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Dangers of the Trait approach



Ulrich, Stacknik, & Stainton (1963)

• Method
• Participants:  136 college students
• Procedure:  administered Bell Adjustment Inventory 

and House-Tree-Person test
• 1 week later written interpretation provided 

interpretations, for example:



Interpretations from Trait tests

“You have a strong need for other people to 
like you and for them to admire you.”

“You have a tendency to be critical of 
yourself.”

“You have a great deal of unused capacity 
which you have not turned to your 
advantage.”



Additional interpretations:
• “While you have some personality 

weaknesses, you are generally able to 
compensate for them.”

• “Disciplined and controlled on the 
outside, you tend to be worrisome and 
insecure inside.”



And more interpretations:
• “You prefer a certain amount of change and 

variety and become dissatisfied when 
hemmed in by restrictions and limitations.”

• “You pride yourself on being an independent 
thinker and do not accept others' opinions 
without satisfactory proof.”

• “At times you are extraverted, affable, 
sociable, while at other times you are 
introverted, wary, and reserved.”



Results (student comments):
• "I feel that you have done a fine job with the material 

which you had to work with.  I agree with almost all your 
statements and think they answer the problems I may 
have."

• "On the nose!  Very good.  I wish you had said more, but 
what you did mention was all true without a doubt.  I wish 
you could go further into this personality sometime."

• "The results have brought out several points which have 
worried me because I was not sure if I had imagined 
these to be personality traits of mine.  Tests like this 
could be valuable to an individual in helping him solve 
some of his own problems.”



More comments 
• "I believe that this interpretation applies to me 

individually, as there are too many facets which 
fit me too well to be a generalization."

 
• "It appears to me that the results of this test are 

unbelievably close to the truth.  For a short test 
of this type, I was expecting large generalizations 
for results, but this was not the case; and I give 
all the credit to the examiner whose conclusions 
were well calculated."



A scientific rationale may be 
provided for:
• Discrimination

• In admissions
• In education
• In employment
• In advancement
• In sterilization
• In killing



In election (character 
assassination)
Excerpts from George Smathers campaign speech re:  

The Honorable Claude Pepper to a North Florida 
audience
• ..."Are you aware that Claude Pepper is known all over 

Washington as a shameless extrovert?“
• “Not only that, but this man is reliably reported to practice 
nepotism with his sister-in-law

• and he has a sister who was a thespian in wicked New York.
• "Worst of all, it is an established fact that Mr. Pepper, before his 

marriage, habitually practiced celibacy.“



In discrimination: Ms. Elliott's 
brown eye/blue eye study 
• Manipulation: told 9-year olds in her 

elementary school class:
• "Brown-eyed children (the minority--and Ms. 

Elliott had blue eyes) are more intelligent and 
better people than blue-eyed people.  Blue-
eyed people:  you are inferior.  The brown-eyed 
people should be the ruling class.”



More on Ms. Elliott’s study
• Assessment of effects

• spelling test; self-descriptors generated by children, 
e.g., :

• "sad," "bad," "stupid," "vegetable"
• authoritarian rule-setting

• Second manipulation
• second assessment

• Debriefing



In violence
• Zimbardo’s prison study, & Abu Ghraib



Sweden Sterilized Thousands of 
'Useless' Citizens for Decades
• By Dan Balz, Washington Post Foreign ServiceFriday, 

August 29, 1997; Page A01
• STOCKHOLM, Aug. 28-The victims were young and 

mostly female, judged to be rebellious or promiscuous, 
of low intelligence or perhaps of mixed blood. One was 
a young woman whose priest believed she had not 
learned her confirmation lessons well enough, another 
who couldn't read a blackboard because she did not 
have eyeglasses and was deemed to be retarded.



In the eyes of Swedish authorities, 
they were misfits in a forward-
looking nation

• and for that they paid a terrible price: sterilization 
at the hands of the state, often against their will. 
From 1934 to 1974, 62,000 Swedes were 
sterilized as part of a national program grounded 
in the science of racial biology and carried out by 
officials who believed they were helping to build 
a progressive, enlightened welfare state.



"These acts were barbaric,"
• said Margot Wallstrom, the minister of health and 

social affairs, who spoke at a news conference 
today. "We should call things by their right name. 
Today, of course, we strongly condemn these 
acts, and they can never be defended." She 
added that "no amount of compensation" can 
fully repay the victims.



The reality is that, for many years, 
these acts were routinely accepted 
in Sweden
    -- and other Scandinavian countries -- and often 

promoted by officials who were otherwise seen as 
embodying progressive and humane values of 
statehood. In recent days, reports have come to 
light of similar programs in Switzerland, Austria 
and Belgium.



As Wallstrom stressed, there was 
nothing secret about the 
sterilization program.
• It was carried out in the light of public debate at a 

time when Swedes believed they were creating a 
society that would be the envy of the world. 
Other nations, including the United States, have 
had their own dark chapters of sterilization and 
medical experimentation on the poor, the 
incarcerated or those in mental institutions.



"From a democratic point of view, it is not 
acceptable to hide this black chapter of our 
Swedish history anymore,"

• said Alf Svensson, leader of the small Christian 
Democratic Community Party. Svensson, who along 
with former prime minister Carl Bildt recently demanded 
a formal investigation of the program, added: "To hide is 
to deny. Swedes ought to be ashamed." 
"It raises questions that are very disturbing to the 
Swedish peace of mind," said Arne Ruth, editor in chief 
of Dagens Nyheter. "The fact that this has attracted 
international attention helps to explain why there is 
rising reaction in Sweden as well.“



The sterilization program had its 
roots in the study of eugenics,

 whose advocates believed in the potential of human 
engineering to create a superior race, a pseudoscientific 
theory that helped bring about the horrors of Nazi 
Germany. Sweden was the first nation to establish an 
institute on racial biology, in 1922, and enacted its first law 
authorizing sterilization for the mentally ill in 1934. By then, 
Germany, Denmark and Norway had similar laws. 
The law in Sweden was broadened in 1941 to include 
sterilization not only for reasons of mental incompetence, 
but for what was considered antisocial behavior.



The new law dramatically increased 
the number of sterilizations.
• In 1935, there were 235; in 1941, there were 800; from 

the late 1940s into the 1950s, there were about 2,000 
per year. 
At first, about 70 percent of those sterilized were 
women, Runcis said, but in the 1950s and 1960s, the 
figure grew to about 90 percent. The program was 
abolished in 1974 as a result of the growing women's 
rights movement. Runcis said that while the idea behind 
the policy was racial, its implementation was based 
more on economics and social behavior. But as late as 
1963, according to the newspaper series, a sterilization 
was carried out on someone deemed of "mixed race." 



The growth of the program after 
World War II is especially troubling 
to many people today
• In Sweden, which remained neutral during the war, 

there was little of the postwar vilification of the Nazis 
that occurred elsewhere; neither was there any serious 
debate about the sterilization program. According to a 
1991 radio documentary, the program was strongly 
supported by Gunnar and Alva Myrdal, who wrote a 
pioneering book about race in the United States and 
were considered enlightened progressives at the time.



Politicians in Sweden defended the 
program …
…as a way to hold down the costs of the enlarging welfare 

state. They argued that it was important to limit the size 
of families, especially those with a history of antisocial 
behavior.

Runcis said the Social Democrats "argued that it was 
necessary to sterilize people who got a lot of benefits 
from the welfare state because the welfare state was 
only for people who behaved themselves." 



EXAMPLES
In some cases, couples judged to be inferior parents were sterilized, 

as were their children when they became teenagers -- all part of a 
theory that social misbehavior is hereditary and that society would 
be improved if the cycle were broken by sterilization.

Runcis uncovered the case of the young woman who had not 
mastered her confirmation studies well enough to satisfy her 
priest. "I thought it was horrible, terrible history," she said. "I 
thought I had to write about this.“

Dagens Nyheter published an account of the 72-year-old woman 
who had been forced to undergo sterilization after being judged 
mentally slow as a child because she could not read the 
blackboard at school -- she suffered only from poor vision. "I am 
not ashamed," she told the newspaper. "Others should be.“



And what did the victims do?
• For most victims, however, shame and trauma kept 

them silent for most of their lives. "They've internalized 
the establishment view of themselves as useless, as 
people who shouldn't have been born," said Bosse 
Lindquist, who produced the Swedish radio 
documentary and wrote a book about the issue in 1991. 
"They were ashamed. They put the whole blame on 
themselves." 
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