on
basic typology during TBS and take
a refresher course via MarineNet as a
part of annual training requirements.
As a part of career-level school, either
resident or non-resident, captains should
undergo MBTI certification provided
by an accredited authority in order to
further their comprehension of person-
ality types. Enlisted Marines should
receive initial instruction on the MBTI
beginning at the sergeant level as a part
of Sergeant’s Course. Additional train-
ing should occur as a part of the Ad-
vanced Course curriculum. Based on
personal observations, MBTI-certified
company-level commanders and above
should have the authority to edit their
Marines’ personality types in MOL.
Furthermore, commanders should dis-
close their MBTT profile to their sub-
ordinates in order to facilitate implicit
guidance to their personal preferences
and command climate.

Leaders will find the greatest benefits
of typology on a one-to-one basis. Lead-
ers lose the advantages of applying type-
tailored interactions to subordinates in
proportion to the number of different
types in a group since the leader will be
unable to refine the personal commu-
nication to best suit a specific tempera-
ment. Therefore, it is on the individual
level, such as a part of the habitual
teacher-scholar relationship between
seniors and subordinates, where leaders
can enjoy the greatest benefits of MBTT
application. Marine leaders can inte-
grate typology seamlessly into existing
personal interactions such as the Marine
Corps Mentorship Program and coun-
seling process. Currently, MBTI certifi-
cation through the Center for Applica-
tions of Psychological Type (CAPT) is
a 35-hour syllabus divided into a 4-day
schedule costing $1,280.00 per person
at the government rate. CAPT has the
ability to send mobile training teams to
provide both certification “and custom-
designed, MBTT programs” to sites of
the trainees choosing which would
eliminate any possible student tempo-
rary additional duty costs.!® Given the
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pre-existing systems for both training
and implementation, the integration
of MBTT application into the Marine
Corps would be a simple process.

Summa

Fledgling military psychologists first
viewed their field as a “practical subject”
for “practical purposes,” such as devel-
oping job classification tests like the
current Armed Service Vocational Ap-
titude Battery.? It was not long, how-
ever, before they discerned that “astute
military leader[s] will never undervalue
the human factor” in their commands
and that they must “be quick to observe
the most tactful way of approaching dif-
ferent types of personalities.”2? Kroeger
and Thuesen affirm the predecessors in
their assertion that “one’s effectiveness
as a leader depends on [the understand-
ing of the personality types] of one’s
followers.”?! The MBTT provides an
invaluable and tested instrument to
leaders so that they can accomplish both
the former and the latter. While perhaps
unorthodox to some Marines, the use
of typology in military leadership runs
parallel to retired Marine LtGen Paul K.
Van Riper’s charge to “cast your nets”
widely in order to spurn new and cre-
ative thought in solving complex prob-
lems of the modern world.22 The net
for understanding subordinates needs
widening, and utilizing the MBTT is
one way to fulfill that requirement. In
order to achieve the intent of the time-
less leadership principle to know one’s
Marines, the Corps as a whole should
step forward with embracing the MBTT
as an invaluable leadership tool.
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