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GOLDEN PAGES 

 

Gordon Willard Allport (November 11, 1897 – 

October 9, 1967) was a prominent American psychologist 

who played a pivotal role in developing personality 

psychology. His innovative theories and research 

significantly advanced understanding human personality, 

social behavior, and prejudice. 

Early Life and Education 

• Birth and Family Background: Born in 

Montezuma, Indiana, Allport was the youngest of four sons 

to John Edwards Allport, a country doctor, and Nellie Edith 

Wise Allport, a former school teacher. The family later 

moved to Cleveland, Ohio. 

• High School Achievements: Allport attended Glenville High School in Cleveland, 

where he excelled academically and graduated as valedictorian in 1915. 

• Harvard University: He pursued his undergraduate studies at Harvard University, 

initially focusing on economics and philosophy before shifting to psychology under 

the influence of his older brother, Floyd Henry Allport, a renowned social 

psychologist. He earned his A.B. degree in 1919. 

• Teaching Abroad: After graduation, Allport taught English and sociology at Robert 

College in Istanbul, Turkey, for a year. 

• Graduate Studies: Returning to Harvard, he completed his M.A. in 1921 and his Ph.D. 

in psychology in 1922, specializing in personality traits and social influence. 

Academic Career 

• European Influences: After his doctorate, Allport studied with notable psychologists in 

Europe, including Gestalt psychologists in Berlin and William Stern in Germany, 

enriching his perspectives on personality and individuality. 

• Harvard Faculty: In 1924, Allport began teaching at Harvard, where he offered one of 

the first courses on personality psychology in the United States. 

• Dartmouth College: He briefly taught at Dartmouth College from 1924 to 1926 before 
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returning to Harvard, where he remained for the rest of his career. 

• Interdisciplinary Approach: Allport was instrumental in establishing Harvard's 

Department of Social Relations, promoting an interdisciplinary approach that 

integrated psychology, sociology, and anthropology. 

Major Contributions 

1. Trait Theory of Personality: 

o Conceptualization of Traits: Allport proposed that personality comprises fundamental 

traits—consistent patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. 

• Levels of Traits: 

o Cardinal Traits: Dominant characteristics that influence most aspects of a person's life. 

o Central Traits: General traits found in varying degrees in every person (e.g., honesty, 

sociability). 

o Secondary Traits: Traits that appear in specific situations and are less consistent. 

• Lexical Approach: Collaborating with H.S. Odbert, Allport identified 17,953 words in 

the dictionary related to personality traits, laying the groundwork for future 

personality assessments. 

2. Functional Autonomy: 

• Theory Development: Allport introduced that adult motives become independent of 

their childhood origins. This means behaviors initially driven by basic needs evolve 

into self-sustaining motivations. 

• Implications: This theory emphasizes the importance of present context and conscious 

motivations over past experiences. 

3. The Nature of Prejudice: 

• Seminal Work (1954): Allport's book explored the roots of prejudice and 

discrimination, examining social and psychological factors. 

• Contact Hypothesis: He proposed that under appropriate conditions, direct contact 

between groups can reduce prejudice, influencing subsequent policies and 

interventions in social psychology. 

4. Idiographic Approach: 

• Letters from Jenny: Allport conducted an in-depth study of a single individual through 

personal letters, highlighting the importance of understanding the unique aspects of 
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personality. 

5. Psychology of Religion: 

• Exploration of Religious Orientation: In "The Individual and His Religion" (1950), 

Allport examined how personal religious beliefs affect personality and behavior, 

distinguishing between intrinsic and extrinsic religious orientations. 

Professional Recognition 

• APA Presidency: Allport served as the president of the American Psychological 

Association in 1939. 

• Awards and Honors: He received numerous accolades for his contributions, including 

the Gold Medal Award from the American Psychological Foundation. 

Interesting Facts 

• Influential Siblings: His brother, Floyd Allport, was a significant figure in social 

psychology, and together they contributed immensely to the field. 

• Mentorship: Allport mentored several prominent psychologists, including Jerome S. 

Bruner and Stanley Milgram. 

• Critique of Psychoanalysis and Behaviorism: He believed that both approaches were 

insufficient for capturing the complexity of human personality, advocating for a focus 

on individual traits and conscious motivations. 

• Humanistic Psychology Pioneer: Allport's emphasis on individual uniqueness and 

personal growth positioned him as a forerunner of humanistic psychology. 

• Interdisciplinary Research: He was known for integrating insights from various 

disciplines, promoting a holistic understanding of human behavior. 

• Legacy in Personality Assessment: His work influenced the development of the Big 

Five personality traits model, a cornerstone in contemporary personality psychology. 

Death and Legacy 

Gordon Allport died on October 9, 1967, in Cambridge, Massachusetts. His innovative ideas 

and theories continue to influence modern psychology, particularly in understanding personality, 

motivation, and social issues like prejudice. His dedication to exploring the depths of human 

individuality has left an enduring mark on the field, inspiring ongoing research and application in 

various psychology domains. 
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