Are all accountants introverts?
About half of all accountants are extroverts, according to John Parkinson and Simon Taggar. So can personality tests really help you to select the ideal team? 
What’s the definition of an extroverted accountant? One who looks at your shoes when he talks to you, rather than looking at his shoes. (Pause for laughs.)  
You’ve probably heard a dozen jokes like that. The stereotypical accountant is introverted, anally retentive and awkward in social situations. But is this a fair representation and, if it is, what does it mean for your career? 
An individual’s behaviour is a function of both his environmental context and his predisposition to behave in a certain way. The latter is referred to as personality type. Personality type is a combination of personality traits, which in turn are relatively stable internal states that help to explain how people behave. 
The predominant method of measuring an individual’s personality type is the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI). This is based on the work of the father of analytical psychology, Carl Jung, particularly his 1923 publication Psychological Types. Based on 126 questions, the MBTI rates the subject’s behavioural preferences in the following four dimensions: 
· Extroversion (E) and introversion (I).
Introversion is the inward orientation of an individual’s social relationships and interactions with their environment. Extroversion is the outward orientation of the same things. 
· Sensing (S) and intuition (N). 
A sensing person relies on his senses for knowledge, whereas an intuitive person relies on his perceptions of possibilities, meanings and relationships. 
· Thinking (T) and feeling (F). 
A thinking person uses the principles of cause and effect, and has a tendency to be impersonal. A feeling person relies more on their values and beliefs in order to draw conclusions. 
· Judging (J) and perceiving (P).
An individual with a judging preference is decisive, seeks closure and has an aptitude for organisation. Perceiving is about being flexible, tolerant and attuned to incoming information. 
An underlying principle of the MBTI is that individuals are rated as either one thing or the other – for example, you are either an extrovert or an introvert. Your scores are then combined to categorise you as one of 16 possible personality types. If you are serious, quiet and prefer to earn success through concentration and thoroughness, your personality type is likely to be ISTJ. 
Although the MBTI has been applied widely by practitioners for over 50 years and is completed by about three million people every year, its reliability and validity have been questioned by personality psychologists. After all, normal probability theory suggests that most of us will fall somewhere in the middle of the scale on any of these variables and this is not fully recognised unless you analyse the MBTI results more closely. Most academic research is now conducted using the Five Factor model, which measures openness, conscientiousness, extroversion, agreeableness and neuroticism, but the MBTI remains popular among recruiters seeking better matches between candidates and jobs. 
So how does this affect us?
About 20 MBTI studies of accountants have been published, revealing that most are either ISTJs or ESTJs. When faced with a decision, we tend to be decisive and seek closure. In general, we have an aptitude for planning and organising. When making decisions, we use the principles of cause and effect, and we tend to be impersonal. And, when we believe something, it is based on information received by our senses. The only surprise finding is that about half of us are introverts and about half are extroverts. Most of this makes eminent good sense. If you were a CEO, would you prefer your finance team to be characterised by the types above, or would you rather that they were flexible, tolerant and attuned to incoming information (N); reliant on their own beliefs when decision-making (F); and reliant on their perceptions of possibilities, meanings and relationships (P)? 
Other studies of accountants have focused on single personality traits, rather than the more holistic concept of personality type. Examples include authoritarianism, professionalism, individualism, exactitude, pragmatism, rationality and tolerance of ambiguity. Few of these studies come down strongly as identifying traits unique to accountants, while none of their findings is inconsistent with the MBTI studies’ results. 
So which personality types have the best chance of success in accountancy? 
There is no easy answer to this. The ESTJ or ISTJ personality types are most closely associated with successful accountancy students. Recruiters familiar with this finding will, therefore, seek out candidates with such characteristics for entry-level positions. In the short term this is a successful strategy, since these junior accountants should be suited to the work they do as trainees. But, by the time they get to the higher levels of their organisation, the most desirable personality type is substantially different. Personality types associated with success at, say, director level are more focused on intuition, feeling and perceiving (NFP) because the nature of the work is different. They will need to be able to get on with people in other functions and, rather than expressing an opinion on the accuracy of a particular figure, they need an opinion of the overall reasonableness of the financial statements. 
Since the pool of senior accountants who apply for directorships comprises those former trainees who have enjoyed their work enough to remain in the profession, it is likely that it’s a pool with specific personality traits, which may not match the traits required at that level. So what can you do about it? 
For a start, it helps to remember that most financial managers are not socially inadequate shrinking violets – we are normal people and can develop. Recruiters should also widen their perceptions of appropriate characteristics when selecting for accountancy traineeships. If you are recruiting a team, you might find that short-term planning requirements suggest you should hire only STJs, but it’s crucial to spread the net more widely if you want a team with a wider range of personalities and would like these trainees to rise up through the ranks in your organisation. 
Bear in mind also that the exam process tends to weed out people sequentially. Tests of knowledge are necessary, but they tend to favour STJs over other types. But, when it gets to the TOPCIMA case study, STJs will have fewer advantages. Early training may, therefore, reinforce a mild inclination towards a personality type that later becomes less desirable. These people will then need to be encouraged to develop other parts of their personalities. 
The MBTI can be a valuable tool for understanding your own personality and those of your colleagues and team members. But it’s neither the only tool nor even necessarily the best. If your firm uses it, it’s worth remembering that you need a pool of people with a variety of personality types suited to handling both the present and future demands of a career in accounting.  
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