
 
HEPTAGON: THE EVOLUTION OF PERSONALITY 

This essay describing the Heptagon Personality Model is the result of several 
decades of study and speculative thought. It took me a long time to find the 
right ‘containers’, the words that encompass the various dimensions contained 
in the ‘container’. The resulting model has been tested by me in my 
consultancy practice and is used as a conceptual framework for both 
assessment and development of managerial skills. I’d like to stress here that 
the model is not trait oriented; neither does it describe a ‘type’ of personality. 
It is instead focused upon our core behavioural strategies. Strategies that 
enable the originator to –at first- survive and –later- to go beyond survival 
towards entertainment and fulfilment.  
 
Introductory concepts: evolution and homeostasis 

Modern theories of personality, accepted by mainstream psychology, are devoid of 
world view constructs and rich in statistical data. They are not speculative or 
theoretical but rather they are empirical within the constraints of our linguistic 
concepts of the world. This would seem to deny Thomas Kuhn’s idea that 
advancement in science comes about by intellectual constructions imposed on 
data, these constructs are not necessarily demanded by the statistics-based 
models.  

However, even if we appear not to use a world view, we still have one. Albeit 
implicit. The most powerful and intellectually vigorous world view held by the 
scientific community in our day and age is the theory of evolution. In fact the 
widespread acceptance of evolution is such that attacks upon it by creationists are 
vehemently repelled by the majority of people.  

Why then has not yet a theory of personality emerged that subscribes to and 
confirms the theory of evolution? Is it because few researchers in the field of 
personality consider themselves experts in the field of evolution theory? Perhaps.  

So it is with some trepidation that I will continue and set forth a theory of 
personality that incorporates statistical evidence within an evolutionary 
framework…. (See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Introduction_to_evolution). 

First I’d like to stress the word evolution and the expression ‘survival of the fittest’ 
are misleading. Evolution is a term that is essentially teleological (going for a 
goal), whereas the process Darwin discovered is causal (cause leading to effect 
through interaction, not through purposeful design or planning). In our language 
the confusion between these two concepts is made clear by the practice of using 
why and how. ‘Why’ implies a reason. ‘How’ implies a cause. ‘How did we come 
about?’ is a question referring to the causes of our existence. ‘Why do we live?’ is 
a question referring to an (ultimate) reason.  



Problem is of course that our mind’s need for truth can only be satisfied by causal 
research whereas our mind’s need for meaning often seeks the satisfaction of 
teleological explanations. Just one more example of the balancing act required by 
conscious and intelligent humans.  

So when we speak of evolution we should think of adaptation by mutation. And for 
the same reason I would prefer to speak of ‘survival of the fitting’ rather than 
survival of the fittest. Fit alludes to strength. Yet we can see that often it is not the 
strong that survive but the adapters. It all depends on their ability to respond 
(across generations) appropriately to the challenges in their time and space.  
 
Indeed, life as we know it is a balancing act that can be understood through the 
concept of homeostasis.  
 
Homeostasis (see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homeostasis) is the state of 
balance between multiple components in which all components express themselves 
above a lowest value and below a highest value. If any one of the components 
exceeds its particular upper or lower limits it destroys the entity that contains the 
component. Other words for component are factor, variable.  

Our body is an entity. Our body contains the components (or variables) heart rate, 
blood sugar level, temperature, blood pressure to name just a few. All these 
variables are single components that interact and influence one another. If our 
heart falls below a certain number of beats per minute we die, if it exceeds a 
certain limit, we die. The same goes for the other variables. Our body constantly 
uses the energy we put into it to keep all variables at their optimum values. These 
optima vary with the tasks that need to be performed by the body.  

When exerting ourselves our heart rate needs to increase in order to supply 
enough oxygen to all the muscle tissue. If our heart rate continues at high speed 
when we are in rest, something is wrong.  

The same goes for organizations. Each organization contains variables such as 
authority (top down vs. bottom up is the range of values for this variable); 
control (tight vs. laissez faire) and communication (open vs. closed). If any of 
these 3 variables exceeds their optimum limits that fit the task at hand far 
enough and long enough, the organisation will be destroyed.  
 
The strength of an entity can be expressed in terms of the endurance it has in 
living with variables that exceed their optimum levels and the ability it has to 
return itself to optimum levels of functioning. An amoeba can survive stretched 
variables only a split second; a major nation-state can survive it for years.  



THE EVOLUTION OF PERSONALITY 

The desire to remain alive  

What would be the very first required variable in order to enter the game of life?  

It is of course the desire to be in the game and to remain in the game: the will to 
live. Without the will to live an organism would be destroyed in its first test of 
survival. The will to live manifests itself as a willingness to use all available 
avenues that prolong continued existence. The key word here is ‘avenues’.  

In fact the will to live is our first and only concept that is not a stratagem or 
tactic. It inspires tactics but is not a tactic in itself.  

In simple organisms the will to live can express itself through simple tactics that 
interact in simple ways. In complex organisms the will to live has recourse to 
highly complex interactions between tactics. For instance, once the need for 
survival has been satisfied, the will to live expresses itself in humans as a desire 
for freedom and further on as a desire for sovereignty.  

Neither the desire to live nor a sense of sovereignty is part of the Big Five, developed by Costa and 
McCrae (1985 + later): http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Big_Five_personality_traits. I shall refer to the Big 
Five several times in my essay so if you are unfamiliar with them please follow the link above and 
expand your research through your search engine of choice. The Big Five is a purely descriptive model. 
It has been arrived at through factor analysis of the adjectives humans use to describe each other. 
Heptagon is a model that has come about through my speculative thoughts (it has been tested –with 
encouraging results, for construct validity in 2007; further tests are planned in 2011 and 2012).  

 
A Sense of Sovereignty 
 
Thus we consider the first factor in our personality model to range from the very 
simple will to live to the highly complex ‘sense of sovereignty’ (see 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sovereignty). It reaches backwards from our 
present habit of appointing presidents and kings, through the animal kingdom 
that knows alpha males and females, to plants that stretch towards the sun in 
order to grow and remain in existence. Sense of Sovereignty needs vitality; the 
energy to find the sources of sustenance and to use these sources to the fullest 
extent.  

At first all vitality is spent in order to survive. Once survival is secured, vitality is 
spent in order to be entertained and to feel fulfilled….. So in life we all have 
either survival value or entertainment/fulfilment value for other beings, as they 
have for us.  



The need for freedom in thought, feeling and action is the most developed 
expression of this factor and obviously belongs to the realms of entertainment and 
fulfilment. Entertainment and fulfilment can be found in riches, intellectual 
pursuits, physical prowess, sex, fame and other areas considered glittering prizes 
in human societies. Continued access to these prizes is restricted to those that 
have the ability to think, feel and act in a manner appropriate to the environment 
that provides these prizes. All of us entertain one another, in one way or the other. 
Each according to his or her affinities and abilities. We need only look at modern 
television entertainment to appreciate the variety here.  
 
 
Sensitivity and Cognitivity 
 
The second and third components of personality arose in the primal soup of life. 
The one-cell organism had only one avenue to secure survival: openness to its 
environment from which it could absorb necessary nutrients. This openness to 
stimuli (or impressions) is called sensitivity. Sensitivity can also be described as 
the ability to feel  
A third component must have arisen simultaneously though: the ability to discern 
between the beneficial and the dangerous, i.e. to let not intrude the valueless or 
poisonous and to select only the nutrients.  
These two complementary processes are still the key components of our 
intrapersonal life. We have an ability to open up, to connect and surrender, to be 
truly intimate with what we love (the nutrients of our sense of well being) as well 
as a cognitive ability: the ability to fire hypotheses and test them in order to 
separate true from false, nutrient from poison. Those that are able to fire and test 
hypotheses with great speed and accuracy are called ingenious. Those that are 
able to deeply connect with other beings, to read and understand them, are called 
empathetic.  
A parent at first is primarily connected to its child by keeping it close and providing 
food, shelter, comfort and warmth, later on its helps the child to become 
intelligent, i.e. through teaching and by providing learning opportunities. By giving 
constant attention and feedback to the experiments the child engages in, the 
parents increase the (long term) survival chances of the child on its way to 
independence.  

Appreciation of the arts is an entertainment aspect of sensitivity: our 
surrender to and flowing with music, poetry and images are a very ‘refined’ 
expression of our primordial ability to be at home in the soup. Floating tanks 
filled with sea water imitate this environment in order to let sensitive people 
surrender to weightlessness and the apparent pleasant sensation this 
provides. A less demanding albeit often harmful way of experiencing 
surrender, relaxedness, perhaps even oneness and intimacy is through the use 
of drugs such as ecstasy, alcohol or cannabis.  



Cooperation and Competition 
 
Once organisms share the same time/space there are two strategies that can 
help them to survive: ability to cooperate and willingness to compete. These are 
the interpersonal tactics. The behaviours that signal cooperative willingness are 
graciousness and courtesy. Animals that rely strongly upon cooperation tend to 
have developed rituals that are fascinating to watch because of the often intricate 
patterns and their underlying beauty. The beauty of this type of behaviour as 
expressed in dance amongst some animals during the mating season can be 
astounding (see ‘BBC-Life: Birds’ for instance). 

Cooperation requires the participants to be attuned to each other. In humans 
graciousness, friendliness, tact, diplomacy and courtesy (Höflichkeit, courtoisie) 
are all expressions of cooperative behaviour. Whether the signals are true or 
false (feigning, flattering) is left to the discernment of the observer. Everywhere 
in nature we see that signals may refer to sincere intentions but also the signals 
may mask true intentions. This is the domain of the cognitive ability that 
enables participants, be they human or animal, to develop tactics that are in 
essence misleading, duplicitous.  

 Agreeableness is the dimension of the big five that is fairly close to Cooperation 
in the Heptagon model.  

Competitiveness can be expressed through a willingness to fight for one’s 
interests, for what one desires. It expresses itself through audacity and passion. 

 Again during the mating season, the competitive behaviour of males, vying for the 
right to gain access to females, can be intense, beautiful…. and lethal.   

In humans the willingness to fight for one’s (perceived) interests become apparent 
once the child lives in close proximity with others that want the same things as the 
child. Scarcity (real or imagined) will activate competition very quickly. 

Our modern practice of sending children to a type of Kindergarten (from the age of 
one already!) leads to a rather complete social environment for our youngsters, 
requiring them to fend for themselves albeit under the watchful eye of an adult. 
Therefore social graces are nowadays learned in Kindergarten and are taught by 
peers (while supervised by elders), rather than taught (instilled) by elders alone. A 
child that only has had a chance to interact with elders may become more 
obedient and less assertive (it loses most of the time it competes) than a child that 
learns to play the game of life with its peers.  

As young adults courtesy and audacity become a gender game. Young people 
differentiate their behaviour towards desirable sex partners and possibly 
competing persons. The simple folks tend to flaunt or challenge; the more 
complicated folks tend to engage in more complicated forms of distinction in order 
to attract desirable partners or to be ahead when choosing positions.  



As adults, the complementary strategies cooperation and competition are required 
to gain acceptance in a wider circle of friends and associates and to be able to 
compete and take risks in order to gain glittering prizes. However one cannot 
obtain any prize of real substance without cooperation. In the concept of chivalry 
the combined skills of courtesy and audacity are epitomized and shown to be bóth 
necessary for survival and entertainment.  

Beyond the realm of the interpersonal is the suprapersonal. That which 
encompasses entire groups, tribes, societies. The distinction here cannot be clear 
cut though. Elements of behaviour can be conceptually locked into a compartment 
but there are always instances of this behaviour that could also belong to the 
interpersonal sphere. Much like some of the interpersonal elements can be fitted 
into the intrapersonal realm. Intra-, inter- and suprapersonal categories are first 
and foremost conceptual distinctions.  

 

Promise and Delivery 

In evolutionary terms we have arrived at the two last components that make 
up the sum total of our avenues of survival and entertainment.  

In life, opportunities and threats are presented not only by our fellow beings. 
They are also presented by the unfolding of life through the interaction of 
laws, be they group dynamics, natural laws or societal laws.  

The skilful use of all these laws is probably the domain of humans, although 
examples of the skilful use of some natural laws can be seen in animals too 
(monkeys use tools and birds use gravity in order to pry open their catch and 
reach the food inside). However the use of understanding of laws for the benefit 
of survival ánd entertainment is probably restricted to us humans and the full use 
to the most developed amongst us.  

I identify two ways of handling reality at the suprapersonal level: a 
promotional orientation focused upon the anticipation of reward and a 
delivery orientation focused upon prevention of failure.  
 
These again are both highly desirable strategies that are by their nature 
at odds with one another, just like sensitivity and cognitivity, cooperation 
and competition.  
 
Promotion-oriented behaviour, the term contains elements of extraversion as in 
the Big Five. Adjectives that fit into this container are vivacity, persuasiveness, 
talkative, enthusiastic. The essential motivator of this behaviour is the 
anticipation of reward through success, high regard, fame, riches, etc. It 
becomes manifest through verbal and nonverbal communication aimed at 
influencing others by the promise of entertainment, meaning, joy, profit or the 



threat of missing out on profit (threatening hell fire is actually the threat of 
missing out on heaven). It’s the tactic of the politician, the orator, the preacher, 
theatre personality, television entertainer, i.e. of sales people. If carried too far it 
leads to exaggeration of promises or threat, histrionics and even televised religion 
as practised in some parts of the US. Those that fall under the spell of the Great 
Persuader can be led into charismatic movements, or take part in finance 
schemes that promise riches yet deliver financial ruin. In animals this promotion-
oriented behaviour is expressed through spectacular displays aimed at impressing 
potential competitors and potential mates alike. The ritual of self-enlargement as 
seen in peacocks, politicians and salespeople in general belongs to this stratagem.  

In organizations the functions that are associated with promotion oriented 
behaviour are all things charismatic. The promotion orientation per se is rooted in 
opinion and belief, not in facts. To be sure, without this attitude and concomitant 
skills there would be no inspiration, joyous purpose, no missionary zeal and in 
truth no enthusiasm for anything.  

Its complementary strategy is delivery-orientation through diligence, 
painstaking work and research, the building of laws and foundations and the 
universal application of these laws and foundations. In essence delivery 
orientation as meant here is motivated by the desire for prevention of failure, 
punishment and pain, loss and shame. In animals it leads to the building of 
safe havens and to hierarchies that prevent constant battles for privileged 
positions that would undermine the group’s strength and chances of survival.  

Delivery-orientation is the behavioural tactic that contains many elements of 
conscientiousness from the Big Five. The desire to prevent failure is its motivator 
and it expresses itself through laws and the obedience to laws (rules and 
regulations). If promotion leads to mission statements, then delivery-orientation 
leads to strategy: the painstaking planning of steps, decisions and actions in order 
to reach a goal. Words that fit this container are diligence, quality drive, accuracy, 
planning, orderliness, control. This delivery drive makes one focus on facts and 
figures rather than on opinions. It seeks the immutable reality of science and the 
crystalline beauty of mathematics. Accountability and responsibility are the means 
by which prevention of failure is enforced.  
 
In organizations the functions that are most strongly associated with 
delivery and prevention of failure are all things bureaucratic and hierarchical 
such as managerial authority, financial accounting, production planning and 
quality control. All three last are rooted in facts not opinion. Prevention of 
failure in human societies is the force towards empirical research, precision 
and the precise application of laws and logic. The law maker (delivery) uses 
words to decrease margins for manipulation. The political orator (promotion) 
uses words to increase the margins for manipulation.   
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