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If you waint 1o get to Know
someonea better, It pays 1o (00K
through their stuff Dr Sam
Gosling decodes three
personality traits through the
things they own,
By Catherine Jones

Plagaprapts by Anders Gramer

ast week you moved into your new home,

Now everything's linally unpacked vou've

mvited the neighbours round for some

welcome drinks. As vou take their coats

from them and they walk through to the
living room, what do you suppose is the first thing that
will cateh their eye and, more importantly, what sort
of impressions have they started to form about vou
already? Do they see you as culiured, friendly and
adventurows or uptight, vulgar and dull?

Forming impressions of people based on what we see
displaved in their private spaces is nothing new, but it
has only recently become a branch of persanality psy-
chology, thanks to the work of Dr Sam Goshing, who &=
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<] has spent the past decade studying how our environ-
ments reflect who we really are.

There are numerous models available o paycholo-
gists who evaluate personality; Gosling uses what’s
known as the Big 5 (see overleaf). This is a measure
of five universal personality traits - openness, consci-

entiousness, extroversion, agreeableness and neuroti- 0 ra v
cism — that we all have in different proportions. ___-\_ E OI E RT

A gquestion of perception

Openness, conscientiousness and extroversion are the
casicst 1o read from people’s things, says Gosling,

and impossible to disguise. ‘Part of what makes you

one personality over another is not just how you behave,

it's also how you view the world. After my class [ ask

my students, “Who here carries stamps in their wal-

let?” Some do and

some don’t, but what's

interesting is the peo- 0N T be misled b};

ple who don't carry .
Pamps sy, "Wy distinctive items, it's not

wosbl[wasiocarry jyist the things we have,
spare slamps in my 2
wallet?T'venevereven  DUC how we display them
thought of carrying s
spare stamps 1o my  THAt give us away
wallet.” Whereas the
people who do carry them think that it’s the most obvi-
ous thing in the world. “What if | run out? What if 1
need to post a letter?™

It’s not just the things we have but how we display
them that give clues to our personalities. A large pic-
ture above vour desk of you with, say, a prominent
pelitician is a sign to other people that vou have had a
brush with power or status. Compare this to the small,
possibly sentimental object placed discreetly in a wal-
let ora drawer, exclusively for the owner's benefit. Then
there's behavioural residue, the things that show what
activity has taken place, anold coffee cup or wine glass
not vel cleared away, an application form half filled out
or the contents of a waste paper basket. ¥

*An FBI agent once told me that when he gets toa
crime scene the first thing he does is sit down and &> oo
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<1 let everything wash over him,’ says Gosling. *[ never
really understood atthe time what hie was talking aboul.
But now I know what he was getting at.'

Tt's all o casy 1o be misled by the first thing vou see
in u room or any unique, out-of-place item and then
jumip to the wrong conclusions. he warns. “Distinctive
items are a real danger; it's where people often make
mistakes, You get drawn to looking at them by their
nature — they stick out - but it’s the very fact they stick
out that means you should be very wary about inter-
preting them, because they are inconsistent with the

rest of the pattern.”

Gosling has decoded the dorminant personalily traits
of each of the desks in these pictures, although his
observanions and tips could be applied to any space,

including vour own. s

Below Is an outiine of the Big 5 personality traits. There
are numerous Big 5 tests avaifable online or take & look
&t ‘Personality: What Makes You The Way You Are’

by Danlkef Nettle (£12 7%, OUF)
TRAIT HIGH sC0ORL LOW SCORE
CHARACTERISTICS  CHARACTERISTICS
Openness . Creative, curlous, Conventional, traditional,
| imaginative sticks to what they know
Conscientiousness | Thorough, dependable, Disorganised, late,
. task-focused, careless, impulsive
© good planners .
Extroversion Talkative, energetic, | Reserved, shy, quiet
assertive, sociable
Agresableness Helpful, selfless, trusting, i Critical, harsh,
kind, considerate ¢ blunt, aloof
Neurotic Anxious, easily upset,  Calm, relaxed,
moody, self-conscious emotionally stable
- - mi—
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