
 

 

It’s Not Brain Science! 

Or Is It? 

What Neuroscience is Telling Us About Personality 

By Scott Campbell 

 
On September 13, 1848 an event occurred that has since become part of psychological and 
neuroscience lore. 

On that day, 25-year-old Phineas Gage was working as a foreman of a 
railroad construction crew, preparing the roadbed on a railway line 
near Cavendish, Vermont. A mass of rock needed to be removed by 
blasting. A hole was bored into the rock and then Gage added the 
blasting powder, a fuse and sand. Needing to compress the blast 
mixture, Gage then began to tamp it down with an iron tamping-rod 
(shown in the picture to the right). 

Unfortunately for Gage, a spark from the tamping-iron ignited the 
powder, blasting the 13 pound, 3-feet 7-inch long iron rod up through 
the left side of his face. The rod passed behind his left eye, and out the 
top of his head. So great was the force of the blast that the tamping-
iron landed some 80 feet (25 metres) away!  

Remarkably, within minutes, Gage sat up, and with minimal 
assistance, walked to a cart, sitting upright during the ¾ mile ride to 
the place where he was residing. 

Even though the tamping-iron had removed the left frontal lobe of his 
brain (I’ll spare you the gory details), Gage was up and walking around 
town by early November and by mid-November reported that he felt 

better in every respect and felt no pain in his head. 

While Gage’s mental faculties seemed fully intact, friends and acquaintances soon began to 
notice a marked change in Gage’s personality. Dr. John Harlow, the physician who treated Gage 
described the pre-accident Gage as having been hard-working, responsible, and ―a great favorite‖ 
with the men in his charge, his employers having regarded him as ―the most efficient and capable 
foreman in their employ.‖  
Harlow’s description of the post-accident Gage depicts a very different individual: 

He is fitful, irreverent, indulging at times in the grossest profanity (which was not 
previously his custom), manifesting but little deference for his fellows, impatient 
of restraint or advice when it conflicts with his desires, at times pertinaciously 
obstinate, yet capricious and vacillating, devising many plans of future 
operations, which are no sooner arranged than they are abandoned in turn for 
others appearing more feasible…. His mind was radically changed, so decidedly 
that his friends and acquaintances said he was ―no longer Gage.‖ 

Gage’s story has become ―famous‖ among neuroscientists and psychologists, as it represents an 
extreme demonstration of the relationship between brain structure, neuronal pathways, and 
personality.  

Very often, I am asked by workshop participants whether or not personality is innate. Gage’s 
story vividly demonstrates that there is a substantial portion of a person’s personality pattern that 
is the result of that person’s brain formation and functioning. Change the formation and 
functioning and you change the personality. 

A second, somewhat related question I get asked is whether someone’s personality type changes 
over time. My answer has always been, ―In cases of brain damage or disease it can, but 
otherwise, no.‖ 
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It’s nice to see neuroscience supporting me.   

In the last 15 years there has been an explosion of work and findings in the field of neuroscience. 
PET scans, MRIs, and other new technologies are beginning to provide key insights into the 
workings of our minds. Although there are vast amounts about the brain that we still do not 
comprehend, we are gaining more and more awareness of the fundamentals of how our brains 
function. It’s a remarkable field—and I have become addicted to reading about it! 

One of my interest concerns applications of neuroscience to leadership effectiveness. A second 
is it’s relevance concerning personality type. And I have a ton of questions for which I am seeking 
answers, including: 

 Will we discover a clear neurological basis for personality type patterns? 

 What is the neurological basis for Introversion and Extraversion and what are it’s 
implications? 

 Are there correlations between the eight cognitive functions of Jungian type and specific 
regions of the brain? 

 How is a temperament pattern formed in the brain? 

 Are there fundamental similarities of brain structures between everyone of the same 
type? 

 Does everyone–including those with a Thinking preference–primarily use emotion when 
making decisions? (The answer from neuroscience seems to be, ―YES!‖) 

 Do subtle differences between individuals’ brain structures and functioning imply that 
there are gradations of type, temperament, and social styles rather than discrete 
categories?  

 Does brain science have anything to say about whether a person can actually be a blend 
of two (or more) types?  

 Does brain science explain why Oranges (SPs) seem to be more willing to take risks than 
many of the rest of us? Or a Gold’s (SJ’s) deep desire for security, predictability, and 
safety? Or Blue (NF) empathy and Green (NT) strategic focus and skill? 

Several scientists, psychologists, and type experts are beginning to explore the answer to these 
and similar questions more extensively. For some of these questions, we currently have no clear 
answers. For others, the answer is becoming increasingly evident. 

In my work with managers and organizational leaders, one of the messages that I have tried to 
convey over the years is that, while they may not like having to deal with the messy world of the 
their employees’ subjective experiences, motivations, and feelings, they ignore these to their own 
peril.  

As we learn more and more about how our amazing brains work, we may be able to get some 
hard data around what has traditionally been seen as a ―soft skills‖ topic with which to make our 
case. And those leaders, companies, and consultants who do capitalize on understanding, 
accepting, and applying the insights neuroscience is offering us possess a strategic advantage in 
their work.  

This fall at the OAAPT conference, I’ll have the privilege of expanding on this topic by delivering a 
keynote address concerning it. I hope you will come with a mind wide open. After all, personality 
type is all in your head. 


