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Personality and Cognition:
Something Borrowed,
Something New?

Wailter Mischel
Stanford University

I hope that this volume is a step toward the increasing integration of orientations,
insights, and methods from the subdisciplines of personality, cognitive, and
social psychology. Like most (or all?) scientific developments, the progress
reflected in the contributions that follow combines the new and old, a mix of
innovation and recreation of elements whose historical roots may be discerned in
carlier movements. In viewing these contributions, a proper evaluation of their
originality lies somewhere between *‘déja vu’’ and “‘revolutionary.’’ To help
arrive at a reasonable perspective, [ begin by commenting on what I see as some
of the highlights of the field of personality, especially as they may relate to some
of the major themes in the present volume.

SEARCHING FOR TRAITS

Historically, the field of personality has been influenced by a few main positions,
of which one of the oldest and most enduringly influential is trait psychology.
Beginning about the turn of the century, and inspired mostly by the success of the
intelligence testing movement and especially by the work of Alfred Binet, psy-
chologists became interested in seeing whether the success achieved with mental
(i.e., “‘cognitive’’) measurement might be repeated if one tried to quantify social
characteristics.

The trait theories of the 1920s and 1930s were primarily a psychology of
common sense, in which the layperson’s “natural,”’ everyday theory of what
people are like became the scientific theory of what people are like. People were
held to differ on dimensions such as friendliness, honesty, conscientiousness,
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wnd aggressiveness. The scienufic inpovation—-—and 1t wuas a most important
otie—was the development of statistical methods 1o give dimension to these
qualities svstematically and to quantify them rigorously and caretully. The re-
sponses of the subject were primarily se'f-reports, sometimes ratings by others,
represented by check marks on multiple choice or true-false inventories and
questionnaires. Recall, for example, the Bell Adjustment Inventory. or the
Woodworth Personal Data Sheet in World War [ (- "Tama good mixer; “"Tam at
case with people’™). These etforts began in a very reasonable way, intended as
shorteuts for the actual sampling of behavior (for instance, the psychiatric inter-
View).

| think a giant conceptual leap was taken at that time, perhaps without full
realizarion of just how big a leap it was. This was the shift from sampling
people’s relevant specific performance by assessing what they could do (which
was the heart of intelligence testing) to asking people to report about what they
were like, in general, on such broad situation-free Jimensions as friendliness,
conscientiousness, or introversion. These responses were used not as samples of
the respondents’ relevant behavior but as signs or indicators of their generalized
dispositions. This leap was not carefully thought through, and we have seen its
implications over the last 10 or 20 years as we began to realize the conceptual and
methodological problems that one gets into if one does not distinguish very
carefully between people’s subjective judgments about themselves and an objec-
tive sampling of what they actually do (their performance under specific circum-
stances). We see what people do. for example, when we ask them to count the
beads or arrange the blocks or say the digits backward, or when we directly
observe their behavior as it unfolds. Such specific behaviors are very different
from how people characterize themselves globally as introverted, aggressive, or
friendly, and the differences have serious measurement implications (Mischel,
1968).

Early trait psychology was a psychology guided mostly by words in the
dictionary, as in Allport’s (1937) search, yielding the hundreds of terms finally
culled from an even larger number of adjectives. Other trait psychologists at-
tempted to find ways to hone down this list more finely, using a variety of often
ingenious techniques, most notably factor analysis. The struggle became an
attempt to find a finite and, hopefully, relatively small taxonomy of the basic
dimensions of personality and social behavior. This remains one of the main
objectives of the field, with a distinctive methodology and, [ think, with distinc-
tive uses, contributions, and limitations.

The lone voice speaking out against this dimensionalization of personality
with numbers was Gordon Allport, who, beginning in the 1930s, insisted on each
person’s uniqueness and individuality. Most who heard Gordon Allport were
excited by the idiographic approach he espoused. But, curiously, his own work
(Allport, Vernon, & Lindzey, 1960) inspired still more attempts (o categorize
people on slots or dimensions that were the preferred yardsticks of the psycholo-
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1. PERSONALITY AND COGNITION 5

aist rather than on the equivalence classes of the person being assessed. More
forcefully than others before him, Allport (1937, p. 3y articulated the essence of
the trait position, claiming that the individual is an Camazingly stable and self-
contained system’” that contains enduring generalized dispositions. Our task, in
his view, was to scarch for those stable broad dispositions as manitested be-
haviorally, and that has been the major mission of trait psychology for many
decades.

How fruitful has this search been? In trying to answer this question it is
important to discriminate clearly between demonstrations of temporal stability on
the one hand and cross-situational generality or consistency on the other. More
than a decade ago the available research provided evidence for significant tem-
poral stability but also—and far more surprising at the time—for dis-
criminativeness or “specificity " in how behavior varies across situations. Sum-
marizing those findings, I concluded: ““Although behavior patterns often may be
stable, they usually are not highly generalized across situations [Mischel, 1968,
p. 282].”

In the long debate on this topic no one seriously questions that lives have
continuity and that we perceive ourselves and others as individuals who maintain
a stable identity over time, even when our specific actions change across situa-
tions (Mischel, 1968, 1973, 1977). Although temporal stability in the patterning
of individual lives, in self-perceptions, and in how others view us seems evident,
there is room for serious disagreement about the nature, degree, and meaning of
the “‘erratic and uneven™" relationships typically found when cross-situational
consistency is studied with objective measures of behavior. To be sure, this result
may reflect measurement problems, as Block (1977) and Epstein (1979) suggest.
Better measures will surely provide better support for the existence of meaning-
fully organized behavior patterns. But, in my view, better measures and more
fine-grained analyses should also make it even more apparent that individuals
discriminate among situations according to subjective equivalences. Individual
behavior is organized in terms of these personal meanings, not those of the trait
psychologist. Although sometimes the subject’s equivalences will coincide with
the nomothetic trait categories of the assessor, often they will not (Mischel &
Peake, work in progress). Whether or not the degree of correspondence is judged
adequate and useful depends on a host of considerations, and especially on one’s
purpose (Mischel, 1979).

LIMITATIONS OF THE CLASSICAL APPROACH

The impact of trait psychology has been limited seriously because human consis-
tencies and psychological equivalences are more complex and cognitively con-
structed than nomothetic trait theory suggests. Traditionally, the search for con-
sistent personality traits and types has assumed well-defined, distinct, and
nonoverlapping categories in which each member of a personality category has
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all the defining features of that category. But although such ncatness and cquality
may be built into artificial, logical taxonomies, it does not seem to characterize
the categories of objects, people. and situations encountered in the natural world.
As Wittgenstein (1953) first noted, the members of common cveryday categorics
do not share all of a set of singly necessary and jointly sufficient features critical
for category membership. When one examines a set of natural objects all labeled
by one general term, one will not find a single set of features shared by all
members of the category; instead, one finds a pattern of overlapping similarities,
a family resemblance structure.

Many linguists, philosophers, and psychologists following Wittgenstein
(Labov, 1973; Lakoff, 1972; Lehrer, 1970; Rosch, Mervis, Gray, Johnson, &
Boyes-Braem, 1976; Smith, 1976; Tversky, 1977) now suggest that natural
semantic categories are ‘*fuzzy sets’” that violate the expectations of the classical
all-or-none position: Natural categories are organized around prototypical exam-
ples of focal stimuli (the best examples of a concept), with less prototypical
members forming a continuum away from the central prototypic exemplars
(Rosch, 1975). Guided by this prototypicality view, and recognizing that person
categories are ‘‘fuzzy sets,”” Nancy Cantor and | have been exploring the rules
people use in making judgments about the clearest or most prototypical exemp-
lars of such person categories as extraverts (Cantor, this volume; Cantor &
Mischel, 1979). It is to be hoped that such studies of prototypicality rules and
“family resemblance’’ principles will ultimately allow a better understanding of
the nature of consistency and coherence extracted from variations in behavior.
Someone who has seen a thousand Picassos, each of which is unique, can
determine (usually quite easily) whether a previously unseen work is a true
Picasso, an imitation, or the work of someone else. The same processes that
allow this kind of pattern recognition—extraction of a central distinctive gist or
unity from great diversity—must surely be basic for our recognition of identity
and coherence in the face of behavioral variability.

Trait psychology has also been limited because its focus is not addressed at the
flow of behavior nor in any way linked to the dynamic interactions that go on
where people actually are living their lives. It has to do instead with the effort to
taxonomize the world, to cut up human qualities and the stream of actions into
neat dimensions, and to provide some kind of taxonomy which cuts people in
their places—but on the psychologist’s theoretically preferred favorite dimen-
sions rather than on the person’s. The result is a focus on between-person dif-
ferences, between-person variance, rather than on within-person variance as it
relates to environmental changes. These efforts have consumed much energy and
yielded many interesting useful classification schemes (Guilford, 1975). Unfor-
tunately these efforts do not address the processes underlying personality, tend-
ing rather to classify subgroups or people than to capture and explain the ongoing
flow of their behavior.

i S SR T K i s AR L

SR

RN

SR R

o

Stimulated <
Henry Murray
long recognize
person -focus
process-oriente
social contexts
ing in any give
correlation coe
peal of the expe
ing attitudes a
Lewin’s discipl
of this new bre
throwing in a
unknown relial
fects in labora
social psychole
at worst, they
more potent in
social processe
whereas those 1
to study them i
methods. The
detriment of bc

It is, I think,
psychology th:
psychodynamic
an enormously
groupings and
psychodynamic
1950s, was tha
exist for the i1
behavior. Thes
specific behav
May (1928), w
when it comes
comes to a st
relationship be




clity
erte
‘)('ld.
OFIes
tical
heled
vy all
ies,

stein
n, &
atural
ssical
Xam-
ypical
iplars
Crson
rules
emp-
tor &
's and
ing of
avior,
s, can
a true
s that
zist or
lentity

“at the
20 on
fort to
1S into
ple in
limen-
n dif-
e as it
gy and
Unfor-
, tend-
agoing

WP e S

1. PERSCNALITY AND COGNITION 7

Stumutated espectally by the thoughtful writings of such personulogists as
Henry Murray (1938) and David McClelland (19513, some psychologists have
long recognized these limitations and tried to move away from an cxclusive
person-focus to study the interactions of persons with their worlds in a more
process-oriented fashion. Perhaps most influential in the discovery of the role of
social contexts was Kurt Lewin’s (1951) articulation of the field of forces operat-
ing in any given situation at the moment. Disappointment with the bundles of
correfation coefficients yielded by traditional trait psychology added to the ap-
peal of the experimental approach to the analysis of **basic processes’" influenc-
ing attitudes and behavior espoused by the mainstream social psychology of
Lewin’s disciples (Festinger, 1957). Unfortunately. the personological concerns
of this new breed of experimental social psychologists were generally limited to
throwing in a few “‘personality measures™ (often homemade and usually of
unknown reliability) while searching for experimentally manipulated main ef-
fects in laboratory studies of interesting pieces of social behavior. For many
social psychologists, individual differences at best became ancillary, minor data;
at worst, they were error variance to be obviated by cleaner methodology and
more potent independent variables. In the 1950s and 1960s, those who studied
social processes experimentally thus tended to have little interest in personality,
whereas those who were committed to studying persons found it most convenient
to study them in relative isolation with the nonexperimental (i.e., correlational)
methods. The rift between personality and social psychology widened, to the
detriment of both endeavors.

THE PSYCHODYNAMIC SEARCH FOR
UNDERLYING DISPOSITIONS

[t is, I think, because of the static, descriptive, and nonanalytic quality of trait
psychology that many of us were so excited when we first came across the
psychodynamic approach. We found the writings of Freud and his followers to be
an enormously stimulating, invigorating way of getting beyond labeling or
groupings and into each person’s unique psyche. For me, the appeal of the
psychodynamic approach, when I first encountered it as a graduate student in the
[950s, was that at last there seemed to be a way of finding consistencies as they
exist for the individual in a way that was not obvious at the level of surface
behavior. These equivalencies were not documented by the kind of counting of
specific behavioral similarities that characterized the work of Hartshorne and
May (1928), who hoped to show that the child who is honest about not cheating
when it comes to an arithmetic test is also honest about not cheating when it
comes to a spelling test. Instead, psychodynamic theorists asserted that the
relationship between indicators, intrapsychic dispositions. and overt behavior
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may not be cumulative and additive, as the trait approach had assumed. Rather,
the relationship between sign and disposition may be subtle, indirect, and con-
tradictory and may involve all kinds of transformations.

Indeed, much of the excitement of the psychoanalytic approach was that it
provided the notion of transformation—the notion that the same motive could
imanifest itself in all sorts of ways, displaying a wide range of vicissitudes. Thus
Jue, who repeatedly says he is very aggressive on questionnaires, may not be
more aggressive than Charles, who claims to be unaggressive and endorses
mostly timid adjectives: indeed, the more Joe insists on his aggressiveness, the
less aggressive and the more passive-dependent he might really prove to be,
whereas Charles, the ostensibly passive one, may indirectly reveal himself to be
a cauldron of stifled aggressive impulses. The hope was that recognition of
underlying **genotypic™’ equivalences would cnable one’to see the similarities
aniting all kinds of phenotypic surface variations and seeming contradictions in
hehavior. The excitement here was that at last there was attention to causal
dynamics, with a recognition that what people do is selective, motivated, and full
of conflict, and has to be decoded in terms of what it really means rather than
how it merely seems (Erdelyi & Goldberg, 1979).

Unfortunately, the initial exuberance and high promise of the psychodynamic
approach was soon followed by a sobering and generally dismal empirical flood
of studies that deeply questioned the nature, importance, and even the very
existence of such basic psychodynamic processes as repression (Mischel, 1976).
But because the studies themselves could readily be accused, often justifiably, of
flaws and limitations in scope and in method, the psychodynamic approach itself
tended to withstand the empirical assaults on its key constructs. The most serious
disillusionment with psychodynamic approaches began to arise, in my view, not
so much from the failure to validate crucial constructs experimentally as from the
clinical experiences of the 1950s and early 1960s with clients seeking heip. It
was in that clinical context, not in the laboratory, that clinicians became increas-
ingly dubious about the value of the psychodynamic portraits to which they were
devoting so much of their time (Mischel, 1968; Peterson, 1968; Vernon, 1964).

Guided by the view that test responses are merely indirect manifestations of
underlying psychodynamic processes, assessors had for years elicited signs such
as picture drawings, associations to inkblots, or stories told to ambiguous pic-
tures, whose demonstrable empirical relations to the individual's important life
behaviors tended to be tenuous and remote. Skepticism about the utility of such
Assessments arose from a growing worry that the resulting psychodynamic per-
sonality diagnostics, too often formulated with little regard for the client’s own
construction of his life and his specific behaviors, might (like those of trait
psychology) be exercises in stereotyping that miss the uniqueness of the indi-
vidual and pin people instead on a continuum of theory-supplied labels while
slighting their everyday problems of living. But a focus on the immediate be-
havioral troubles of the client was for many years widely regarded as naive and
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1. PERSONALITY AND COGNITION 9

hazardous because these problems (phobias, sexual dysfunctions, fetishes) were
construed merely as “‘symptoms ™" and even as manifestations of *‘resistances.
Traditionally, the clinician’s task had been to go beyond behavioral complaints to
underlying psychodynamics, and the fear of symptom substitution led many to
eschew direct behavior intervention. But these fears of ““symptom substitution”’
turned out to be largely unjustitied (Grossberg, 1964). Clients whose maladap-
tive behaviors were directly alleviated, rather than becoming victimized by sub-
stituted symptoms, appeared more likely to show generalized gains from over-
coming their original handicaps (Randura, 1969).

In the 1950s and 1960s many empirical studies carefully investigated clini-
cians’ efforts to infer broad dispositions indirectly from specific symptomatic
signs and to unravel disguises in order to uncover the hypothetical dispositions
that might be their roots. The results generally indicated that the disillusionment
beginning to be expressed by skeptics was empirically justified. The total find-
ings questioned the utility of clinical Judgments even when the judges were
well-trained expert psychodynamicists working with clients in clinical contexts
and using their own preferred techniques. On the whole, clinicians’ assessments
of underlying genotypic dispositions have not predicted behavior better than the
person’s own direct self-assessment, simple indices of directly relevant past
behavior, or demographic variables {Mischel, 1968, 1972; Peterson, 1968).
Moreover, to some degree, psychodynamic inferences, like dispositional attribu-
tions, appear to reflect illusory correlations perpetuated by shared semantic or-
ganizations and belief systems (Chapman & Chapman, 1969; D’ Andrade, 1970;
Shweder, 1975). Increasingly it appeared that the intriguing psychic structures
and dynamics that clinicians elaborated at case conferences may have added
more to the weight of the clients’ diagnostic folders than to the design of treat-
ments tailored to their specific needs and circumstances. As distressing as the
failure to demonstrate the utility of the inferences and predictions  of
psychodynamically oriented clinicians was the evidence on the limitations of
psychodynamic treatments. Although sometimes psychodynamic psychotherapy
seemed better than no treatment at all, the approach lacked efficacy when com-
pared to more parsimonious alternatives (Bandura, 1969; Kazdin & Wilson,
1978). Moreover, skeptics noted perceptively that dynamic therapy might lead to
an ideological conversion to the belief system of the therapist rather than to a
solution for the client’s problems.

CONTEMPORARY COGNITIVE
SOCIAL-LEARNING APPROACHES

With the nomothetic trait orientation and the psychodynamic approach as the
prevailing forces in personality and clinical psychology, the advent of social
behavior theory in the 1960s seemed especially refreshing for many who were
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increasingly frustrated by both their correlation coetlicients and their treatiment
experiences. For me, the original excitement of the social-learning behavior
approach! (Bundura, 1969: Bandura & Walters, 1963 Mischel, 1968; Rotter,
1954; Skinner, 1953) lay in1ts promise to focus on the client-defined problematic
behavior in its context rather than on the clinician’s inferences about the symp-
(omatic meaning of that behavior as a sign of generalized dispositions or
psychodynamics. Al last a person who complained, for example, of sexual
performance problems or of fears of going outdoors might achieve help with the
behaviors of concern rather than be given insights of uncertain validity into their
hypothetical origins or symptomatic significance. In spite of all the ugly
stereotypes so often associated with it, the behavioral approach at its best prom-
ised to pay more than lip service to each individual’s uniqueness and to deal with
behavior at the level at which the person categorized and lived it.

A behavior theory contribution of special interest for personality psychology
is the view that behavioral discontinuities—real ones and not merely superficial
or trivial surface changes—are part of the genuine phenomena of personality
(Mischel, 1968, 1973). This perspective suggests that an adequate conceptualiza-
tion of personality has to recognize that people change as the conditions of their
lives change and that these changes are genuine, not merely phenotypic. In that
view, an adequate account of human personality must have as much room for
human discrimination as for generalization, as much place for personality change
as for stability, and as much concern for one's self-regulation as for his or her
victimization by either enduring intrapsychic forces or by momentary environ-
mental constraints.

Early versions of the behavioral approach tended to focus on the role of
external variables in the regulation of behavior (and hence emphasized con-
tingencies in the environment). The rapid growth in recent years of the be-
havioral approach was soon accompanied by an increasing focus on the social
and psychological environments in which people live, making distinctions be-
tween clinical-personality and social-experimental psychology increasingly am-
biguous. As is true in most new fields, a first concern in the study of environ-
ments has been to try to classify them and provide taxonomies. Depending on
one’s purpose, however, many different classifications are possible and useful
(Magnusson & Ekehammar, 1973: Moos, 1973, 1974). It may be as futile, then,
to seek any single ““basic’’ taxonomy of situations as it is to search for a final or
ultimate taxonomy of traits: We can label situations in at least as many different

ways as we can label people. We must not settle simply for a trait psychology of
situations in which events and settings, rather than people, are subject to label-
ing. The naming of situations is no substitute for analyzing the process of how

P}

1 refer here to the behavioral-learning approaches that began with an explicit break from the
earlier Miller-Dollard translations of psychodynamic theory into the language of learning and that
have become increasingly cognitive and social in orientation (Mischel, 1976).
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conditions and environments interact with the people in them. That is, we must
4o beyond descriptions of the c¢nvironment to the psychological processes
through which environmental conditions and people intluence cach other recip-
rocally.

fn the analysis of this interaction, contemporary behavior theorists moved

rapidly beyond the objective environment and took increasing account of
cognitive-symbolic processes, both as vital for social learning (Bandura, 1969)
and as key components of individuality (Mischel, 1973). Moving beyond the
habit-learning and drive formulations of earlier learning models, a focus on cogni-
tion generally and, specifically, on the role of subjective expectancies, values,
and goals (Rotter, 1954) and of selt-instructions, plans, and self-regulatory sys-
tems (Bandura, 1977; Meichenbaum, 1977, Mischel, 1973) has increasingly
characterized applications of the behavioral approach to the study of persons.

Contemporary versions of behavior theory emphasize that what one does and

cxperiences depends on self-evaluative processes, self-standards, and self-
estimates and not merely on environmental and external circumstances (Bandura,
1977; Kanfer, 1975). They continue to cognitivize traditional behavior theory by
emphasizing that how events are interpreted may be more crucial than the events
themselves. Likewise, they view the individual’s awareness of the contingencies
in the situation (his or her understanding of what behavior leads to what outcome)
as a crucial determinant of the resulting actions and choices. Finally, they stress
that any given stimulus condition may have a variety of effects, depending on
how the individual construes and transforms it (Mischel, 1974). The result is a
much simpler and less mechanical view of the individual, with further evapora-
tion of the boundaries between the personological, social, and cognitive do-
mains. The result also is an emerging view of the person as a cognitive creature
with both impressive cognitive competencies and substantial judgmental fal-
libilities.

For me, especially compelling evidence for the cognitive competencies of
people (which we psychologists so easily underestimate) is found when we study
young children’s growing understanding of psychological principles underlying
social behavior. Many of us have quipped at cocktail parties about how our
grandmothers knew most of the things that psychologists labor so heavily to
discover empirically. Lacking grandmothers, but having good access to young
children, we decided to see which findings, if any, from the bedrock principles of
our field would become known to youngsters early in the course of development
(Mischel & Mischel, 1979). We constructed objective multiple choice tests that
confronted children from preschool age through the sixth grade with highly
specific questions requiring them to predict the probable outcome of classical
experiments in psychology that we carefully described in detail, stripped of
jargon, and phrased in age-appropriate ways. These experiments ranged from
Asch’s study on conformity through Bandura’s work on modeling, Pavlov’s
classical conditioning, and Skinner’s studies of reinforcement schedules. Perhaps
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we were naive, but we were surprised to lind that by the time the children
reached about age 10, they knew an impressive wimnount of psychology. They
knew, for example, about the aggression-facilitating effects of watching aggres-
sive models; they knew that live modeling with guided participation is a more
cffective treatment for phobias than either systematic desensitization or symbohie
(film-based) modeling; they knew that Harlow s frightened monkeys would cling
to the milkless terry cloth mother more than to the wire one with milk. And
although fourth graders did not know that a bystander will be more likely to help
when alone than when in a group, this ostensible nonobvious insight of social
psychology was known to children by the time they reached the sixth grade.

Lest we decide to rely exclusively on our children’s psychological knowledge,
let me emphasize that their knowledge was not limitless: They were systemati-
cally wrong, tor example, about conformity in the Asch situation and about the
effects of cognitive dissonance, and they did not know Pavlov’s discovery about
classical conditioning. They did, however, know that intermittent reinforcement
makes Skinner’s pigeons peck longer after the food stops. The fact that by grade
six we get correlations as high as .93 (¥ = 10) between knowledge and intelli-
gence test scores makes us feel that spontaneous knowledge of psychological
principles about social behavior may indeed be an important ingredient of per-
sonal and cognitive competence, and its developmental course may be worth
pursuing systematically.

In my own version of the cognitive-social learning approach (Mischel, 1973,
1979). the person variables of special interest are the individual’s competencies,
encoding strategies, expectancies, values, plans-rules, and self-regulatory sys-
tems.? Even the mere listing of these variables should make it clear how far such
a position is from the stereotyped view in which behavioral approaches leave the
person a personality-less victim of every momentary situation and how heavy the
reliance on cognitive constructs has become. It is equally far from the attempt to
develop an exhaustive listing of individual-difference dimensions, motives, and
defenses that characterized trait and psychodynamic approaches to personality.
Nevertheless, it must be emphasized that the impact of these person variables on
behavior hinges on specific interactions between the individual and the
psychological conditions of his or her life. In my view, perhaps the greatest
resistance to situational forces is shown by some of the individual’s personal
constructs. The *‘theories’ we form about behavior (as in people’s implicit
personality theories about self and others) may be some of the most stable and
situation-free constructions. That has double-edged consequences. On the one

—
2[n my current research program I am especially concerned with how encoding strategies are
influenced by affective states (Lewinsohn, Mischel, Chaplin, & Barton, 1980; Mischel, Ebbesen,
& Zeiss, 1976) with the nature of everyday person-categories and their functions (Cantor & Mischel,
1979); and with the development of the individual’s own knowledge and understanding of self-
regulatory processes in particular and psychological principles more generally (Mischel, 1979).
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1. PERSONALITY AND COGNITION 13

hand, the tenacity of these constructions provides a necded degree of stubility in
an otherwise cxcessively complex. disorganized, and unstable world. On the
other, they also may become hard to discontirm and may lead us to badly
misinter, as we know from studies of the fallibility of the human judge and
intuitive predictor (Nisbett & Ross, 1980).

COGNITIVE ECONOMICS

‘The same lines of research that help illuminate the nature and limitations of
thought and judgment also are helping to clarify some of the puzzles that have
made progress in personality and clinical psychology especially difficult. Studies
of both clinical judgment and everyday social perception are teaching us much
about how the constructs and expectations of the judge and structure interact with
whatever data there might be “‘out there " in the world of the perceived. That is
one of the fundamental, enduring messages that emerges from the fields of both
personality and cognitive psychology. Indeed, beginning in the late 1940s with
the “‘new look’ (Bruner, 1957), we have come to recognize that there are
cognitive heuristics (distortions, simplifications, and biases that channel what we
expect and how we act) through which we go rapidly beyond the information
given. Much in the present volume testifies to the continuation in new forms of
this insight.

Especially in the last decade, research in cognitive and social psychology,
most notably investigations of how people categorize, simplify, and process
information when making social judgments, has begun to illuminate the cogni-
tive bases for many of the enduring paradoxes and historical dilemmas of person-
ality and clinical psychology (Nisbett & Ross, 1980; Tversky & Kahneman,
1971, 1974, 1979). For example, such studies have shown elegantly how certain
everyday heuristics of inference may bias the judge (whether layperson or trained
scientist) to ignore base rates (unless they are causally relevant) and the reliability
of evidence. The ‘‘representativeness’’ heuristic, for instance, leads one to pre-
dict incorrectly extreme values and low probability events when they happen to
resemble what one is trying to predict. The same heuristic also helps to account
for other common judgmental embarrassments found in the literature on clinical
inference (Mischel, 1968, Chapter 5). Thus the *‘illusion of validity"* (Kahne-
man & Tversky, 1973, p. 249) arises and persists because the very factors that
enhance the judge s subjective confidence—such as the consistency and extrem-
ity of the data—often are correlated negatively, in fact, with the accuracy of
predictions, creating the paradox of confident predictors who persist in practices
that are objectively unjustifiable. Moreover, the layperson, like the clinician,
cagerly seeks causal explanations of events (Tversky & Kahneman, 1979) and in
these explanations tends most readily and naturally to attribute causality to the
enduring dispositions of uactors rather than to the particular circumstances in
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which they act. The growing insights into vur cognitive processes and our talli-
bility as intuitive psychologists are an important part of the general recognition of
what might be called *‘cognitive economics’: the recognition that people (in-
cluding scientists) are flooded by information that somehow must be reduced and
simplified to allow efficient processing and to avoid an otherwise overwhelming
overload.

These cognitive economics are a mixed blessing. On the one hand, categoriza-
tions are the units essential for any kind of generalizing, providing the foundation
of efficient information processing and thought. On the other hand, a reliance on
preconceived typologies has its costs as well as its value, potentially encouraging
attributions of the characteristics associated with a category to cach member,
even when those characteristics may not fit the individual. Such gratuitous at-
tributions may constrain the subsequent behavior of the perceived as well as bias
the perceptions and actions of the perceiver (Snyder, this volume; Snyder,
Tanke, & Berscheid, 1977). A summary of the gist of diverse behaviors may
undermine attention to their specific details and nuances. A tendency to exagger-
ate and overgeneralize the structure that actually exists in the individual’s be-
havior may lead us to underestimate the incompleteness and flexibility in that
structure. By searching for *‘good fits™ to our general type categories, we may
misjudge—and mistreat—people who poorly fit our preconceptions. The advan-
tage of categorizing is that it allows thought and prevents us from being over-
whelmed by a flood of stimuli. The disadvantage is that it allows stereotyping
and may lead us to view and treat people on the basis of the types or categories
into which we squeeze them rather than on the basis of each individual’s unique-
ness.

Much confusion in theorizing about personality may reflect a failure to recog-
nize that categorizations are an inevitable, fundamental, and pervasive aspect of
information processing, built into our cognitive economics. Such categorizations
can be made at different levels, for different goals, and with distinctive gains and
losses (Mischel, 1979). Categorizations about people at a fairly molar or global
level, as in broad-trait ratings, can provide widely shared characterizations of
what individuals ‘‘are like in general,”” and these characterizations of gist or
central tendency may be stable and reliable over long periods of time. However,
such broad categories will obscure the subtle interactions of the particular indi-
vidual’s behavior with particular contexts. Categorizations at a more molecular,
context-bound, and behavioral level, on the other hand, tend to highlight the
discriminativeness of behavior in relation to changes in the specific psychologi-
cal situation, focusing on the within-person variance in behavior rather than on
the mean (Mischel, 1968, 1973). A category that greatly helps us to see the
fine-grain nuances of someone’s behavior as it shifts with changes in life condi-
tions may actually make it more difficult to see the overall gist of what they are
doing ‘‘on the whole.”’ In recent years, the importance of these categorization

e e e i a R b b  REAR  Pne it 4

——r

R

.

—s—

SR e kTR E

PrOCESSeS i ey
vides une of thy
ogy (Cantor, ¢t
Mischel, 1979
For example
process inform
purposes. Whe
unifying traits
trinsic) to the a
Mischel, 1979,
either to form .
primarily on u:
mon contexts.
about contexts
formation of a
[t also has
structured syst
about what bel
these qualities,
(Schneider, 19
or not these cc
my view, there
attributes in th
able behavior 1
persons (e.g.,
occur in certal
neither *‘all in
instead a func
characteristics
object domain
purposes, and «
cal explanatior
persons percei’
them. Perceive
just as surely «
head of the per
person percepti
some significar
in the search f
molecular inco
ful coherences
volume). Inste:




nd
ng

ra-
ion
on
ing
«er,
at-
nas
ler,
nay
1er-
be-
that
nay
jan-
ver-
ying
ries
Jue-

cog-
ot of
ions
rand
obal
15 of
st or
:ver,
indi-
ular,
it the
)lOgi-
in on
e the
ondi-
'y are
ration

L T

1. PERSONALITY AND COGNITION 15

processes in everyday person perception has begun to be recognized, and pro-
vides one of the clearest interfaces of personality, social, and cognitive psychol-
ogy (Cantor, this volume; Cohen, this volume; Higgins, this volume: Jeffery &
Mischel, 1979).

For example, some research suggests that the strategy that percetvers use to
process information about a person is affected importantly by their particular
purposes. When their purpose is optimal recall, perceivers take account of both
unifying traits and unifying contexts to the degree that they are *'built-in’’ (in-
trinsic) to the actual structure of the information (Cohen, this volume; Jetfery &
Mischel, 1979; Mischel, Jeffery, & Patterson, 1974). But when their purpose is
either to form an impression or to make specific predictions, they tend to focus
primarily on unifying traits, on the attributes of the person, glossing over com-
mon contexts. The cost of this strategy may be reduced recall of information
about contexts or situations; the gain may be greater cognitive economy in the
formation of a coherent person impression.

It also has become increasingly plain that the lay perceiver has a well-
structured system of expectations in the form of “‘implicit personality theories’”
about what behavioral signs go with what dispositional qualities and about how
these qualities, in turn, tend to cluster and co-dgecur in different kinds of people
(Schneider, 1973; Shweder, 1975). There has been much debate about whether
or not these configurations are merely illusions in the head of the perceiver. In
my view, there certainly are significant, meaningful correlations among person
attributes in the real world. For example, there probably is a tendency for soci-
able behavior to co-occur with talkative and active behavior in certain types of
persons (e.g., extraverts), just as sweet songs, feathers, and wings tend to co-
occur in certain kinds of animals (e.g., canaries). Structure, I believe, exists
neither ‘all in the head’’ of the perceiver nor “‘all in the person’” perceived; it is
instead a function of an interaction between the beliefs of observers and the
characteristics of the observed, in the person domain as well as in the common
object domain. While I doubt the utility of broad-trait inferences for many
purposes, and certainly do not regard traits as adequate units for the psychologi-
cal explanation of behavior, I do not question their roots in the behavior of the
persons perceived as well as in the cognitive structures of those who perceive
them. Perceivers surely go beyond the information they are ‘‘given,’’ but they
just as surely do not invent regularly the information itself. Information in the
head of the perceiver and in the world of the perceived interacts in the course of
person perception. Thus, perceivers expect that certain behaviors go together: To
some significant extent these co-occurrences do occur more often than by chance;
in the search for the gist of another person's qualities, perceivers can discount
molecular inconsistencies and exaggerate observed invariances to build meaning-
ful coherences about the individual’s distinguishing characteristics (Cantor, this
volume). Instead of debating the existence or reality of such coherences, we need
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(o contiue to clarify with increasing depth their nature and organization and the
cules through which they may be recognized.

THE RETURN OF THE SELF AND
PERSONAL CONSTRUCTS

Some anticipations of current developments at the personality-cognition inter-
face may be found in the phenomenological and self theory of which perhaps the
most influential modern spokesman was Carl Rogers. Beginning in the 1940s and
1950s, he adamantly asserted that our perceptions of events, more than their
objective reality, guide how we act. Rogers was one of the first psychologists to
recognize that the self provides a most important consistency-generating organiz-
ing unit. If [ sense correctly what is happening in the field now (as reflected
partly in this volume) one sees again a new concern not only with cognition
generally but with the self particularly as an organizing structure that provides
coherence and unity in the face of behavioral diversity (Kuiper & Derry,
Locksley & Lennauer, Markus & Smith, and Rogers in this volume). It is to be
hoped that the current approaches to the self will not endow it with the homun-
culus and will not create the tautologies that undermined the usefulness and
credibility of the concept of self in earlier formulations.

George Kelly was another exciting historical force in the same vein, although
his full influence is just beginning to be felt. Kelly (1955) noted in his personal
construct theory that we perpetuate a curious dichotomy in how we practice
psychology. When we scientists talk about other people, they are ‘‘subjects’’
whose behavior is governed by laws and depends on motives, contingencies,
and reinforcement conditions. But when we talk about ourselves, we see our-
selves as cognitive beings, who form and test hypotheses about the world. Kelly
suggested, long before others, that the same orientation and principles ought to
be used in talking about our ‘‘subjects’’ and about ourselves. He thus
foreshadowed much in contemporary psychology, and his wisdom has not yet
been fully recognized (Mischel, 1980). His notion that a person is capable always
of constructive alternativism, of creating alternative worlds, is especially appeal-
ing to the present cognitive zeitgeist in psychology. He insisted that while cogni-
tion may not be able to change an event at all, one is always free to reconstrue
what the event means and how it impacts. One can always recategorize the
meaning of the event even if one cannot change its existence. I think that is an
extremely important idea, introducing the possibility of freedom through recon-
struing, through recategorizing, and through cognitive transformations that allow
us to build alternative ways of seeing and being. It is this concern with personal
meaning and understanding that serves as a main theme of the present volume.
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PERSONALITY, COGNITION, AND .'if;j

SQCIAL INTERACTION y

R

fn sum, the term personality psychology ™ does not need o be Timited o the R L)
study of differences between individuals in their consistent attributes, as it has ':“ T;r’
been traditionally. Personality psychology ultimately must also encompass the i t,:p

study of how people’s cognitive and behavioral activities, their understandings -3';

and actions, interact with—and shape reciprocally—the conditions of their lives. et
A comprehensive approach to personality psychology, in my view, must L AET g

vmphasize the interdependence of behavior and conditions, mediated by the
constructions and cognitive activities of the person who generates them (Mischel,
1973). 1t must recognize the human tendency to invent constructs and to adhere
to them as well as to generate subtly discriminative behaviors across settings and
vver time. It must take account of the crucial role of situations (conditions) but :
recognize that they serve as informational inputs whose effect on behavior de- ¥ &
pends on how they are processed. Moreover, such an approach needs to recog- '
nize that the person’s behaviors and expectations change situations as well as

being changed by them in a reciprocal interaction (Athay & Darley, this volume:;

Snyder, this volume). The present volume should help to illuminate those recip-

rocal interactions while simultaneously bridging arbitrary divisions between per-

sonality, social, and cognitive psychology. The work reported in the following

pages should nicely document the increasing fuzziness of those categories. [ hope

that this work also points toward a future in which both cognitive and social

processes will become fully integrated into a coherent and comprehensive view

of the person.
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