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ARTICLE

The Enneagram: A Primer for Psychiatry Residents

Morgan Alexander, B.S., and Brent Schnipke, M.D.

The Enneagram is a personality theory 

describing nine strategies by which 

the psyche develops a worldview and 

relates to self and others. Each of the 

nine “types” has a basic fear, basic de-

sire, and predictable behavior pattern 

in times of stress and security—all of 

which shape motivations underlying 

behavior. The Enneagram has been 

used by psychiatrists since the 1970s. 

The authors summarize the Ennea-

gram theory, review the history and 

literature validating its use, and sug-

gest areas for application in psychia-

try, including diagnosis and psycho-

therapy. As the Enneagram becomes 

increasingly popular, clinicians will 

benefit from knowledge about the 

system.

In the past century, psychiatrists and 
psychologists have utilized many sys-
tems for describing personality charac-
teristics and styles. These have varied 
widely in their basis, acceptance, and ap-
plication. The Enneagram is one model 
for describing personality with deep sig-
nificance and precedent in clinical psy-
chiatry, and its popularity and use have 
grown in recent years. Because of its 
growing use in popular culture, psychia-
try residents should be aware of the sys-
tem. This article summarizes the Ennea-
gram theory of personality, reviews the 
history and scientific literature validat-
ing its use, and suggests potential areas 
for application, including use in diagno-
sis and psychotherapy.

WHAT IS THE ENNEAGRAM?

The Enneagram is a personality theory 
that characterizes nine distinct strate-
gies by which the human psyche devel-

ops a worldview and relates to the self 
and others. The theory proposes that 
by adulthood, individuals have devel-
oped a predominant personality strategy 
to cope with the external environment. 
Each of the nine core “types” described 
by the Enneagram has an associated 
basic fear, basic desire, and predictable 
pattern of behavior in times of stress 
and security. The Enneagram uses these 
basic fears and desires to describe the es-
sential motivations underlying much of 
the resulting behavior. It thus captures a 
range of behavior for each type and is ca-
pable of providing a great deal of insight 
into an individual’s underlying psycho-
logical wellness.

HISTORY OF THE ENNEAGRAM IN 
PSYCHIATRY

The exact origin of the Enneagram is 
difficult to trace, but the basic elements 
were synthesized by Oscar Ichazo, a 
South American philosopher, in the mid-
20th century. The system was adapted 
and introduced in the United States in 
the early 1970s by psychiatrists Claudio 
Naranjo and John Lilly after they stud-
ied with Ichazo (1). Both physicians rec-
ognized the value of the Enneagram for 
describing personality and the imme-
diate connections with their own psy-
choanalytic training. Naranjo wrote ex-
tensively about his applications of the 
Enneagram, most notably his theory that 
each of the nine Enneagram personal-
ity types under stress corresponds to a 
personality disorder as described by the 
DSM (2). Since then, many psychiatrists 
and psychologists have utilized the En-
neagram in their own working theories 
of personality and in the practice of psy-
chotherapy. The system has also been 
utilized by mental health professionals, 
religious communities, large business 

corporations, and leadership coaches in 
an effort to improve understanding of 
the self and others (the reference list to 
this article includes recommended read-
ing). In recent years, the Enneagram has 
seen a surge in popularity, with numer-
ous published books, podcasts, national 
conferences, and social media accounts 
emerging to discuss the system.

USING THE ENNEAGRAM: 
FEATURES AND FUNCTIONS

The Enneagram asserts that personal-
ity is by nature interconnected and mul-
tidimensional, qualities illustrated by 
the nine-point structure that serves as 
the symbol of the system. As such, indi-
viduals are thought to lead with one of 
the nine basic personality types, which 
does not change over time, but they will 
inevitably demonstrate characteristics 
associated with all nine types (Table 1). 
Self-identification after learning about 
the Enneagram is thought to be the best 
method for determining type, but there 
are several tests available to aid in the 
process, such as the Riso-Hudson En-
neagram Type Indicator (RHETI) (1).

The types on either side of each num-
bered personality type have the potential 
to significantly influence the core type. 
These neighboring numbers are called 
“wings” and are traditionally identified 
with a w (e.g., type 4 with a 5 wing is no-
tated as 4w5). Individuals are generally 
more influenced by one wing than the 
other, although traits from both wings 
may emerge in response to different en-
vironments. Although an individual’s 
wing may determine many aspects of 
his or her personality, the core type de-
scribes the primary motivation driving 
behavior (3). For example, an individ-
ual with a 9w1 personality type would 
be more likely to pursue harmony and 
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peace, similar to someone with a type 1 
personality, because these goals relate to 
morality and may reflect a strong sense 
of right and wrong. Conversely, an indi-
vidual with a 9w8 personality type would 
be more likely to pursue peace and har-
mony with a sense of energy and author-
ity that would allow him or her to more 
readily take charge, similar to someone 
with a type 8 personality (Figure 1).

Each Enneagram type predictably 
takes on some characteristics of partic-
ular other numbers in times of stress or 
security. The directions of stress versus 
security for each personality type are in-

dicated by the lines connecting the types. 
For example, an individual with a type 2 
personality (intuitive, empathetic, peo-
ple pleasing) takes on qualities of an in-
dividual with a type 8 personality when 
under stress (becoming more aggressive 
and controlling) and takes on type 4 per-
sonality traits (developing more personal 
insight and tolerance for pain) when ex-
periencing security or integration of self. 
Knowing which qualities emerge during 
these times may be helpful as one learns 
to recognize which behaviors are associ-
ated with underlying stress or security 
(Figure 1).

Enneagram types are also affected by 
“instinctual variants.” The Enneagram 
suggests that individuals tend toward 
instincts of self-preservation, social in-
teraction, or sexual (i.e., one-to-one) 
bonding (Table 2). These instincts create 
nuance among each of the nine types by 
giving direction to the motivation of each 
type. For example, individuals with a type 
4 personality are in tune with suffering, 
but each individual with an instinctual 
subtype demonstrates this in his or her 
own way: an individual with a self-pres-
ervation 4 personality is long-suffering 
and private about his or her pain, while 

TABLE 1. Summary of the nine basic Enneagram personality types

Type Description Basic fear Basic desire

Type 1: the  
perfectionist

Principled, conscientious, organized, responsible, and committed. Con-
cerned with improvement, morality, desire to perfect themselves and 
their surroundings. Seen as detail oriented, hypercritical, and judg-
mental. Struggle with an “inner critic,” repressed anger, impatience, 
and a sense that nothing is good enough. 

To be bad or corrupt To be good or have 
integrity

Type 2:  
the helper

Intuitive, empathetic, people pleasing. Concerned with relationships and 
sense of connection to others. Seen as warm, emotional, comforting, 
optimistic, easy to flatter or manipulate. Struggle with advocating for 
their own needs and often “give to get”—working to meet the needs 
of others in hopes their needs will be met in return.

To be unworthy of being 
loved, to be unwanted

To be loved

Type 3:  
the achiever

Hard working, competitive, success oriented, and image conscious. 
Concerned with performance, external validation and praise, and 
feeling distinguished. Seen as self-assured, energetic, charming, fo-
cused on goals. Struggle with vulnerability and self-awareness of their 
own inner desires.

To be worthless or insig-
nificant, to disappoint 
others

To be valuable and 
accepted

Type 4: the  
individualist

Sensitive, introspective, reserved, emotionally honest with self and oth-
ers. Concerned with authenticity, able to endure suffering, and a ten-
dency toward individualism and artistic expression. Seen as unique, 
creative, withdrawn, moody, self-absorbed. Struggle with a sense that 
something is lacking in themselves or the world.

To have no identity or 
personal significance

To be meaningful 
based on their in-
ner experience

Type 5: the  
investigator

Cerebral, sensitive, independent, and emotionally restrained. Con-
cerned with privacy, knowledge, insight, and contemplation. Seen as 
observant, expert, analytical, eccentric, and devoted to their group. 
Struggle with social interaction, emotional expression, and the ten-
dency to isolate.

To be useless, helpless, 
or incapable

To be capable and 
competent

Type 6:  
the loyalist

Loyal, reliable, committed, security oriented. Concerned with clearly 
defined roles and structure, alliance to beliefs and groups. Seen as 
responsible, protective, anxious, suspicious. Struggle with fear, para-
noia, worst-case scenarios. 

To be without security 
and support

To have security and 
support

Type 7:  
the enthusiast

Enthusiastic, adventure seeking, optimistic. Concerned with freedom, 
excitement, and spontaneity. Seen as energetic, outgoing, the “life 
of the party.” Struggle with compulsivity, overextension of self, and 
commitment. 

To be confined or in pain To be happy and 
satisfied

Type 8:  
the challenger

Willful, tough, and independent. Concerned with power dynamics, 
desire to be in control, and justice. Seen as a leader, hardworking, 
decisive, able to withstand conflict. Struggle with anger, fear of vul-
nerability, aggression.

To be harmed or con-
trolled by others

To be in control and 
to protect self and 
others

Type 9: the 
peacemaker

Easygoing, open minded, peaceful, conflict avoidant. Concerned with 
harmony, comfort, boundaries. Seen as likeable, laid back, dependent, 
complacent. Struggle with finding their own voice and meaning, be-
ing passive aggressive or avoidant.

To be disconnected, 
separate, lost

To have peace and 
stability in their in-
ternal and external 
world
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an individual with a social 4 personality 
demonstrates pain as a means of garner-
ing attention from others, and an individ-
ual with a sexual 4 personality projects 
his or her painful experiences onto those 
closest to him or her. Understanding how 
instinctual variants subtly affect the pri-
mary nine types provides additional in-
sight and may aid in the process of iden-
tifying one’s type (3).

Some authors suggest that the En-
neagram could function as a single com-
prehensive model of personality (4–7). 
However, there are difficulties both with 
objective validation and with studying 
the Enneagram quantitatively, as is seen 
with other theories of personality. These 
include the subjective nature of person-
ality and the quantity of studies available. 
Some researchers have correlated the 
Enneagram with other personality mod-
els, such as the Big Five or Myers-Briggs, 
and have found their validity comparable 
(8). Using the RHETI specifically as a test 
to identify an individual’s type has been 
found to be statistically acceptable for re-
search purposes (9). Despite limitations 
in objective studies, it appears to meet 
the three criteria used for personality 
inventories: predictive validity, demon-
strated usefulness, and comprehensive-
ness (6). Inherent validity notwithstand-
ing, we have found personal experience 
to be a valuable marker of utility, and 
the compelling insights gained into our 
own strengths, weaknesses, tendencies, 
and growth are evidence of the practical 
value. 

APPLICATIONS IN PSYCHIATRY

Some have proposed that the Enneagram 
as a more comprehensive model for per-
sonality than what is currently adopted 
in the DSM-5. The alternative model of 
personality disorders included as an ad-
dendum in DSM-5 is similar to the En-
neagram. It characterizes disorders by 
specific traits and notes healthy and 
unhealthy levels of each (10). In these 
proposed models, each personality type, 
when unhealthy, would correspond with 
one of the ten DSM-5 personality disor-
ders. For example, an unhealthy individ-
ual with a type 3 personality may exhibit 
traits of narcissistic personality disor-
der. Many authors, including Naranjo 

(2), have suggested as much, but little 
research has been done to validate this 
concept. Furthermore, it is likely that 
certain personality types tend toward 
certain disorders, but the inverse may 
not necessarily be true. For example, an 
individual who meets criteria for narcis-
sistic personality disorder may not nec-
essarily identify as someone with a type 
3 personality. This is an interesting area 
for further study, as it would allow treat-
ment of personality disorders to expand 
with new ways of conceptualizing mal-
adaptive coping mechanisms.

Although many leadership experts 
have used the Enneagram to promote 
personal development, some therapists 
have also used it in more traditional psy-

chotherapy settings (11–13). For example, 
therapists have used it to help patients 
or clients understand their core motiva-
tions and resultant prominent defenses 
(14) or as a model for discussing object 
relations (15). Again, there is limited re-
search on this specific utility, but exist-
ing studies suggest it can be a beneficial 
tool (5, 11). At the very least, it seems 
likely to assist in formulating a case. The 
various aspects of each personality type 
and the dynamic relationships between 
types seem a natural avenue to guide 
questions about a patient’s worldview, 
ego defenses, object relations, core be-
liefs, interpersonal dynamics, and self-
awareness. Even if this is not brought 
into the room, it could help the therapist 

TABLE 2. Summary of instinctual variants that affect the Enneagram types

Instinctual variant Features of focus

Self-preservation Feeling safe, having material security, maintaining a sense of 
structure, avoiding danger, having enough resources

Social interaction Cultivating relationships, giving and receiving attention, feeling 
recognized, getting along with the group, social standing

One-to-one (sexual) 
bonding

Developing interpersonal attraction, achieving and maintaining 
intimate connections, bonding

Key Points/Clinical Pearls

•	 The Enneagram is a comprehensive system of personality that can be applied 
to clinical psychiatry.

•	 The Enneagram has been widely used and is validated in the literature.

•	 Psychiatry residents can become familiar with the basics of the Enneagram 
model and use it as a tool to aid in patient formulation and psychotherapy.

FIGURE 1. The Enneagram Model
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direct questions or consider nuanced 
patterns that fit within the Enneagram.

CONCLUSIONS

The Enneagram is a robust system that 
integrates all the concepts generally 
accepted to be necessary for a theory 
of personality, and its validity appears 
promising. The reference list includes 
recommended further reading. We ad-
vise caution in integrating these con-
cepts too quickly, as the Enneagram is 
more complex than this brief overview 
suggests. We hope to expand on this 
overview in future papers targeted spe-
cifically at the practical value of the En-
neagram for medical education and clin-
ical psychotherapy.

Morgan Alexander is a fourth-year medical 
student, and Dr. Schnipke is a second-year 
resident, in the Department of Psychiatry, 
Wright State University Boonshoft School 
of Medicine, Dayton, Ohio.
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