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Born: 1930 | Died: 1998
Nationality: American
Primary Field(s): Personality Psychology, Psychometrics, Trait Taxonomy

1. Summary

Warren Norman was a pivotal American psychologist whose primary work centered on establishing
a refined and methodologically rigorous taxonomy of human personality traits. Operating within the
tradition of the Lexical Hypothesis, which posits that the most important individual differences in

human interaction are encoded in natural language, Norman dedicated his mid-career to
systematically reviewing and reducing the monumental list of personality descriptors originally
compiled by Allport and Odbert in 1936. His efforts were not merely a reduction exercise but a

crucial step in translating a vast linguistic database into a usable framework for quantitative
psychological analysis.

Norman's approach emphasized clarity, relevance, and the elimination of redundant or archaic
terms, aiming to create a manageable set of descriptors suitable for factor analysis. This
meticulous work provided the necessary empirical foundation for subsequent researchers, most
notably Lewis R. Goldberg and Dean Peabody, who utilized Norman's cleaned list to identify and
confirm the robust structure now universally recognized as the Big Five Personality Traits

(Openness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, Neuroticism). Thus, while Norman is
often recognized for the preparatory work, his influence is fundamental to the standardized
measurement of personality in contemporary psychology.

His tenure spanned decades of significant methodological shifts in psychology, moving from
theoretical introspection toward empirically driven, statistically verifiable models. Norman's
commitment to psychometric precision ensured that the study of personality traits moved beyond
arbitrary categorization and embraced a structural model capable of predicting behavior across
diverse contexts. His legacy rests firmly on successfully bridging the gap between comprehensive
linguistic description and parsimonious psychological measurement.

2. The Lexical Foundation and the Allport-Odbert Dilemma

Norman's research trajectory began with the challenge posed by the 1936 work of Gordon Allport
and Henry S. Odbert, who combed the 1934 unabridged Webster's New International Dictionary
and identified approximately 17,953 English words used to describe differences in human behavior
and personality. This massive list was initially categorized into four groups, including temporary
states, social evaluations, metaphorical terms, and true trait descriptors. While groundbreaking in
scope, the sheer volume of these descriptors rendered the list impractical for scientific use,
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presenting an insurmountable challenge for researchers attempting meaningful factor analysis or
large-scale data collection.

The core problem was one of redundancy and archaic usage. Many of the 17,953 terms were
synonyms, obscure words that had fallen out of common use, or complex phrases that lacked clear
psychological referents. For the Lexical Hypothesis to transition from a theoretical assertion to a
practical methodology, psychologists required a condensed list that retained the comprehensive
breadth of human description while achieving internal precision and minimizing noise. Norman
undertook this daunting task in the 1960s, recognizing that the potential for a unified taxonomy lay
buried within this linguistic mass.

The success of future structural models of personality depended entirely upon this preliminary
sifting process. Without a streamlined, non-redundant set of trait descriptors, any subsequent
factor analysis would be highly unstable, contaminated by measurement error, and unlikely to yield
the clean, reproducible factors necessary for a scientific consensus. Norman's work was therefore
critical: it transformed a historical artifact of linguistic breadth into a viable dataset for psychometric
analysis, setting the stage for the quantitative explosion in personality research that followed.

3. The Trait Reduction Project: Methodology and Criteria

Norman's trait reduction project was characterized by stringent methodological standards designed
to maximize the utility and validity of the resultant list. His principal goal was to construct a
taxonomy that was not only structured but also reflective of contemporary, relevant descriptive
language. He employed several criteria for inclusion and exclusion, focusing heavily on whether a
term reliably described enduring personality characteristics rather than transient states or social
roles.

The process of reduction involved several phases of refinement and evaluation. First, he
incorporated newer psychological terms that had gained currency since the 1930s, ensuring the list
reflected modern understanding of personality. Simultaneously, he systematically purged terms
that were deemed obsolete, overly evaluative (e.g., purely judgmental terms without descriptive
depth), or context-specific. This rigorous editorial process ensured the resulting lexicon possessed
high inter-rater agreement regarding the meaning and application of each descriptor, a crucial
element for future experimental use.

Through this meticulous effort of cross-validation and refinement, Norman successfully cut the
original 17,953 words down to 2,797 trait-descriptive words. This final list of 2,797 descriptors
represented a massive filtering operation, retaining the core descriptive power of the English
language regarding personality while eliminating over 84% of the original noise. It was this
definitive, curated list that established the most authoritative empirical foundation for subsequent
studies exploring the fundamental dimensions of personality structure via factor analysis.
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4. Key Contributions

Systematic Refinement of the Lexicon: Norman meticulously refined the initial 17,953
personality descriptors compiled by Allport and Odbert, providing a necessary methodological
bridge between initial linguistic survey and rigorous quantitative analysis.

Creation of the 2,797 Trait List: He established the critical list of 2,797 non-redundant, relevant
trait descriptors that became the standardized vocabulary for subsequent foundational studies into
the structure of personality.

Foundation for the Big Five: Norman's taxonomy served as the direct empirical input for the
factor analysis research conducted by Dean Peabody and, crucially, Lewis R. Goldberg, which
confirmed the five-factor model (FFM) or Big Five.

Advancement of Psychometric Standards: His emphasis on clear, non-evaluative, and
contemporary terminology significantly raised the standard for data collection and analysis within
personality psychometrics during the 1960s and 1970s.

5. Intellectual Context and Impact

Warren Norman's work emerged at a time when psychology was grappling with how to define and
measure stable personality traits effectively. Following decades of disparate theories and limited
empirical consensus, the field was ripe for a unifying, scientifically robust model. Norman's
contribution was uniquely instrumental because it solved the input problem for this eventual model.
While factor analysis, the statistical tool used to derive the Big Five, had existed for decades, its
application to personality was hindered by the overwhelming quantity and poor quality control of
the input data--the Allport and Odbert list.

His influence is most tangibly felt through his indirect mentorship and foundational support for
Lewis R. Goldberg, often credited with popularizing the term "Big Five." Goldberg, utilizing
Norman's condensed list, was able to perform stable factor analyses that repeatedly yielded the
same five orthogonal dimensions, confirming the reliability and universality of the structure. Without
Norman's preparatory work, Goldberg's studies would have been significantly more challenging, if
not impossible, to execute with the necessary precision to achieve scientific consensus.

The lasting legacy of Norman is the methodological validation of the Lexical Hypothesis. By
proving that a manageable, reliable set of core personality dimensions could be extracted from
natural language through careful filtering, he cemented the foundation for the FFM, which remains
the dominant paradigm for personality research, assessment, and application worldwide,
influencing clinical psychology, organizational behavior, and individual differences research
profoundly.
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6. Major Works and Publications

While Norman's primary impact lies in the foundational data he generated, his related publications
detailed the rigorous process and rationale behind his taxonomy development, influencing the
trajectory of psychometric methods. These works often centered on demonstrating the stability and
generality of the emerging personality dimensions across different populations and measurement
techniques.

Norman, W. T. (1963). Toward an adequate taxonomy of personality attributes: Replicated factor
structure in samples from an ordinary, relatively unselected population. Journal of Abnormal and
Social Psychology, 66(6), 574-583.

Norman, W. T. (1967). 2,797 Trait-descriptive words: An introduction and summary. (Unpublished
manuscript, University of Michigan). (This is the pivotal document detailing the final list and
methodology.)

Norman, W. T., & Goldberg, L. R. (1966). Raters, scales, and rating method factors. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 4(1), 74-81.

7. Criticisms and Debates

Criticisms surrounding Norman's work are generally not directed at his methodological rigor but
rather at the fundamental assumptions of the Lexical Hypothesis itself, which his work serves to
validate. One major debate concerns the inherent limitations of deriving a full psychological
taxonomy solely from natural language. Critics argue that relying exclusively on descriptors that
are salient enough to be encoded in everyday speech may overlook crucial, subtler personality
dimensions that require complex theoretical constructs or specialized clinical observation to
identify.

Furthermore, debates exist regarding the specific criteria used in the reduction process. While
Norman aimed for objectivity, the selection of which terms were "relevant” or "obsolete" inherently
involved subjective judgment regarding linguistic currency and psychological utility. Critics
sometimes question whether the elimination of certain subtle descriptors might have artificially
constrained the resulting factor structure, potentially leading to the exclusion of important cultural
or theoretical nuances that do not fit neatly into the five identified factors.

Despite these theoretical debates, the empirical utility of the taxonomy derived from Norman's list
has largely shielded his core contribution from serious criticism. His list remains recognized as a
remarkably efficient and comprehensive starting point, and subsequent attempts to re-introduce
excised terms have generally failed to identify significant, stable factors beyond the established Big
Five, thus reaffirming the soundness of Norman's original filtering process.
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Further Reading

Big Five personality traits (Wikipedia)

Lexical hypothesis (Wikipedia)

Gordon Allport (Wikipedia)

Lewis, R. G. (1990). An alternative "description of personality": The Big-Five factor structure.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 59(6), 1216-1229.
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