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The importance of psychology to polar expeditions was explic-
itly recognized as early as the second Scott expedition (Cherry-
Garrard 1922 and 1965). Explorers have always maintained that the
personality of each member is the single most important factor in
the success or failure of the project. The right group may be able to
overcome the most adverse conditions and the worst luck. The
wrong group, however, can turn the easiest tasks into a disaster.

To identify the right people, the organizer of the expedition
interviewed volunteers, looking for physical robustness, a strong
but pleasant manner in social interaction, relevant experience
and skills (including military or naval service), an adventurous
and persevering spirit, and sometimes the ability to contribute
financially to the expedition.

The scientific selectors, who took over since the International
Geophysical Year, rely on biographical checklists, tests of psy-
chiatric adjustment, peer ratings, and leader evaluations, with
interviews as a backup source of information. But the criteria are
not dramatically different. Polar psychiatrists have identified a
triumvirate of indispensable traits: stability (good emotional
health), compatibility (the ability to get along well with others),
and ability (the training, experience, and skills to perform one's
particular job well).

More recently, the emphasis has been expanded to more basic
research on why some people are attracted to unusual environ-
ments, such as the polar regions, space, and underwater habitats;
what they expect to experience in these environments; how they
adapt to the situation; their reactions during and after their stay;
how they differ from those who are not drawn into such activities;
and why some people keep going back, while others do not, and
so on. The goal is a deeper understanding of an interesting aspect
of human behavior—the challenge and fascination of remote,
novel, unique, and harsh environments. The Polar Psychology
Project (PPP) (Suedfeld, Bernaldez and Stossel 1989) is a multina-
tional, long-term, transpolar program to study these issues.

During the austral summer of 1991-1992, two researchers from
the PPP distributed almost 200 sets of questionnaires and con-

ducted about 50 interviews at McMurdo Station and Scott Base.
Not all of the data are available at this time. Some results have not
been analyzed, and some questionnaires will not be collected
until the end of austral winter.

We have analyzed the results from the NEO Five Factor
Inventory (FF1), a short version of the Five Factor Personality
Inventory (Costa and McCrae 1989), which yields scores for what
are now considered to be the five most basic and theoretical-
ly important personality traits: neuroticism, extraversion, open-
ness to experience, conscientiousness, and agreeableness. Of
these, neuroticism and agreeableness are closely related to stabil-
ity and compatibility, respectively. Conscientiousness applies to
job-related factors (working hard, getting things done on time).
Openness to experience is unrelated to the polar triumvirate but
was predicted to be strong among those who venture to the Poles.
Extraversion has to do with positive emotions, emotional warmth,
and activity level, traits that maybe both positive and negative in
a polar context: people high on this scale are friendly and gregari-
ous, but in the restricted social life of an isolated station may be
perceived as intrusive and demanding of attention.

To date, we have 57 complete NEO-FFI forms from personnel
at McMurdo Station. There were no statistically significant differ-
ences between the antarctic sojourners and the representative
U.S. sample on which the test was normed, except that the former
were significantly lower on neuroticism (mean scores of 12.95
versus 18.70 for the norm group,p less than .0001). This difference
held for both the 44 men in our sample (mean = 12.07, male norm
= 16.89, p = .006) and the 13 women (mean = 15.92 versus the 20.50
female norm). The latter, however, did not reach statistical sig-
nificance because of the small sample size.

It appears from this early finding that either the recruitment
(i.e., self-selection) or the selection procedures, or both, are suc-
cessful in bringing to McMurdo Station a group that is emotion-
ally stable: not depressed nor anxious. This is an interesting
contradiction of a popular speculation that polar life attracts
those who cannot fit well into "normal" society. The lack of
similar differences on the other factors, however, is somewhat
surprising and will be investigated further.
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