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Abstract
The interpersonal circumplex (IPC) is a mathematically defined circular model of interpersonal dispositions organized around two 
dimensions: agency (ranging from confident/assertive to meek/submissive) and communion (ranging from warm/trusting stances to cold/
wary). Inventories based on the IPC can elucidate the interpersonal patterns (a) of specific individuals, (b) of groups of individuals, or (c) 
that are linked to other characteristics (such as various psychopathologies). By providing a common structure within which to integrate 
findings from different inventories and research programs, the IPC helps promote cumulative scientific progress.
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Introduction
Interpersonal personality dispositions are an individual’s tendencies to experience or express specific types of interpersonal thoughts, 
motives, or actions when interacting with other individuals (such as during a romantic date or during a presentation at work) or when 
imagining past or future interactions (such as when imagining a romantic date this evening or imagining a presentation at work 
tomorrow). The interpersonal circumplex (IPC) is an influential structural model for conceptualizing, organizing, and assessing 
interpersonal dispositions (Wiggins, 2003).

Figure 1: Interpersonal Circumplex.

As shown in Figure 1, the IPC is typically oriented so that its vertical and horizontal axes reflect the dimensions of Agency and 
Communion. The broad meta-constructs of agency and communion have proven useful for understanding many psychological and 
social phenomena (Abele & Wojciszke, 2018). Within the IPC, the agency axis ranges from confident, assertive, energetic, self-
enhancing, dominating stances (at the top) to meek, passive, submissive, self-deprecating, conflict-avoidant stances (at the bottom); 
and the communion axis ranges from warm, trusting, friendly, embracing, nurturing stances (on the right) to cool, wary, aloof, callous, 
or unfriendly stances (on the left).

Theoretically, any interpersonal disposition can be located within the IPC. A disposition’s unique mixture of agency and communion 
determines its location on the circumplex. For example, a disposition to chat gregariously—which reflects high agency and high 
communion—would be in the upper right, whereas a disposition to hide your thoughts and feelings—which reflects low agency and 
low communion—would be in the lower left. Because the circumplex is a formal mathematical model, each location can be precisely 
defined (and thus compared and combined) using trigonometry.

Interpersonal Circumplex Inventories
IPC inventories are designed to measure the complete spectrum of interpersonal dispositions encompassed by the IPC. For 
practical reasons, IPC inventories divide the continuous spectrum into segments—typically the eight octants shown in Figure 1—and 
comprise subscales reflecting each segment. By convention, the segments are sometimes labeled alphabetically with the letters PA, BC, 
DE, and so on, as shown in Figure 1. An alternative labeling system indicates whether an octant reflects high levels or low levels 
of Agency and Communion. For example, “BC” dispositions reflect high agency and low communion (+A–C), while “JK” 
dispositions reflect low agency and high communion (–A+C).



There now exist psychometrically sturdy interpersonal circumplex measures of diverse dispositions (Locke, 2011), with more being 
regularly developed. Table 1 highlights four such inventories: (1) the Circumplex Scales of Interpersonal Values (CSIV; Locke, 2000), 
which assesses how personally important it is for the respondent to have the types of experiences associated with each IPC octant; (2) 
the Circumplex Scales of Interpersonal Efficacy (CSIE; Locke & Sadler, 2007), which assesses respondents’ confidence that they can 
enact behaviors associated with each octant; (3) the International Personality Item Pool-IPC (IPIP-IPC; Markey & Markey, 2009), 
which assesses behavioral tendencies associated with each octant; and (4) the Circumplex Scales of Interpersonal Problems (CSIP; 
Boudreaux et al., 2018), which assesses behavioral problems associated with each octant.

Table 1: Examples of items from CSIV, CSIE, IPIP, and CSIP scales. Note: CSIV = Circumplex 
Scales of Interpersonal Values. CSIE = Circumplex Scales of Interpersonal Efficacy. IPIP-IPC = 
International Personality Item Pool-IPC. CSIP = Circumplex Scales of Interpersonal Problems.



The geometry of the IPC helps to elucidate similarities and differences among interpersonal dispositions (Wiggins, 2003). Dispositions 
that are adjacent to each other on the circle (e.g., the +A disposition assertive and the +A–C disposition blunt) will be conceptually 
similar and statistically positively correlated. Dispositions that are orthogonal or roughly 90° apart (e.g., the +A disposition assertive 
and the +C disposition trusting) will tend to be conceptually unrelated and statistically uncorrelated. Dispositions that are antipodal or 
roughly 180° apart (e.g., the +A disposition assertive and the –A disposition timid) will tend to be conceptually opposites and 
statistically negatively correlated.

Pragmatically, this means knowing an individual’s dispositions in one segment can help us predict that individual’s dispositions 
in adjacent as well as opposing segments. For example, if you know a coworker is more sympathetic than the average person, then 
that should increase your confidence that this coworker is also above average in other communal dispositions (e.g., trustworthy, 
expressive) and below average in uncommunal dispositions (e.g., wary, deceptive); however, it would not help you predict whether 
they are above or below average in agentic dispositions (e.g., assertive) or unagentic dispositions (e.g., bashful), as those are 
geometrically orthogonal and statistically uncorrelated.

Because all IPC inventories rest on the same conceptual and structural foundation, it can be informative to administer different 
IPC inventories to the same individual—referred to as multilevel or multisurface interpersonal assessment—and examine the 
consistencies or inconsistencies across the inventories. For example, Dawood and Pincus (2016) present case studies of two therapy 
clients who were each administered six different IPC inventories (including measures of problems, strengths, and sensitivities). 
Individuals generally tend to show cross-surface consistency; for example, individuals who express relatively strong communal self-
efficacy (e.g., “I can be open”) also tend to express relatively strong communal values (e.g., “I want to be open”) as well as communal 
traits (e.g., “I tend to be open with others”) and problems with being too communal (e.g., “I am vulnerable to being too open”). 
However, there can also be mismatches across different surfaces. For example, Kehl et al. (2021) found that mismatches 
between an individual’s values (as assessed by the CSIV) and self-efficacy (as assessed by the CSIE) predicted greater interpersonal 
distress.



Example Applications
The IPC allows us to depict (a) the interpersonal dispositions of specific individuals, (b) the typical interpersonal dispositions of a 
group of individuals, and (c) the interpersonal dispositions that tend to co-occur with other variables (Gurtman & Pincus, 2003). In this 
section, I illustrate each type of application using data from a study by Locke and colleagues (2018) in which individuals completed 
the CSIV measure of interpersonal values.

Depicting Persons

An individual’s circular profile depicts a person’s scores on each subscale of an IPC inventory. Figure 2 shows the CSIV profiles for 
two participants from Locke et al.’s (2018) study. Each octant score can range from 0 (low) to 4 (high). Within each octant, lower 
scores (closer to 0) will be closer to the circle’s center, whereas higher scores (closer to 4) will be closer to the circumference. It 
follows from the geometry of the circumplex that the expected prototypical circular profile will be like a wave (i.e., cosine curve), with 
high and low scores falling on opposite sides of the circle and intermediate scores falling in between. For example, in Figure 2, Person 
A’s highest scores are in the bottom octants, and the lowest scores are in the top octants. In contrast, Person B’s highest scores are 
toward the upper right, and the lowest scores are toward the lower left. Circular profiles are quite useful for understanding one 
individual or for comparing two individuals but can become difficult to decipher when comparing multiple individuals simultaneously.

Figure 2: Examples of circular profiles of two different individuals.

Fortunately, circumplex profiles can be condensed onto a single vector using basic trigonometric formulas (Gurtman & Pincus, 2003). 
For example, for Person A in Figure 2, imagine eight arrows projecting from the circle’s center to each of Person A’s octant scores 
(i.e., the blue diamonds). Each arrow shows Person A’s disposition to go in that particular direction. The average of those eight vectors 
yields a summary vector that reflects Person A’s overall interpersonal tendency. The summary vector’s angle shows in which direction 
the person leans. For example, the summary vectors in Figure 2 show that Person A’s values lean downward away from agency (e.g., 
placing less value on being assertive than avoiding conflict), whereas Person B’s values lean toward agency and especially communion 
(e.g., placing more value on creating connections than avoiding embarrassments). The summary vector’s length shows how intensely 
and unambiguously the person leans in that direction. For example, Person B’s summary vector will be longer than that of someone 
who values all segments similarly (e.g., for whom connection and self-protection and assertion and conflict-avoidance are all roughly 
equally important).



Depicting Groups

Locke et al.’s (2018) study included two groups of participants: 138 patients diagnosed with persistent major depression and a 
normative comparison sample of 389 individuals from the general population. To understand and compare these two groups, we can 
use the same methods that we used in the previous paragraphs to understand and compare individuals. Specifically, the circular profile 
of the group of 138 depressed patients is their average score within each octant, and likewise for the normative sample. Each group’s 
circular profile can then be condensed into a single summary vector.

Figure 3 shows the endpoints of the summary vectors for the depressed group and the normative sample. Juxtaposing the two groups in 
Figure 3 highlights several patterns. First, both groups fall to the right of the midline, indicating that—among both depressed 
and nondepressed individuals—communal “+C” motives (to connect) generally outweighed uncommunal “–C” motives (to maintain 
distance). Second, the degree to which communal motives outweighed uncommunal motives was slightly less among depressed 
patients, thereby pulling them further away from the communal “+C” pole of the circumplex. Third, and most noticeably, in 
contrast to the normative sample, the depressed group was below the midline of the circle, indicating that their unagentic “–A” 
motives (to cautiously lay low) outweighed their agentic “+A” motives (to confidently stand out). As an aside, the two participants 
depicted in Figure 2 roughly fit this general pattern: Participant A (in whom unagentic motives outweighed agentic motives) was from 
the depressed group, whereas Participant B (who placed great importance on experiencing agency and communion with others) was 
from the normative sample.

Figure 3: Interpersonal values of depressed patients and a normative comparison sample.Dots represent group means and tinted 
regions represent 95% confidence intervals. Computed and plotted using the circumplex package for R (Girard et al., 2018).



A Structure for Integrative and Cumulative Interpersonal Science
Many studies have used the techniques described within this article to locate various groups or variables on the IPC. For example, 
numerous studies have measured associations between IPC inventories and indices of traditional DSM personality disorders (e.g., 
borderline, dependent, narcissistic); and an ambitious meta-analysis of 127 such studies (comprising 2,579 effect sizes) found each 
diagnostic category was associated with a distinct interpersonal profile (Wilson et al., 2017). Many other psychopathologies have been 
investigated, such as alcohol dependence (Girard et al., 2017) and generalized anxiety disorder (Malivoire & Koerner, 2022). Studies have 
also explored the interpersonal profiles associated with a variety of normal-range personality traits, such as dispositional mindfulness 
(Deits‑Lebehn et al., 2022) and the “Big 5” factors (Du et al., 2020).

Figure 5 displays just a sample of the sundry constructs (such as traits, disorders, nonverbal behaviors, and even hormone levels) 
that researchers have projected onto the IPC. (Their locations are merely approximations based on studies with which the author is 
familiar). Figure 5 illustrates two important points: (1) agentic and communal interpersonal dispositions are associated with many types 
of constructs, and (2) projecting those diverse constructs onto the same space can help organize and highlight the interpersonal similarities 
and differences among those constructs.

Figure 4: Depression severity.The dot represents the average correlation between depression severity and interpersonal values
(i.e., averaging across the circular profile of correlations with each octant). The tinted region is the 95% confidence interval.

Depicting Continuous Variables

Methods similar to those used here to examine the interpersonal dispositions of individuals and groups can be used to examine how 
interpersonal dispositions correlate with continuous variables (such as individuals’ ages or test scores). As an example of continuous 
variables, the level of depression of the depressed participants in Locke et al. (2018) was rated both by clinicians and by the patients 
themselves. Because clinician ratings and self-ratings showed moderate agreement, I averaged them to yield an overall index of each 
patient’s depression severity. I then computed correlations between the patients’ depression severity and their CSIV octant scores, and 
finally, I aggregated that circular profile of eight correlations into a single summary vector. Figure 4 shows the average resultant summary 
vector. The direction of the vector indicates that—among persistently depressed patients—those whose depression was more severe 
showed weaker agentic “+A” and agentic-and-communal “+A+C” motives (to gain social respect) and stronger unagentic “–A” and 
unagentic-and-uncommunal “–A–C” motives (to avoid social blunders). Note that the differences between the normative and depressed 
groups (in Figure 3) mirror the differences within the depressed group (in Figure 4), with both the presence of depression (in Figure 3) 
and the severity of depression (in Figure 4) predicting significantly weaker agentic motives and slightly weaker communal motives.



Figure 5: Mapping constructs onto IPC.Approximate angles of summary vectors for
various constructs that have been correlated with IPC scales. PD = Personality Disorder.

Conclusion
IPC models of interpersonal dispositions offer a balance of breadth and parsimony: They systematically sample the complete spectrum 
of interpersonal dispositions defined by agency and communion, but they enable information from around the circle to be combined into 
a few summary variables or graphed as a single point. IPC models facilitate comparing and contrasting the interpersonal dispositions 
associated with different individuals, groups, or variables by mapping them onto the same shared space. By providing a stable structure 
within which to integrate findings from different inventories and programs of research, the IPC helps deter “jangle fallacies” and promote 
cumulative progress.

If you are curious to delve deeper into the IPC, then you might consider starting with Leary (1957), the seminal treatise demonstrating the 
explanatory capacity and clinical utility of the “interpersonal circle” (as it was then called). If you are curious about current directions, 
then “Contemporary Integrative Interpersonal Theory” (Wright et al., 2023) is an evolving example of how the IPC can serve as a 
core meta-framework from which to elaborate an encompassing model of interpersonal functioning that spans moment-to-moment 
interactions and multiyear developmental trajectories.
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