
CHAPTER FOUR: FIGURE OUT THE BOX 
YOU ARE IN 

 
When I was a teenager, I used to really resent those Cosmo quizzes that would tell you your 

innate style. The questions always felt so formulaic and I struggled to answer them accurately. 
This weekend would I rather A) head out into nature in cutoffs, hair tousled and no makeup or B) 
get dressed up and go out with the ladies? Um – both please!? 

As a girl, I had a love of fancy and sparkly things. Then, as I hit my Women’s Studies phase at 
eighteen, I cut my hair super short and dyed it red. The night of my wedding in Nicaragua, I had 
to send friends out to get more razors so I could finish shaving my legs and don my handmade 
wedding dress. After two years of living on a volcano, I had gone pretty natural. 

The point of all this oversharing? Those boxes – nature girl, fancy girl – they don’t give me the 
space to live my right life, which includes both. Only now, as I land in my forties, do I feel the 
integration of these pieces. My love of a stylish pair of boots and a good haircut can coexist with 
my appreciation of the outdoors. Red nail polish can go with an afternoon gardening. I don’t have 
to choose. The spiritual masters call this frame of mind "non-dual seeing." It is about learning to 
see beyond and around that very human impulse to put things in either/or boxes. It is not so much 
blowing the boxes up as dissolving them into a greater force field – or realizing they were never 
really there. 

I’ve been alert to this dissolving of dualism over the past few weeks, as I have been in my 
creativity cave writing this book. I’ve always struggled with feeling a certain heat and ambition 
internally, a desire to make a mark, to make the world better in some concrete and demonstrable 
way (Perhaps you can relate?). Yet, the rub comes from the fact that my nervous system is pretty 
sensitive. I have the opposite of what you would call thick skin. Plus, I’m a serious introvert. An 
INFP on the Myers-Briggs Scale. A dreamer.  

So how to create the impact I crave? Clearly, networking events are out of the question as they 
make me want to vomit. It turns out that writing a book is a wonderful way for me to live into my 
own desire, to be of service and to do it from the comfort of my very own home! I don’t have to 
pretend to be any different than I am. I can be both ambitious and introverted. Leader and gentle. 
Doer and dreamer. 

I wonder what box you have yourself in. Would you like to dissolve it so that you can be more 
of your spacious self? Maybe for you, it is not about becoming a fancy nature woman or an 
ambitious introvert. You might feel stuck in different boxes: wanting to be both a present mom 
and a successful entrepreneur, for example, or an expressive creative and primary earner for your 
family. 

Maybe you are passionate about a cause but want to find a way to not lose your entire life 
protecting the oceans or helping homeless women. Or maybe you feel stuck in the job and the life 



you thought you wanted when you were an overachieving twenty-two-year-old with little room in 
the box for those authentic desires that whisper to you now. 

If so, please consider this chapter on the Enneagram your invitation out of the box you are in. 
 

Why the Enneagram? 
Compared to most personality typing tools, which can feel static or simply descriptive, the 

Enneagram is dynamic. There are nine different types or human archetypes. Identifying your type 
shows you that you are more than you thought you were and opens a wide path to learning and 
growing. 

Once you understand that there is a difference between your personality habits (which you 
share with millions of people of your type from around the world), and your essence (which is one 
hundred percent, uniquely you) you can draw from the Enneagram to create custom “fieldwork” 
practices that help you in concrete, everyday ways to feel more at home within yourself, more able 
to reset when you get knocked down and, ultimately, clearer about your work in the world. I don’t 
mean just your job or “what you do” but also your unique value. 

Now, what does this have to do with slowing down? If our personality is in the driver’s seat, 
we tend to speed through life or otherwise go on autopilot. There is another way. I’m going to show 
you how. 

 
Olivia’s Story 

My client Olivia leads with Type Six on the Enneagram. I try not to say I “am” a type Three or 
someone else “is” a type Six because truthfully, we are so much more than our personalities. 
Instead, I say we “lead with” a certain type. Olivia’s personality focuses her on living up to a 
conventional standard for what is appropriate or what a good person “should” do. Sixes are also 
busy “head” types, with anxiety just below the surface. They are very dutiful to the needs of others. 

Olivia is a biomedical researcher at the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta. She is in her 
midcareer and is very accomplished in her field. She recently applied for an elite award given by 
her research society. In the application process, she learned that a friend of hers was also applying 
and he asked for her help. 

Now she was in a tight place. Should she support her friend simply because it’s the right thing 
to do? Should his more senior status give his application priority over hers? How would her 
support for his application affect her own process? Her mind was racing, looping around and 
around the various options, unable to land anywhere that felt good. Together, Olivia and I talked 
about how her Six type operates in this “should” economy and I invited her instead to drop into 
her own heart and body and discern what she herself desired. This helped Olivia realize that she 
genuinely wanted both to help her friend and to turn in the strongest application she could for 
herself. The two impulses were not mutually exclusive. 

She was able to respond to the opportunity from a totally different position: not out of duty or 
obligation but as a clean choice. The Enneagram helped her find her own sweet spot. Olivia 
reported feeling really solid and generous inside as she aided her friend and she followed through 
with her own priorities and ensured that she had ample time in her schedule to nurture her own 
application. Interestingly, this process also helped her to be more assertive and clear about her 
own qualifications, which came through in her application. In fact, several of her early readers 



commented on how much more confident she seemed in describing and analyzing her research 
than she had the previous year. 

This is how the Enneagram helps us slice through the layers of those inner motivations that 
can feel so muddy and turn a situation that feels like an either/or into an integrated life. The 
Enneagram allows you to see with clarity who you really desire to be in a situation, as well as why 
certain struggles are likely to get under your skin. It gives you the resources both to step into new 
challenges and skillfully support yourself when you are struggling. 

 

 
 
 

Defining the Enneagram 
Enneagram means “nine-pointed figure” in Greek (a name that hints at its ancient origins). I 

have had thousands of conversations about the Enneagram since I first learned about this tool a 
decade ago. Some of these conversations have been with people who actually wanted to talk about 
it. Many were with anyone who happened to cross my path during that phase of my life when I 
first discovered the Enneagram and, with the zeal of a new convert, could not shut up about it. 

I talked about it to my kid’s friends’ parents at the soccer game, my entire family and every 
colleague I’ve ever had. The Enneagram just always came up – about three questions in, if not 
sooner. The awkward name is always a struggle (it is pronounced “any-a-gram”). 

Have you ever fallen in love with a practice like this? Discovered a favorite yoga school – or a 
brain mapping book or a spiritual teacher – and held on tight because it gave you what you most 



needed? That is how I feel about the Enneagram. It is a teacher I trust and return to, again and 
again. Although it has roots in the Desert Mothers and Fathers of the Christian tradition and the 
Sufi or mystical branch of Islam, the Enneagram, as it is currently practiced, is not a religious tool 
but instead complements whatever spiritual or awareness path you are on. 

 
My Enneagram Story 

Despite all these conversations, what I have never shared before writing this book is more of 
my own personal story vis-à-vis the Enneagram. What have I experienced that is so powerful and 
what do I hope for you? 

I first learned about the Enneagram when a friend paid for me to attend a workshop with 
Dallas-based Enneagram Master Suzanne Stabile. This was an all-weekend affair in which 
Suzanne described each of the nine types is detail, one by one, as we slowly worked our way around 
the circle, or Enneagram diagram. I had a hunch that I was a heart type. There are three types that 
lead with the head center of intelligence, three that lead with the heart and three that lead with the 
gut, or body knowing. 

When she got to Type Three, which is also called the Performer, she started her description 
with these words: “Threes are the chameleons of the Enneagram.” Kaboom! I knew I had been 
found. 

She went on to describe more of our attributes. Threes are often leaders and organizers, we 
prioritize and focus on our work and have a hard time slowing down to enjoy life. We are extremely 
goal-oriented but don’t hang around once the confetti drops on one of our goals, instead pressing 
ourselves forward onto the next one. The chameleon description points to the Three’s habit of 
shape-shifting or turning into the poster child of any group to which we belong, however 
temporarily. We are very good at sensing the mood of the collective and becoming what you want 
us to be. 

If this sounds familiar, Three may be your type. Many of my high-achieving clients also lead 
with Type Three. But it may not be. Hold that idea lightly while we continue to explore the 
Enneagram together. The U.S. is actually thought by many Enneagram teachers to be a Type Three 
country due to our emphasis on success and looking good. Dallas, my hometown, is also 
understood to be a Three town: all sparkle, little heart (or better put, a disconnection with one’s 
own heart). If you are resonating with this Type Three description, it could just be a by-product or 
an overlay of the dominant culture. 

Back at the weekend workshop, when Suzanne finished her description, she asked if anyone 
in the room thought they might be a Three. As I decided whether or not to raise my hand, I sat 
there excruciatingly aware of one painful detail. She had explained that Threes are often 
overdressed. (Looking good is very important for this personality type.) I looked down at my faux 
fur coat and the funky brooch that I had gotten as a gift for performing a wedding (it actually lit 
up and twinkled!) and thought, “This was probably a tiny bit too much for a Saturday afternoon at 
the learning center.” I recognized that part of me that loved making an entrance. 

Honestly, it was pretty uncomfortable to raise my hand (I was the only one) and claim that 
type. I felt really exposed. Not everyone feels this way, but Threes are in the shame/sadness triad 
(more on that in a minute), which likely helps explain my response. So please be kind to yourself 
if this process of identifying your type makes you feel vulnerable. On the other hand, you may feel 
super excited or curious or just neutral about discovering your type. 



This is what the Enneagram has really helped to deliver me from: not just the ways I can shape-
shift or morph to be what others want me to be, but also the way I can be a chameleon to myself. 
Not even letting myself know what I truly want. Going for the big credential over the tender nudge 
and doing what people want me to do, rather than risking my own truth. 

In fact, for most of my twenties, I lived my life on two tracks: the real life and the resume life. 
For example, my four years in AmeriCorps and Peace Corps let me both pursue credentials (looks 
good on the grad school applications!) while actually building a life that responded to my heart’s 
desires: meaningful, relational work that left space in the schedule for nature and creative projects, 
a simple life and housing and lots of time for personal growth, reading, yoga and friendships. The 
problem was that I thought I would have to leave all of that behind once I went to graduate school 
and became a grownup with a real career. This faulty mindset contributed to my burnout just three 
years after graduation. 

I credit the Enneagram with being one of the most vital threads that pulled me out of the 
exhaustion pit and taught me how to hold my work and my time in a more sustainable way. On a 
daily basis, it helps me integrate my ambitions into the scope and pace of a life that feels good to 
be in. This is my hope for you. 

 
A Brief and Poetic History of the Enneagram 

What is the Enneagram? It is a map of the human experience that couples ancient spiritual 
teachings with contemporary lessons drawn from the fields of psychology and somatic (or body) 
awareness. It has origins in the deserts of North Africa and Egypt in the 4th century. At that time, 
spiritual seekers retreated from the extractive and dominating culture of the Roman Empire to 
live in caves and observe the human condition. They discovered that as human beings, we have 
nine different habitual ways of losing touch with our essential self and nine gifts that we are here 
to share (our Ennea types and our Ennea virtues.) 

Without awareness, our personality is in the driver’s seat of our lives. When we bring 
awareness to these personality habits (which live not only in our heads, but are full body neural 
pathways) we reconnect to the freedom and choice that is ours in each moment. And to the deeply 
intuitive voice of our essential self. This is a lifelong process but the Enneagram is a uniquely 
powerful tool to fast-track inner growth and awareness. 

We are each born infused with our essential self. You can see this innate life force shine 
through when you hold a newborn or in tender interactions with people who are sick, dying or 
have a mental challenge that keeps them from hiding behind a socially constructed self. 

But most of us can’t bear to go through life that open and vulnerable because life can be rough. 
We get bumped and bruised and hurt, so we wrap ourselves in a package called personality. The 
problem is that we start to over-identify with the package. We come to think that we are the 
package and forget that there are more expansive versions of ourselves within — our deepest 
selves. From an Enneagram perspective, we call this our essence. 

As children, with our nervous systems still developing, it truly does serve us to create a 
personality package. It would simply overload our circuits to remain completely open to life with 
all its intensity and rough edges. (Perhaps if we could learn to meditate at three or four we could 
swing it. My dream for the world!) 

Filtering through our Enneagram perspective is adaptive, especially at the beginning. You 
could imagine the Enneagram personality as a cast that aids us in healing a primary wound. But 



at a certain point as adults, we have a choice. We are older, we have more wisdom and resources 
and fully-developed nervous systems. Now, it is not the wound that is affecting us, for the wound 
has long since healed. It is the cast, or the personality package, that limits our freedom of 
movement. 

Again, the Enneagram identifies nine personality types: three types lead with their heart, three 
types lead with their head and three types lead with their gut or body knowing. We all tend to lead 
with one of these centers of intelligence, make significant use of another and underutilize the third. 

You all probably know and recognize certain people, friends or family members who might fall 
into these different categories: for example, the husband of your friend who is super analytical and 
seems to live in his head, or the aunt who is always helping and giving and loving even if you don’t 
need what she offers. Or that quick-to-anger colleague who has an uncanny gut instinct. You may 
even have a natural sense about where you land, given these three categories. 

 
The Two C’s: Compassion and Curiosity 

Before we help you figure out your type, I want to offer a few tips for getting the most out of 
this process. First of all, remember what I call the two C’s: Compassion and Curiosity. You will 
know that you are holding this Enneagram tool in the right way if it 1) helps you feel more 
compassion for other people (and the way they are trapped in their own habits) and 2) it helps you 
have more compassion for yourself. 

Compassion is vital because there is a serious danger that, as you learn the types, you will start 
labeling other people. It just comes up naturally: “Gah! That is totally my mom!” or “That is my 
husband,” or “That’s the coworker who drives me nuts.” 

It is fine to have a working hypothesis on what types you think some of the significant people 
in your life may be, as long as you remember that no one can identify a type from the outside in. 
Not even the most experienced Enneagram Master could tell you your type because it is rooted in 
motivation, not behavior. No one knows the motivation that drives the actions except for that 
person themselves. To me, this is very respectful. 

As you recognize others in the Ennea type descriptions, please use those insights to relate to 
friends, family, and coworkers with more compassion, remembering that there are eight other 
perspectives on the world and eight other ways we trip ourselves up, again and again. 

Remember that the most important and powerful Enneagram work you will do is with 
yourself. This is where you have the power to change things. Cultivating compassion for yourself 
may be the hardest part of all. The Enneagram journey is not a race to win or a hill to climb towards 
being a super healthy person (though it does help with that). It is a process of learning to relax 
your habitual responses to life in order to find more presence and freedom, moment-by-moment. 

Also remember to hold the results from any online Ennea quizzes lightly (especially the free 
ones). While they can be a starting point, the easiest way I have discovered to help people 
determine their type is to have them answer the three questions below and read a complete 
description of all nine types to see what resonates. 

Really, the very best way to discover your type is to go to a weekend-long workshop and 
listen to panels of people from each type sharing their stories; but I’m assuming you may not 
have time to do that right now. If you do, I wholeheartedly recommend it and you can find one at 
www.enneagramworldwide.com. This site also has the best online quiz – the only one that is 
scientifically developed and based on extensive research. 



The second “C” is curiosity. You can’t already know the answer and simultaneously be curious. 
Curiosity invites you into your beginner’s mind. Observe what is happening in your life and the 
choices you make and their outcomes from this vantage point: “Hey, when I try that, this is what 
happens.” 

For example, when I don’t push myself to keep writing but instead go take the nap that I want 
to take, I actually come back feeling much lighter and complete the chapter rather easily. (This 
just happened.) Remember the Enneagram doesn’t put you in a box, it shows you the box that you 
are already in. 

Lastly, watch out for feelings of overwhelm. The Enneagram is a very sophisticated, elegant 
and complex tool (which is why it is something you can come back to again and again throughout 
your life). However, as you read, remember that we aren’t looking for this information to land in 
your head so much as listening for clues that will help you open up to yourself in a new way, gain 
perspective, feel more connected to others and put your suffering and struggles in a much larger 
perspective. 

 
How to Determine Your Personality Type 

Now, I will guide you through three questions that should help you identify your type. I 
encourage you to grab a journal or piece of paper to write out the answers below. You will also 
find an Enneagram worksheet in my Flourish Formula Kit, along with a wealth of other 
resources that you can access at www.courtneypinkerton.com/flourishkit. 

 
1. Do you filter life primarily through your head, heart, or gut/body? 
How would a friend or a trusted family member describe you? (This is only a clue. Your type 

is based on motivation, not behaviors, so as we discussed above, you are the only one who can 
determine it.) Describe your “filter” or way of approaching the world. 

In my experience, it can be easier for people to identify if they are a head or a heart person 
because we value those forms of intelligence more (the head most of all and emotional intelligence 
second). Culturally, our relationship with our bodies as a seat of intelligence is more fraught. So 
simply take a quiet moment to ask yourself this question and listen. Jot your answer down before 
you continue. 

The second question is really the same question asked from another angle. 
 
2. What emotion do you find yourself wrestling with most often, especially when 

you feel off-kilter? 
Is it anxiety or fear – recurrent buzzy thoughts that feel like an internal radio station set on 

static? Is it shame, sadness or sorrow – felt physically as a pressure in your heart or an empty 
feeling in your chest? Or is it anger – a heat rising in the belly or resentment simmering in your 
gut? Describe this emotion, including how you feel it in your body. 

We all feel all the emotions but one is more frequently under the surface for us. For head 
types (fives, sixes and sevens) it is fear, for the heart types (twos, threes, and fours) it is shame – 
sometimes also called sadness or grief – and for the gut or body types (eights, nines, and ones) 
it is anger. 

 



3. In new social situations (imagine walking into a party where you know few 
people), how do you tend to react? 

Would you turn it on, walk in and begin connecting to others, perhaps finding the host to 
introduce yourself? Or are you more likely to enter as unobtrusively as possible, to make your way 
around the edge of the gathering and look for a vantage point in the back to observe or connect to 
one person at a time? Or lastly, would you scan the environment, looking for the unspoken rules 
of this social scene and trying to identify something you can do to be useful, perhaps passing out 
nametags or helping the host? 

This question is really about the energy that you would bring to the situation. Would you come 
blowing in strong (assertive), slink around the edges of the room (withdrawing) or try to play your 
appropriate part in that gathering (dutiful)? Describe your response in your journal or on your 
paper. 

And now, with your answers to those three questions, you can discern your type or at least 
make an educated first guess. 

 
If you think you are a: 
 
•   Head type and assertive, check out Type Seven, the Epicure 
•   Head type and withdrawing, check out Type Five, the Observer 
•   Head type and dutiful, consider Type Six, the Loyal Skeptic 

 
•   Heart type and assertive, check out Type Three, the Performer 
•   Heart type and withdrawing, read more about Type Four, the Romantic 
•   Heart type and dutiful, check out Type Two, the Giver 

 
•   Gut type and assertive, read more about Type Eight, the Protector 
•   Gut type and withdrawing, read more about Type Nine, the Mediator 
•   Gut type and dutiful, read more about Type One, the Perfectionist 

 
 
(Names for the Enneagram types – e.g. Epicure – are reprinted with permission 

from www.enneagramworldwide.com, Copyright 2017, Enneagram Studies in the Narrative 
Tradition.) 

 



 
A Tour of the Nine Types 

Type One, the Perfectionists, believe that they must be good and right to be worthy. 
Consequently, Perfectionists are conscientious, responsible, improvement-oriented and self-
controlled; they can also be critical, resentful and self-judging. They focus attention on what is 
right or wrong, correct or incorrect. The life lesson for this type is what is commonly called the 
“Serenity Prayer,” to change what can be changed, to accept what cannot be changed, and to 
develop the wisdom to know the difference. Ones are precise, clear, direct, honest and detail-
oriented. Others may perceive Ones as judgmental, critical, sermonizing or closed-minded. 

What do Type Ones tell us about themselves? 
“I live with a powerful inner critic who constantly monitors my thoughts, words and deeds. I 

strive for perfection and feel responsible for making things right. I focus on being good while 
repressing my impulses and desires for pleasure. I get angry when important rules and standards 
are ignored or violated. I seek love and approval from others by being good and right.” 

Type Two, the Givers, believe that you must give fully to others to be loved. Consequently, 
Givers are caring, helpful, supportive and relationship-oriented; they also can be prideful, 
intrusive and demanding. They focus their attention on others’ needs, feelings and desires. The 
life lesson for this type is to develop the humility that comes from allowing yourself to be loved 
without being needed and to have some needs of your own. Twos are friendly, open, expressive, 
focused on others, and quick to support or give advice. Others may perceive Twos as overly helpful, 
nagging, controlling or resentful. 

What do Type Twos tell us about themselves? 



“I am preoccupied with the needs of others. I take pride in giving and helping. I sometimes 
feel that people take advantage of me. I have a hard time expressing my own needs. I can be 
manipulative and alter the ways in which I present myself to others.” 

Type Three, the Performers, believe that you must accomplish and succeed in order to be 
loved. Consequently, Performers are industrious, fast-paced, efficient and goal-oriented; they also 
can be inattentive to feelings, impatient and image-driven. This type focuses their attention on 
tasks, goals and recognition for accomplishments. The life lesson for Type Three is to reclaim the 
truth that love comes to you because of who you are and not because of what you do. Threes are 
enthusiastic, direct, topic-focused, fast-paced and confident. Others may perceive Threes as 
impatient, overly efficient, restrictive and overriding of others’ views. 

What do Type Threes tell us about themselves? 
“I identify with accomplishment and success. My image drives my need to work hard and look 

good. I seek approval and acceptance on the basis of performance. I am highly competitive and 
love winning. I feel a constant pressure to perform.” 

Type Four, the Romantics, believe that you can regain the lost ideal love or perfect state 
by finding a love or situation that is unique, special and fulfilling. Consequently, Romantics are 
idealistic, deeply feeling, empathetic and authentic; they also can be dramatic, moody and self-
absorbed. This type tends to focus their attention on what is missing. The life lesson for Type Fours 
is to reclaim the wholeness of the present moment by appreciating what is here and now, feeling 
the experience in their bodies rather than over-indulging in the story of what’s happening and 
accepting themselves as they are, without needing to be special or unique. Fours are expressive of 
feelings, personal, self-focused and have a flair for originality. Others may perceive Fours as overly 
expressive, unsatisfied with responses and emotionally intense. 

What do Type Fours tell us about themselves? 
“I long for what’s missing, distant or unattainable – the ordinary pales in comparison. My 

deep sense of abandonment translates into a belief that I will never be fulfilled. I envy and idealize 
what others have that I don’t. Authenticity and meaningful experiences are essential to me. My 
suffering sets me apart from others.” 

Type Five, the Observers, believe that they must protect themselves from a world that 
demands too much and gives too little. Consequently, Observers seek self-sufficiency and are non-
demanding, analytic, thoughtful and unobtrusive; they also can be withholding, detached and 
overly private. They focus their attention on intellectual understanding, accumulating knowledge, 
and avoiding potential intrusions from others’ agendas, needs and feelings. The life lesson for Type 
Fives is to reconnect to the vitality of your life force and your heartfelt feelings, realizing that ample 
energy and resources are available. Fives are content-focused, clear, analytical and wordy. They 
aren’t big on “small talk.” Others may perceive Fives as emotionally disconnected, aloof, over-
analytical and distant. 

What do Type Fives tell us about themselves? 
“I have a strong need for privacy. I limit intrusion from a world that wants too much from me. 

I hoard time, space, energy, knowledge and myself. I detach from feelings and observe rather than 
participate. I am a minimalist.” 

Type Six, the Loyal Skeptics, believe that you must gain certainty and security in a 
hazardous world that you just can’t trust. Consequently, Loyal Skeptics are intuitive, inquisitive, 
trustworthy, good friends and problem-solvers; they can also be doubtful, accusatory and fearful. 



They tend to focus their attention on what could go wrong, i.e. worst-case scenarios and how to 
deal with them. The life lesson for this type is to reclaim trust in yourself, in others and the world 
and live comfortably with uncertainty. Sixes are thoughtful, questioning, engaging and 
information-oriented. Others may perceive Sixes as pessimistic, contrary, challenging, doubting 
or controlling. 

What do Type Sixes tell us about themselves? 
“I am preoccupied with safety and security concerns. I greet everything with a doubting mind 

and contrary thinking. My vigilance, active imagination and intuition help me anticipate and avoid 
any and all problems. I question authority and people until they gain my trust. I procrastinate 
because I fear making the wrong decision.” 

Type Seven, the Epicures, believe that you must stay upbeat and keep your possibilities 
open to assure a good life. Consequently, Epicures seek pleasurable options and are optimistic and 
adventurous; they also avoid pain, and can be uncommitted and self-serving. This type focuses 
their attention on cultivating multiple options and idealized future plans. Their life lesson is to 
reclaim and accept all of life – the pleasures and the pains – in the present moment. Sevens are 
exuberant, fast-paced, spontaneous, analytical and idea-oriented. Others may perceive Sevens as 
quickly shifting topics, making excuses, self-absorbed and indifferent to the input of others. 

What do Type Sevens tell us about themselves? 
“Life is an adventure! I seek pleasure and have an insatiable appetite for new experiences. I 

am optimistic, active and energetic. I see multiple options, but have difficulty with commitment. I 
do not like limits and avoid boredom.” 

Type Eight, the Protectors, believe that you must be strong and powerful to assure 
protection and regard in a tough world. Consequently, Protectors seek justice and are direct, 
strong and action-oriented; they also can be overly impactful, excessive and impulsive. They tend 
to focus their attention on injustice, not being controlled by others and getting things moving in 
work or play. The life lesson for this type is to harness their life force in productive ways, 
integrating self-assertion with vulnerability. Eights are direct, authoritative, zestful, firm, and 
oriented to truth and justice. Others may perceive Eights as confrontational, intimidating, loud 
and controlling. 

What do Type Eights tell us about themselves? 
“I thrive on having lots of energy in my body and enthusiasm for life. I am strong and I protect 

the weak. I am direct, willing to confront when the need arises, and express my anger immediately. 
People see me as aggressive, intimidating, intense and impulsive. I have trouble staying with my 
own vulnerability and sad feelings. I have a strong sense of knowing what is fair or right in my 
body center.” 

Type Nine, the Mediators, believe that to be loved and valued, you must blend in and go 
with the flow. Consequently, Mediators seek harmony and are inclusive, amiable, easy going, 
comfortable and steady; they also can be self-forgetting, conflict-avoidant and stubborn. This type 
focuses attention on other people’s agendas and the external environment. Their life lesson is to 
reclaim yourself and wake up to personal priorities. Nines are non-confrontational, friendly, 
other-focused and inclusive of both feelings and facts. Others may perceive Nines as indecisive, 
scattered, unclear and overly conciliatory. 

What do Type Nines tell us about themselves? 



“As a harmonizer, I can see all sides to every issue. I avoid conflict and want a comfortable 
solution. I have difficulty saying “no” and can get resentful later for agreeing to something that I 
don’t want to do. I am ambivalent or unsure about my own needs and wants. It’s much easier to 
go along with others than to rock the boat.” 

Remember, all the Ennea types struggle and all have potent gifts to share. In their purest 
forms, the Enneagram types are described only by numbers, which gives our egos less on which to 
attach. Once we add descriptors, suddenly “Protector” sounds better than “Observer” and we can 
start trying to pick our type rather than letting it reveal itself to us. 

 
(Descriptions of the Enneagram types are adapted with permission 

from www.enneagramworldwide.com, Copyright 2017, Enneagram Studies in the Narrative 
Tradition.) 

 
The Enneagram and Stress 

The Enneagram can help you identify motivations that keep you busy. For example, what 
might keep a Type Eight busy is that they want to control everything and it’s hard to let others into 
their process. What might keep a Three busy is that they are extremely goal-oriented and want 
others to think well of them. Sevens don't want to miss out on any of life's experiences. Sixes want 
to live up to their internal standard for what a good person "should" do. Ones want to get it right. 
Twos want to be needed by others and so on. 

It is also important to know that in times of stress and in times when you are feeling most 
secure or expansive, you may take on the energy of another type. This movement is illustrated by 
the inner lines in the diagram below, which connect the type that you lead with to two other types. 
These complementary types are called the stress and security points or the disintegration and the 
integration points. 

In other words, if you are significantly stressed right now, you might look and feel like another 
type. The energy of our stress type often acts like a cold bucket of water on the dominant habit of 
our leading type. It wakes us up. For instance, when I was feeling very stressed before resigning 
my job, I discovered that I was having a hard time making decisions. Every option looked exactly 
the same. This is the energy of Type Nine, which worked to slow down my Type Three overachiever 
impulses to press on through to the next goal. 

It was disorienting to me at the time but ultimately turned out to be a really valuable clue. Our 
“stress point” or “security point” energy need not only emerge during a dramatic or challenging 
time. I feel that same Nine energy – “I’m not sure what I want or need!” – when I am overwhelmed 
while shopping with three kids at Costco. 

 
 



 
 

Helpful Tips on Typing 
To discern your type, listen for the basic pattern which has been true for most of your life. It 

is also important to know that, in general, we acquire personality habits for the first half of life and 
for the second half of life we tend to be shedding them. If you are having a hard time typing 
yourself, it can be helpful to think of yourself in college or in your young adulthood (if you’re past 
that time in your life); that is often when your personality is at its strongest. 

If you had met me when I was twenty-one, I might have looked much more like the Three 
archetype than I do now. I lived in London that year, studying at the London School of Economics, 
completely camouflaging myself (remember the chameleon?) in black and absorbing British 
inflections in an effort to blend in. I relished travelling because every train station and airport felt 
like a little stage for my one-woman show. I loved crafting outfits that made me feel glamorous 
and cosmopolitan and pretending that I had it all pulled together. 

For me, it was really the experience of childbirth that woke me out of some of the Three 
performance habits that I had been engaged in for most of my twenties. I was very disconnected 
from my body and very much in my head when I had our son Coleman, halfway through four years 
of grad school. The whole experience did not go the way I expected in large part because birth is 
not something that you can force your way through or perform. It is much more a process of 
surrendering to your body and its wisdom – something I had very little practice doing. (More on 
this in Chapter Seven: Understand the Language of Your Body.) 



In your own journey, you may find that you have been learning to wake up and shed some of 
your Enneagram habits naturally. That just confirms that you are on the right path. Life has a way 
of raising those lessons for us and inviting us to wholeness. Now with the Enneagram, you have a 
roadmap for doing it even more consciously. 

 
Your Gift to Share 

After all that Enneagram exploring, let’s land with something beautiful and concrete, shall we? 
Hopefully, now you have at least a working hypothesis for your type. When I teach the Enneagram 
at events or to a new coaching client, I like to end the session with sharing the qualities of essence, 
or virtues – the unique contribution that each type offers to the world. Many of my clients find it 
reassuring to know that the very same aspects of their personality that have tripped them up most 
in their lives – their personality bias – can be converted into a gift that they can share with others. 

The truth is that your gift and your bias are the same inner attribute, the thing that 
your soul loves and holds dearest. It is just that when we are all tight and grasping inside, we hold 
this energy in a constricted way, which creates our personality bias. We don’t do this on purpose, 
of course; it’s just a habit born out of a fear that we won’t in fact have what we need or long for. 
But when we learn to relax back into our fullest experience, we remember that reality is much 
bigger than we see it through our particular Ennea specs. And from this place of openness we 
embody our gift, without even trying. Seriously, it often feels like a surprise: “I’ve spent how long 
chasing this thing only to discover it is right here, closer even than my own breath?” 

 
The Qualities of Essence 

•   Type One (Perfectionist) – Serenity. An internal balance and grounded heart to 
respond to life’s changes gracefully. 

•   Type Two (Giver) – Humility. That simple recognition that, like us all, you too have 
needs and limitations. 

•   Type Three (Performer) – Authenticity. The capacity to create a life that is more and 
more congruent with your heart. 

•   Type Four (Romantic) – Equanimity or spaciousness of heart. Room inside for all 
the emotions to flow so that the heart remains quiet without getting stuck in any of it. 

•   Type Five (Observer) – Non-attachment. Being really present to everything because 
it is temporary and precious. 

•   Type Six (Loyal Skeptic) – Courage. The capacity to live one’s own truth day in and 
day out. The courage of everyday life. 

•   Type Seven (Epicure) – Sobriety/Constancy. Simply enjoying and being fed by the 
moment with a satisfied and fulfilled heart. 

•   Type Eight (Protector) – Innocence. A big, beautiful and open heart. 
•   Type Nine (Mediator) – Engagement or right action. The capacity to show up and 

make your mark. 
 
(Descriptions of the Enneagram virtues are adapted with permission 

from www.enneagramworldwide.com, Copyright 2017, Enneagram Studies in the Narrative 
Tradition.) 



 
PRACTICE: Fieldwork for Each Type 
Below are some recommended awareness practices for fieldwork, one for each type. (You will 

find more practices in Chapter Nine: Immerse Yourself When Stress Builds.) 
 
Type One: The Inner Critic is Not Your Friend. We all have an inner critical voice but 

for Type One, that voice is really developed. See if you can become more familiar with the critic 
while distancing yourself from its messages. Where does it hang out and what does it tend to say? 
This voice is only interested in its own survival and in keeping things the same, not in your 
wellbeing. (For more on the inner critic see Chapter Seventeen in Deep Living: Transforming 
Your Relationship to Everything that Matters Through the Enneagram by Roxanne How 
Murphy.) 

 
Type Two: Bring it Back Home. Notice the way your attention so easily goes to other 

people and their needs. See if you can invite it back home and gift yourself some time and space 
for self-care. Some Enneagram types need to get up and get moving. You need some time on the 
couch. Make a concrete plan every week for some self-care: massage, reading in the bath, a walk 
by yourself. Practice taking care of yourself the same way you so generously care for others. 

 
Type Three: Shift Your Center of Gravity from Outside to Inside. Set a reminder on 

your phone to go off two or three times a day. Once it does, stop what you are doing and put your 
hand over your heart (even if this sounds way too cheesy, hang with me). Simply let yourself 
breathe and be curious about what is going on inside for you. Be patient with this practice. At first, 
it can feel like nothing is there but as you relax that habit of freezing your heart to get the work 
done you can tune in even better to those subtle sensations and continue to pay attention to what 
touches and nourishes you. 

 
Type Four: Act on Your Gifts. Fours can struggle with being judgmental and 

perfectionists, which makes it hard for them to actually claim their real talents. If it feels 
overwhelming to take meaningful action to use your gifts in the world, create small “turtle steps” 
and move forward on them, one day at a time. Remember you don’t have to feel a certain way to 
take action. Simply take the action anyway because the world needs your gifts. 

 
Type Five: Awaken Your Body with Movement. Commit to a regular physical practice: 

yoga, Aikido and other martial arts, bicycling, hiking, dancing, whatever. Find a regular way 
(consistency is key) to quicken your body and let all that energy in your head flow back into your 
limbs and awaken them. This can change everything. We engage with life in and through our 
bodies, not just through our eyes and heads. 

 
Type Six: Key into the Positive. Each day, notice what is working well in your life. This 

could be a gratitude list or a reflection in the shower on the many types of gifts that you enjoy. I 
know gratitude lists can feel forced but this is simply a practice to take the attention away from 
planning for the worst possible scenarios (a habit of this type), direct it to what is already going 
well and key into how it feels to trust yourself to handle whatever comes up. 



 
Type Seven: Find Your Ommmm. Whether it is a walking practice, a coloring-in-

mandalas practice or a traditional sitting meditation, find a regular meditation practice that works 
for you. This will allow your busy mind to relax some of its anticipation and mental chatter and 
help you build your capacity to observe and be with the full range of body sensations and emotional 
experiences as they emerge. (Chapter Nine on immersion offers a simple “pebbles in your pocket” 
practice, which is a great meditation for Type Sevens.) 

 
Type Eight: Play with your Energy. Eights tend to bring a big amount of energy to every 

task. Instead, see if you can modulate. Feel into the difference required to pick up a kitten versus 
beat back an adversary. See if you can modulate the energy that you bring to match the specific 
task at hand. 

 
Type Nine: What’s In It For You? At the beginning of each day, feel into your own 

priorities. Name at least one (the MIT exercise in Chapter Five is helpful here). Write it on a sticky 
note and do it. (This builds trust with yourself that you can follow through.) Notice if you tend to 
back away from your chosen priority when you receive any resistance. Remember that your life 
works best when you are willing to show up and make your marks. 

 
My client Dylan leads with Type Nine on the Enneagram, so her virtue is engagement or right 

action. In addition to working out, going to sleep earlier, giving herself to work more and gaining 
recognition in the process, it is beautiful to see how she is thriving in her life the more she shows 
up and initiates things. She has recently decided to try to get pregnant with her second baby (she’s 
an indie mom) and was just featured on NPR because of a powerful cultural essay that she wrote. 
Literally, the more she remembers that her voice really matters (our world isn’t complete without 
it), the more her life blooms. This is the way out of the box that we forgot we were in.



 


