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Handbook Preface

Remarkably, the linkage between personality and psycho-
pathology, although extensive, has not been underscored in
the larger tomes on these subjects. In the last decade there
have been many books on personality, adult psychopathology,
and child psychopathology, but none seems to have related
the three in an integrated fashion. In part, this three-volume
Comprehensive Handbook of Personality and Psychopathol-
ogy (CHOPP), with the first volume on Personality and Every-
day Functioning, the second on Adult Psychopathology, and
the third on Child Psychopathology, is devoted to remedying
this gap in the literature. Another unique feature of CHOPP
appears in the volumes on Adult Psychopathology and Child
Psychopathology, where impact of adult and child psycho-
pathology on family, work, school, and peers is highlighted,
in addition to the relation of specific psychopathology to nor-
mal development. Given the marked importance of such im-
pact, contributors were asked to delineate the negative impact
of psychopathology on the individual’s daily environments.

In light of the aforementioned features, we trust that
CHORPP is timely and that it will be well received in many
quarters in psychology. The work should stand as an entity
as a three-volume endeavor. However, given the structure of
each volume, we believe that it is possible to break up the
set into individual volumes for relevant courses on person-
ality, normal development, adult psychopathology, and child
psychopathology.

Volume 1 (Personality and Everyday Functioning) contains
23 chapters divided into four parts (Foundations, Broad-Range
Theories and Systems, Mid-Range Theories, and Special Ap-
plications). This volume is unique in that it encompasses both
the broad theories of personality and those theories with a
more limited range, known as mid-range theories. Broad-
range theories were originally developed to explain the be-
havior of normal people in everyday situations. But it also is
important to have a reference point for those individuals suf-
fering from various sorts of psychopathology. Chapters in
this section follow a general format where possible:

A. Statement of the Theory

B. Developmental Considerations

C. Biological/Physiological Relationships
D. Boundaries of the Theory

vii

E. Evidence in Support of and against the Theory
F. Predictions for Everyday Functioning

1. Family Life

2. Work or School

3. Retirement

4. Recreation

Thus, Volume 1 sets the stage for Volumes 2 and 3 while
at the same time standing on its own for understanding every-
day life from the personality perspective.

Volume 2 (Adult Psychopathology) contains 30 chapters
divided into three parts (General Issues, Major Disorders and
Problems, Treatment Approaches). Volume 3 (Child Psy-
chopathology) contains 27 chapters divided into three parts
(General Issues, Major Disorders and Problems, Treatment
Approaches). As previously noted, a unique feature in these
volumes is mention of the impact of psychopathology on
the family, work, school, and peers, often neglected in stan-
dard works. In both Volumes 2 and 3, most of the contrib-
utors have adhered to a relatively standard format for Part
Two. In some instances, some of the authors have opted to
combine sections.

. Description of the Disorder
Epidemiology
Clinical Picture
. Etiology
Course, Complications, and Prognosis
Assessment and Diagnosis
. Impact on the Environment
1. Family
2. Work or School
3. Peer Interactions
H. Treatment Implications

QTEmYUN®

In addition, authors in Volume 3 include the sections Per-
sonality Development and Psychopathology and Implications
for Future Personality Development. We trust that the rela-
tively uniform format in Part Two of Volumes 2 and 3 will
make for ease of reading and some interchapter comparisons
within and across volumes.

Many individuals have worked very hard to bring this se-
ries of volumes to fruition. First, we thank our editor at John
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Wiley, Tracey Belmont, for once again understanding the
import and scope of the project and having confidence in our
ability to execute in spite of interfering hurricanes, other nat-
ural events, and varied life events. Second, we thank our
editors of the specific volumes for planning, recruiting, and
editing. Third, we thank our eminent contributors for taking
time out from their busy schedules to add yet one more writ-
ing task in sharing their expertise. Claire Huismann, our
project manager at Apex Publishing, deserves special rec-

ognition for her extraordinary efforts, competence, and pa-
tience throughout the creation of this series. And finally, but
hardly least of all, we thank all at John Wiley and Pacific
University, including Carole Londeree, Linda James, Alison
Brodhagen, Greg May, and Cynthia Polance, for their excel-
lent technical assistance.

Michel Hersen and Jay C. Thomas
Forest Grove and Portland, Oregon



Preface to Volume 1

People who find the study of psychology fascinating are usu-
ally intrigued by personality. This interest stems from rec-
ognition that, at its core, personality must describe at least
some causes of behavior. Theoretical positions may quibble
about whether personality is a direct, indirect, or mediating
cause, but, bottom line, it is somehow causally involved with
the way people behave. This view contrasts with that of some
attribution theorists, who maintain the validity of the Fun-
damental Error of Attribution (Ross, 1977) and argue that
personal dispositions are not necessarily the cause of behav-
ior. This seems to be frequently misinterpreted as meaning
that individual characteristics do not cause behavior (Funder
& Colvin, 1997), an approach that we may label the Fun-
damental Error of Attribution Theorists. No one today would
assert that personality causes all behavior. The interesting
issues are when does personality impact behavior, to what
extent does it influence behavior, and under what conditions?
Personality theories must attempt to answer these questions
if they are to be viable explanations of the human situation.

Both of the editors of this volume are not only psychol-
ogists, they are applied psychologists. Jay Thomas’s training
and practice are in industrial and organizational psychology,
and Dan Segal’s training and practice are in clinical psy-
chology. Our applied focus led to other important questions
about personality. We both have had the experience of study-
ing the great and not-so-great systems of personality and
wondering what those systems had to do with people in ev-
eryday life. How does personality influence family life, work
life, recreation, retirement, and so forth? Further, personality
and psychopathology would seem to be intimately related,
but how? The Freudian system, for example, attempts to an-
swer the latter, but often fails in the former (Dr. Freud, when
is a cigar just a cigar?). This led us to ask what we should
expect from a theory of personality, and we asked Theodore
Millon and Seth D. Grossman in Part One, named “Foun-
dations,” to define what the goals of a theory of personality
should be. Their answer not only encompasses the questions
with which we began, but it also insists that personality psy-
chology be consistent with the other sciences, most notably
the evolutionary and biological sciences.

About a quarter century ago the debate over environmen-
tal versus personal determinates of behavior finally led to an
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interactionist perspective (Ekehammar, 1974; Magnussen &
Endler, 1977). The interactionist perspective held that behav-
ior was a product of both the person and the situation. Of
course a theory that merely predicts behavior based on a cur-
rent and local combination of person and environment may
have some practical value, but it would not be viewed as a
solution to the primary problem of how does personality cause
behavior. Over time, situations mold personality and person-
ality molds, or chooses, situations. Personality develops within
an environmental context; general courses of development
along with the local context must be attended to in order to
understand both personality and psychopathology. Thus, the
developmental systems perspective forms a foundation for
understanding personality and psychopathology. This foun-
dation is addressed by Richard M. Lerner, Jacqueline V.
Lerner, Jason Almerigi, and Christina Theokas in Chapter 2.

If the environment influences personality development,
then, of course, a critical component of that environment is
the culture or cultures in which the person is born, develops,
and lives. Cultures vary to an extraordinary degree in just
about every facet of life. Culture is now seen as a pervasive
influence on the development and expression of personality,
and no broad system of personality is complete without in-
corporating it. One of the most interesting and least appre-
ciated is the manner in which different cultures consider and
use the construct of time. We asked Richard W. Brislin and
Kevin D. Lo to present how culture, personality, and time
work together in influencing behavior as the third and final
chapter of “Foundations.”

Personality is usually studied through broad systems that
attempt to explain functioning in all or, at least, most areas
of life and, in particular, abnormal behavior. The psychody-
namic, behavioral, existential, and other such systems have
become so infused into psychology that these same terms and
accompanying concepts are used to describe competing ap-
proaches to psychotherapy. No handbook would be complete
without thorough and incisive presentation of these major
systems. In Part Two, named “Broad-Range Theories and
Systems,” we challenged our authors not only to think criti-
cally about the foremost theories of personality and psycho-
pathology but also to flesh out how each approach contributes
to our understanding of functioning in everyday life.
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Authors of these chapters were given a structured format
to follow (data and common sense permitting, of course),
including a statement of the theory, developmental consider-
ations, boundaries of the theory, evidence for and against the
theory, and predictions for everyday functioning. These chap-
ters include: “Psychodynamic Theories” (David L. Wolitzky),
“Trait and Factor Theories” (Paul T. Costa Jr. and Robert R.
McCrae), “Developmental Stage Theories” (Bert Hayslip Jr.,
Craig S. Neumann, Linda Louden, and Benjamin Chapman),
“Behavioral Theories” (Madelon Y. Bolling, Christeine M.
Terry, and Robert J. Kohlenberg), “Evolutionary Theories”
(David A. Beaulieu and Daphne Blunt Bugental), “Cognitive
Theories” (David J. A. Dozois, Paul A. Frewen, and Roger
Covin), “Existential and Humanistic Theories” (Paul T. P.
Wong), and “Constructivist Theories” (Jonathan D. Raskin).
Although these experts on the broadband theories had a simi-
lar structure to follow, they excelled at providing thoughtful
overviews and critiques of the models so that readers can
understand the unique strengths and limitations of each major
paradigm. Perhaps the greatest diversity among these chap-
ters is the approaches to understanding everyday functioning,
with topics as varied and far-ranging as the nature of ro-
mantic love, the choosing of one’s spouse, success or failure
regarding interpersonal relationships, the primal reciprocity
of parent-child relationships, the emotional and academic
transitions that children make in the school environment,
child maltreatment, bullying at school and work, coping with
retirement, choosing and valuing leisure interests and recre-
ation, and the role of meaning-making and personal construc-
tions in the major domains of life. These chapters provide
numerous provocative and stimulating ideas for clinical in-
tervention and research focus.

Psychologists are sometimes described as having “physics
envy” because of our admiration of the success of physicists
in quantifying, mathematizing, and empirically validating so
many of the phenomena they study. However, even physics,
with some of the greatest minds in history at its disposal,
has not succeeded with a “theory of everything.” So it is in
psychology. The classic, broad systems of personality and
psychopathology have not gained universal acceptance and
sometimes seem inapplicable to many of the problems psy-
chologists face as theoreticians, scientists, and practitioners.
This was clear more than a half century ago when Robert
Merton (1949) called for middle-range theories that attempted
to explain behavior on a more limited scope than the pre-
vailing broad theories of psychologists and sociologists. Even
smaller in scope are limited-domain theories (cf. Miner,
1993) that attempt to explain and predict specific forms of
behavior under bounded conditions. Our opinion is that the
limited-domain theories are usually not as limited in scope

as their authors proclaim, so Part Three is simply denoted
Mid-Range Theories. The personality as depicted in these
theories is not descriptive of the individual all the time, but
rather it explains the situations certain people get themselves
into and what they do once there. The prototype mid-range
theory is John B. Miner’s role motivation theory (Chapter
12), which loosely can be said to maintain that people have
a repertoire of roles that they feel comfortable playing, and
they tend to seek situations that allow them to play those
roles. Think of John Wayne, who effectively played a limited
range of characters across his many movies. One shudders to
imagine him playing the pensive and indecisive Hamlet or
the suave James Bond. John Wayne himself would probably
have shuddered at the prospect.

For nearly a century, psychologists and career counselors
have encouraged their clients to pursue careers in occupations
that match their interests. The successful development of
vocational-interest measures was an impetus to the wide use
of testing in counseling and employee selection (Hansen &
Dik, 2004). In spite of the success of interest measures, for
many years there was little agreement about just what inter-
ests are and what their place in a taxonomy of human attrib-
utes should be. Crites (1969) treated interests separately from
personality, although he termed them dispositional response
tendencies. By 1991, René Dawes generally agreed with
Crites but concluded that interests are manifestations or ex-
pressions of personality distinct from what is measured by
standard personality inventories. Today, interests are firmly
fixed as components of personality; one leader in the field
even considers clusters of interests as representing person-
ality types (Holland, 1997). Vocational interests are a critical
aspect of personality as it influences everyday life, but as
K. S. Douglas Low and James Rounds show in Chapter 13
controversy still abounds regarding the universality of the
structure of interests.

If interests are part of personality, and because Silvia
(2001) showed that interests are also emotions, then what is
the relationship between personality and emotion? One cur-
rent focus of research and theory is positive (PA) and nega-
tive (NA) affect and whether these are on opposite poles of
a single continuum or represent different constructs altogether.
Paul J. Silvia and John B. Warburton take on the PA/NA
divide and address whether these are state or trait character-
istics in Chapter 14.

The Declaration of Independence declares a right to “Life,
Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness™ for all. Presumably
the pursuit of happiness includes attaining a sense of well-
being, clearly an important facet of everyday life. Removing
external barriers to happiness and well-being may be a po-
litical process, but internal barriers abound as well. How one



thinks about life events, obstacles, and even good fortune
seems to have an important impact on feelings of well-being.
Following the issue of the relation of emotions to personality
we now have to consider how cognition and personality are
related. In Chapter 15 Deborah Wise and Johan Rosqvist ex-
plain how explanatory style influences well-being and how
this may be considered an aspect of personality. Attitudes are
largely cognitive constructs and they impact personality as
well. Life is stressful. In the extreme case, about 50 percent
of adults have been exposed to some form of trauma, but
only about 10 percent of women and 5 percent of men (over-
all about 7 percent) develop post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) (Ozer & Weiss, 2004). It is a matter of considerable
importance to determine why so many people seem resilient
in the face of life’s vicissitudes whereas a large minority are
not resilient. According to Salvatore R. Maddi, hardiness, or
the courage to face a stressful life, is a critical piece of the
puzzle, as he discusses in Chapter 16. Finally, for some peo-
ple the pursuit of happiness involves the pursuit of sensations,
of risks. These people may at times appear fearless to the rest
of us. In Chapter 17 Genevieve L. Y. Arnaut builds on the
earlier work of Marvin Zuckerman (1994) to define sensation
seeking as a personality trait and reviews the research of the
past decade in establishing sensation seeking as an important
and useful mid-range theory of personality.

One unifying characteristic of the mid-range theories is
they are both theoretical and immediately practical. Because
they are precise about predictions, conditions, and bound-
aries, their survival is far more subject to the results of em-
pirical tests. Consequently, the chapters in Part Three tend to
have an empiricist edge. Theories are presented, research re-
sults are provided, and the theories are revised in light of the
findings to a greater extent than is the case for the broad-
range systems.

Part Four, labeled “Special Applications,” obviously in-
cludes aspects of personality and everyday life that we be-
lieve are important but that do not fit well into the previous
sections of the volume. For most of these, the special appli-
cation means the situation—the work organization. It is note-
worthy that all of the authors of these chapters lead double
lives as scholars and practitioners. Their academic side leads
them to focus on the neatness of theory: internal consistency,
relations to other theories, and research support. Their prac-
titioner side demands practicality and a focus on what the
theory means in the real world. This has led to some exciting
and, we believe, seminal contributions to the relationship be-
tween personality and everyday life. Leadership theorists have
recently been struck by the notion of the transformational
leader, a person whose achievements stem primarily from the
ability to establish a common vision and move followers to
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make that vision a reality. In popular parlance we often say
the transformational leader does this through the strength of
his or her personality. Is personality really part of transfor-
mational leadership? Is transformational leadership part of
personality? These issues are addressed by Ram Aditya in
Chapter 18 along with an extensive review of the research
connecting personality to transformational leadership.

Person-environment fit (P-E fit) is a consistent theme
throughout much of psychology. Probably everyone believes
that P-E fit is important, but few have considered how to
conceptualize how such a fit really comes about and what it
means. We challenged John F. Binning, James M. LeBreton,
and Anthony J. Adorno to reconceptualize what P-E fit is and
how it relates to performance (loosely defined to include any
aspect of performance). The result in Chapter 19 is a new
theoretical statement that will generate interest and research
for the next several years. In Chapter 20 a different permu-
tation of the same authors also wrote on the phenomenon of
subclinical psychopaths. Subclinical psychopaths are people
who have many of the characteristics of antisocial personality
disorder but are not severe enough to warrant a diagnosis.
Such individuals are a matter of much concern in organiza-
tions, where they can generate considerable disruption and,
occasionally, do some good. The very concept of subclinical
raises interesting issues for the study of personality and psy-
chopathology because it implies a gradation along a contin-
uum rather than a threshold effect in which a person on one
side of a line technically is not disordered whereas a person
on the other side is disordered. Continuing the P-E fit theme
is Daniel J. Svyantek and Jennifer P. Bott’s Chapter 21 re-
lating organizational climate, personality, and organizational
behavior. This has been an area that has not received the
research attention it deserves, partly because such studies are
difficult to conceive and implement. As a consequence, much
of their chapter is a review of the relevant literature followed
by an example of how these issues can be researched.

The final chapters in Part Four change the pace a little to
set the stage for the next two volumes of the handbook. In
Chapter 22 Paula G. Williams and Heather E. Gunn examine
gender differences in personality, particularly in the Big Five
personality traits, and gender differences in psychopathology.
They also incisively describe and scrutinize possible models
that link gender, personality, and psychological adjustment.
Finally, in Chapter 23 John D. Mayer closes the volume by
explaining how the diagnoses in the most commonly used
diagnostic system, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders, 4th edition, text revision (DSM-IV-TR;
American Psychiatric Association, 2000), can be organized
based on modern personality theory. Considering the DSM-
IV-TR was developed from a (purported) atheoretical stance,
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Mayer’s exposition is an impressive and noteworthy accom-
plishment. It allows for an informed and systematic transition
from Personality and Everyday Functioning to personality
and psychopathology, the theme of Volumes 2 and 3.

This volume is the product of many people’s hands and
minds. The chapter authors invested ingenuity and labor to
create the body of the book, and we are grateful to them for
their contributions. Linda James, Carole Londeree, and Ali-
son Brodhagen were extraordinarily helpful in preparing the
manuscript. Tracey Belmont and the staff of John Wiley &
Sons were critical in completing this project. Finally, our
friend and colleague (and Jay Thomas’s coeditor in chief of
the series) Michel Hersen has been a tremendous influence on
this project from start to finish. Only those who have worked
with Michel can appreciate the nature of his contributions.

Jay C. Thomas
Portland, Oregon

Daniel L. Segal
Colorado Springs, Colorado
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CHAPTER 1

Goals of a Theory of Personality

THEODORE MILLON AND SETH D. GROSSMAN

THEORETICAL FUNCTIONS

Kurt Lewin wrote some 70 years ago (1936) that “there is
nothing so practical as a good theory.” Theory, when properly
fashioned, ultimately provides more simplicity and clarity
than unintegrated and scattered information. Unrelated knowl-
edge and techniques, especially those based on surface sim-
ilarities, are a sign of a primitive science, as has been
effectively argued by modern philosophers of science. All
natural sciences have organizing principles that not only cre-
ate order but also provide the basis for generating hypotheses
and stimulating new knowledge. A good theory not only
summarizes and incorporates extant knowledge but is heu-
ristic, that is, has “systematic import,” as Hempel has phrased
it (1961), in that it originates and develops new observations
and new methods. It is unfortunate that the number of theo-
ries that have been advanced to explain clinical phenomena
is directly proportional to the internecine squabbling found
in the literature. Paroxysms of “scientific virtue” and pieties
of “methodological purity” rarely are exclaimed by theorists
themselves but rather by their less creative disciples.

Of course, formal theory should not be pushed far beyond
the data, and its derivations should be linked wherever fea-
sible to established observations. However, even a reasonable
speculative framework can be a compelling instrument for
helping coordinate and give consonance to complex and di-
verse observations—if its concepts are linked where possible
to relevant facts in the empirical world. By probing beneath
surface impressions to inner structures and processes, previ-
ously isolated facts and difficult-to-fathom data may yield
new relationships and expose clearer meanings. Progress
does not advance by brute empiricism alone, that is, by
merely piling up more descriptive and more experimental
data. What is elaborated and refined in theory is understand-
ing, an ability to see relations more plainly, to conceptualize
categories more accurately, and to create greater overall co-
herence in a subject, that is, to integrate its elements in a
more logical, consistent, and intelligible fashion.

Unfortunately, the formal structure of most clinical theo-
ries of the past has been haphazard and unsystematic; con-
cepts often were vague, and procedures by which empirical
consequences could be derived were tenuous, at best. Instead
of presenting an orderly arrangement of concepts and prop-
ositions by which hypotheses could be clearly derived, most
theorists presented a loosely formulated pastiche of opinions,
analogies, and speculations. Brilliant as many of these specu-
lations may have been, they often have left the reader dazzled
rather than illuminated. Though many theories in personality
generated brilliant deductions and insights, few of these ideas
could be attributed to their structure, the clarity of their cen-
tral principles, the precision of their concepts, or their formal
procedures for hypothesis derivation. It is here where the con-
cepts and laws of adjacent sciences may come into play, pro-
viding models of structure and derivation that may undergird
and parallel the principles and observations of personology.

A unifying theory for personology must coalesce the dis-
parate schools of personality study, not in a haphazard way
that merely identifies or records their separate contributions,
but in a manner that integrates alternative perspectives at a
deeper level, that is, one that synthesizes the several view-
points intrinsically. Whereas eclectic approaches have as their
benefit the advantages of open-mindedness and comprehen-
siveness, they are likely to generate little more than a measure
of illusory psychic comfort. A substantively unifying para-
digm will interweave fundamental relationships that exist
among the cognitive, biological, intrapsychic, and behavioral
elements that inhere in the person. This will, for example,
generate synergistic therapeutic strategies such as those that
have been demonstrated by employing combinatorial treat-
ment approaches (e.g., cognitive-behavioral therapy [CBT],
pharmacologic/family interventions). However, even more
synergy is possible and desirable.

Theories that focus their attention on only one level of
data (e.g., intrapsychic, cognitive) cannot help but generate
formulations that are limited by their narrow preconceptions;
their formulations must, inevitably, be constrained by the
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simple fact that psychological processes are multidetermined
and multidimensional in expression. Contrariwise, those who
endorse a single-level approach assert that theories that seek
to encompass the totality of personality structure and func-
tions will sink in a sea of data that can be neither charted
conceptually nor navigated methodologically. Clearly, those
who undertake to propose integrative or holistic theories
are faced with the formidable task not only of exposing the
inadequacies of single-level theories but of providing a con-
vincing alternative that is both comprehensive and system-
atic. The reader must judge whether such theorists possess
the analytic skills necessary not only to penetrate the complex
labyrinths of one’s mind and behavior but to chart their in-
tricate pathways in a manner that is both conceptually clear
and methodologically testable.

In this chapter, we will go beyond current conceptual
boundaries in personology and incorporate the contributions
of more firmly grounded adjacent sciences. We believe that
much of psychology remains adrift, divorced from broader
spheres of scientific knowledge, isolated from deeper and
more fundamental, if not universal, principles. Psychology
has built a patchwork quilt of dissonant concepts and diverse
data domains. Preoccupied with but a small part of the larger
pie, or fearing accusations of reductionism, we have failed to
draw on the rich possibilities that may be found in both his-
toric and adjacent realms of scholarly pursuit. With notable
exceptions, there are few cohering concepts that would con-
nect current personologic topics to those of our sister sciences
of nature. We seem trapped in (obsessed with?) contemporary
fads and horizontal refinements. Integrative schemata and co-
hesive constructs that link relevant personologic observations
to other fields of science are needed. This goal—albeit a
rather grandiose one—would be to refashion our patchwork
quilt into a well-tailored and cohesive tapestry that inter-
weaves the diverse forms in which nature expresses itself.

No better sphere within the psychological sciences under-
takes such a synthesis than the subject matter of personology,
the study of persons. Persons are the only organically inte-
grated system in the psychological domain, evolved through
the millennia and inherently created from birth as natural
entities rather than culture-bound and experience-derived
gestalts. The intrinsic cohesion of persons is not merely a
rhetorical construction but an authentic substantive unity.
Personologic features may be differentiated into normal or
pathological and may be partitioned conceptually for prag-
matic or scientific purposes, but they are segments of an
inseparable biopsychosocial entity. Arguing in favor of es-
tablishing explicit links between the several domains of
personologic science calls neither for a reductionistic phi-
losophy, a belief in substantive identicality, or efforts to
so fashion such links by formal logic. Rather, one should

aspire to their substantive concordance, empirical consis-
tency, conceptual interfacing, convergent dialogues, and mu-
tual enlightenment.

The remainder of this chapter will attempt to address sev-
eral key questions concerning the nature of personology, its
foundations, and future directions.

HOW CAN WE CREATE A SCIENTIFIC
STRUCTURE FOR THE SUBSTANTIVE SUBJECT
OF PERSONOLOGY?

Integrative consonance such as previously described is not
an aspiration limited to the physical sciences but is a worthy
goal within personologic science as well. If personology is
ever to become a full-fledged science, rather than a potpourri
of miscellaneous observations and ideas, the overall and ul-
timate architecture of the field must be comprehensively
structured, that is, given a scaffold or framework within
which its diverse elements and principles can be located and
coordinated. For example, personality traits or types should
not stand alone, unconnected to other realms of scientific
discourse. They should be anchored to an empirically sup-
portable theory, on the one hand, and prove instrumental for
clinical assessment and pragmatic for therapeutic action, on
the other. The overall arrangement of personology should
seek to coordinate all of the separate realms that make up its
scientific and applied efforts, namely a foundation in the uni-
versal laws of nature, a coordinated psychological theory, a
derivable taxonomic classification, a series of operational as-
sessment tools, and a flexible yet integrated group of reme-
diation techniques. As recorded in Millon (2000), rather than
developing independently and being left to stand as autono-
mous and largely unconnected functions, a truly mature per-
sonologic science, one that is designed to create a synergistic
bond between its components, will be structured explicitly to
embody the following five elements:

Universal scientific principles, that is, it should be
grounded in the ubiquitous laws of nature. Despite var-
ied forms of expression (in physics, chemistry, psy-
chology, for example), these principles should reflect
fundamental evolutionary processes and thereby pro-
vide an undergirding framework for guiding and con-
structing subject-oriented theories.

A subject-oriented theory, that is, explanatory and heuris-
tic conceptual schemata of nature’s expression in what
we call personology and psychopathology. This theory
should be consistent with established knowledge in
both its own and related sciences (e.g., biology, soci-
ology), and reasonably accurate propositions concern-
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ing normal functioning and clinical conditions should
be both deduced and understood from it, enabling
thereby the development of a formal classification
system.

A taxonomy of personality patterns and clinical syn-
dromes, that is, a classification and nosology derived
logically from the personology/psychopathology the-
ory. These should provide a cohesive organization
within which its major categories can be readily
grouped and differentiated, permitting thereby the de-
velopment of relevant and coordinated assessment
instruments.

Integrated clinical and personality assessment tools, that
is, instruments that are empirically grounded and quan-
titatively sensitive. These should enable the theory’s
propositions and hypotheses to be operationally inves-
tigated and evaluated and the categories making up its
taxonomy to be readily identified (diagnosed) and mea-
sured (dimensionalized), specifying therefrom target
areas for interventions.

Personalized therapeutic interventions, that is, coordi-
nated strategies and modalities of treatment. These
should be designed in accord with the theory, incor-
porate and synthesize diverse therapeutic techniques
(interpersonal, cognitive, intrapsychic, biochemical),
and be oriented to modify both problematic clinical and
personologic characteristics, consonant with profes-
sional standards and social responsibilities.

The coordination of all five elements (i.e., making them
reciprocally enhancing and mutually reinforcing) constitutes
the structure of a personologic science. Working together,
these components will produce integrated knowledge that is
greater than the sum of its individual constituent parts. It is
the synthesis of these structural elements that have been dis-
connected and pursued independently in the twentieth cen-
tury that is sought. Just as each person is an intrinsic unity,
each component of a personologic science should not remain
a separate element of a potpourri of unconnected parts.
Rather, each facet of our work should be integrated into a
gestalt, a coupled and coordinated unity in which the whole
becomes more informative and useful than its individual
parts.

WHY SHOULD EVOLUTIONARY THEORY SERVE
AS THE SUBSTANTIVE BASIS OF UNIVERSAL
PRINCIPLES FOR PERSONOLOGY?

In our view, all basic or applied sciences (physics, engineer-
ing, personology) are outgrowths of a common conceptual

grounding in evolution theory. All disciplines of science,
once achieving sufficient maturity, are natural expressions of
the operation of evolutionary principles. With reference to
the preceding discussion of the structure of a science, each
of these disciplines is composed of subject-area theories (e.g.,
elementary particle physics, personology), formal classifi-
cation taxonomies (e.g., composition of synaptic neurochem-
ical substances, the International Classification of Diseases
[ICD]), operational measuring instruments (e.g., cyclotron
apparatus, the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory
(MMPI)), and, when applied, efficacious methods of effect-
ing change (e.g., locomotive engine, cognitive therapy). As
noted in prior paragraphs, we believe that only when all of
the structural components of a science are articulated and
coordinated can a science and its research techniques achieve
full empirical validity and instrumental efficacy.

We are reaching a time, we believe, when our knowledge
of personology can be structured in a manner akin to our
more advanced sciences. By employing universal principles
of evolutionary theory as a guide to understanding the com-
ponents of personality study, we can begin to formulate theo-
retical conceptual hypotheses that will explain our subject
domain. Such principles also will enable us to construct a
taxonomic system derived from the theory and assessment
tools that can identify the categories and dimensions com-
posing the taxonomy and then point to the clinical charac-
teristics that will serve as therapeutic targets. In effect, a
substantive clinical paradigm based on evolutionary princi-
ples that is structured in this manner will furnish a guide to
where, how, and which research investigations and treatment
interventions are wisest to employ. Failing to build a sub-
stantive and structured paradigm will keep us on the same
scattered and helter-skelter course that has plagued the field
of personality study since time immemorial. Assuredly, bril-
liant theoretical ideas have been proposed in the past, as have
classification systems and instruments been generated as well
as imaginative therapies developed, but our field remains
stuck in a babel of conflicting and confusing perspectives in
which little has changed in the past half-century and little has
been synthesized or structured logically. Integrating the sev-
eral structural components that make up a personologic sci-
ence, aligned with a generative substantive paradigm such as
evolutionary theory, will provide us with an overarching
framework worthy of our collaborative efforts.

The role of evolution may be most clearly grasped when
it is paired with the principles of ecology. So conceived, the
procession of evolution in physics, chemistry, and biology
represents a series of serendipitous transformations in the
structure of a phenomenon (for example, elementary parti-
cle, chemical molecule, living organism) that appear to pro-
mote survival in both its current and its future environments
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(Millon, 1990). Such processions usually stem from the con-
sequences of either random fluctuations (such as mutations)
or replicative reformations (for example, recombinant mat-
ing) among an infinite number of possibilities—some simpler
and others more complex, some more and others less orga-
nized, some increasingly specialized and others not. Evolu-
tion is defined, then, when these restructurings enable a
natural entity (for example, a biological species) or its sub-
sequent variants to survive within present and succeeding
ecologic milieus. It is the continuity through time of these
fluctuations and reformations that makes up the sequence we
characterize as evolutionary progression.

In recent times, we have seen the emergence of sociobiol-
ogy, a new science that explores the interface between human
social functioning and evolutionary biology (Cosmides &
Tooby, 1987; Daly & Wilson, 1978; Rushton, 1985; Symons,
1992; Wilson 1975, 1978, 1998). Contemporary formulations
by psychologists have likewise proposed the potentials and
analyzed the problems involved in cohering evolutionary no-
tions, individual differences, and personality traits (e.g., Buss,
1984, 1994). The concept of personology, first formulated by
Murray (1938), has been extended in the senior author’s writ-
ings (Millon, 1990) to parallel the concept of sociobiology.
It represents a field of science and study that defines and
encompasses the broad subject of personality. It is intended
to serve as a conceptual model and formal theory that utilizes
evolutionary principles, generates a formal taxonomy, and
formulates a basis for clinical assessments and personalized
therapies (Millon with Davis, 1996; Millon, 1997, Millon
with Grossman, Meagher, Millon, & Everly, 1999).

The common goal among personologic scientists is not
only the desire to apply common principles across diverse
scientific realms but also to reduce the enormous range of
personality concepts that have proliferated through history;
this might be achieved by exploring the power of evolution-
ary theory to simplify and order previously disparate features.
For example, all organisms seek to avoid injury, find nour-
ishment, and reproduce their kind if they are to survive and
maintain their populations. Each species displays common-
alities in its adaptive or survival style. Within each species,
however, there are differences in style and differences in the
success with which its various members adapt to the diverse
and changing environments they face. In these simplest of
terms, personality would be employed as a term to represent
the more or less distinctive style of adaptive functioning that
a particular organism of a species exhibits as its relates to its
typical range of environments. Normal personalities, so con-
ceived, would signify the utilization of species-specific modes
of adaptation that are effective in average or expectable en-
vironments. Disorders of personality, or what we would pre-

fer to term pathological personality patterns, would represent
different ways of maladaptive functioning that can be traced
to psychic deficiencies, trait imbalances, or internal conflicts
that characterize some members of a species as they relate to
the environment they routinely face.

During its life history an organism develops an assem-
blage of traits that contribute to its individual survival and
reproductive success, the two essential components of fitness
formulated by Darwin. Such assemblages, termed complex
adaptations and strategies in the literature of evolutionary
ecology, are close biological equivalents to what we in psy-
chology have conceptualized as personality styles. In biology,
explanations of a life-history strategy of adaptations refer pri-
marily to biogenic variations among constituent traits, their
overall covariance structure, and the nature and ratio of fa-
vorable to unfavorable ecologic resources that have been
available for purposes of extending longevity and optimizing
reproduction. Such explanations are not appreciably different
from those used to account for the development of normal
and pathological personality styles.

Bypassing the usual complications of analogies, a relevant
and intriguing parallel may be drawn between the phylogenic
evolution of a species genetic composition and the ontogenic
development of an individual organism’s adaptive strategies
(that is, its “personality style”). At any point in time, a species
will possess a limited set of genes that serve as trait potentials.
Over succeeding generations the frequency distribution of
these genes likely will change in their relative proportions
depending on how well the traits they undergird contribute
to the species “fittedness” within its varying ecological hab-
itats. In a similar fashion, individual organisms begin life
with a limited subset of their species’ genes and the trait
potentials they subserve. Over time the salience of these trait
potentials—not the proportion of the genes themselves—will
become differentially prominent as the organism interacts
with its environments, learning from these experiences which
of its traits fit best, that is, are optimally suited to its ecosys-
tem. In phylogenesis, then, actual gene frequencies change
during the generation-to-generation adaptive process, whereas
in ontogenesis it is the salience or prominence of gene-based
traits that changes as adaptive learning takes place. Parallel
evolutionary processes occur, one within the many genera-
tions of life of a species, the other within the limited life of
a single organism. What is seen in the individual organism is
a shaping of latent potentials in adaptive and manifest styles
of perceiving, feeling, thinking, and acting; these learned and
distinctive ways of adaptation, engendered by the interaction
of biologic endowment and social experience, constitute, in
our view, the elements of what are termed personality styles,
normal or abnormal. Thus the formative process of a single
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lifetime parallels gene redistributions among species during
their evolutionary history.

It may be a bit presumptuous, but what the senior author
has proposed in his recent books and papers may be seen as
akin to Sigmund Freud’s abandoned Project for a Scientific
Psychology (1895/1924), to Henry Murray’s seminal thesis
in his proposal for a field he christened personology (1938),
and to Edward Wilson’s recent and controversial Sociobiol-
ogy (1975). Each were worthy endeavors to advance our un-
derstanding of human nature; this they did by exploring
interconnections between scientific disciplines that evolved
ostensibly unrelated bodies of research and manifestly dis-
similar languages.

Pre-Darwinian theorists such as Linnaeus limited them-
selves to apparent similarities and differences between ani-
mals as a means of constructing their taxonomic categories.
Darwin was not seduced by overt appearances. Rather, he
sought to understand the principles by which these surface
features came about. His classifications were based not only
on descriptive qualities but on theoretically explanatory ones.
Both the spirit and substance of Darwin’s explanatory prin-
ciples guide the proposals of the theoretical ideas that follow.
The principles employed are similar to those that Darwin
developed in explicating the origins of species. However,
these efforts seek not to derive the origins of species, but the
structure and style of each of the normal styles and clinical
personality syndromes described in the ICD and Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-1V; Amer-
ican Psychiatric Association, 1994), each of which were
based on psychiatric observation and inference alone. As-
pects of the brief formulations recorded here have been elab-
orated in numerous published books by the senior author
(Millon, 1969, 1981, 1990; Millon with Davis, 1996; Millon
et al., 1999).

A rough model concerning the styles of clinical and per-
sonality patterns may be derived with reference to four
spheres in which evolutionary and ecological principles are
operative. They have been labeled existence, adaptation, rep-
lication, and abstraction.

Existence relates to the serendipitous transformation of
states that are more ephemeral, less organized, or both into
those possessing greater stability, greater organization, or
both. It pertains to the formation and sustenance of discern-
ible phenomena, to the processes of evolution that enhance
and preserve life, and to the psychic polarity that I have
termed pleasure and pain. Adaptation refers to homeostatic
processes employed to foster survival in open ecosystems. It
relates to the manner in which extant phenomena adapt to
their surrounding ecosystems, to the mechanisms employed
in accommodating to or in modifying these environments,

and to the psychic polarity termed passivity and activity. Rep-
lication pertains to reproductive styles that maximize the di-
versification and selection of ecologically effective attributes.
It refers to the strategies utilized to replicate ephemeral or-
ganisms, to the methods of maximizing reproductive propa-
gation and progeny nurturance, and to the psychic polarity
labeled as self and other. Abstraction incorporates the sources
employed to gather knowledge about the experiences of life
and the manner in which this information is registered and
transformed. Here, we are looking at styles of cognizing—
differences (first) in what people attend to in order to learn
about life and (second) how they process information; that
is, what they do cognitively to record this knowledge and
make it useful to themselves. They constitute the reflective
capacity to transcend the immediate and concrete; how they
interrelate and synthesize the diversity of experience; how
they represent events and processes symbolically; and how
they weigh, reason, and anticipate. In essence, these abstrac-
tion powers signify a quantum leap in evolution’s potential
for human change and adaptation.

As noted, the polarities articulated here in evolutionary
terms have forerunners in psychological theory that may be
traced back to the early 1900s. A number of pre—World War
I theorists proposed a set of three parallel polarities that were
used time and again as the raw materials for constructing
psychological processes. For example, Freud wrote in 1915
(1925) what many consider to be among his most seminal
papers, those on metapsychology and, in particular, the sec-
tion entitled “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes,” speculations
that foreshadowed several concepts developed more fully
later, both by himself and others. Although he failed to pursue
their potentials, the ingredients Freud formulated for his tri-
partite polarity schema were drawn on by his disciples many
decades later, seen prominently in the recent growth of ego
psychology, self psychology, and object relations theory (see
Millon, 1990, and Millon & Grossman, 2005, for a fuller
discussion of this recent history).

WHAT ARE THE ORIGINS OF NORMAL STYLES
AND PATHOLOGICAL PATTERNS OF
PERSONALITY?

The culling of that which we call personality from a universe
of influences takes place through the addition of successive
constraints on system functioning. Each child displays a wide
variety of behaviors in the first years of life. Although ex-
hibiting a measure of consistency consonant with his or her
constitutional disposition, the way in which the child re-
sponds to and copes with the environment tends to be largely
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spontaneous, changeable, and unpredictable. These seem-
ingly random and capricious behaviors serve an important
exploratory function. The child is trying out a variety of be-
havioral alternatives for dealing with his or her environment.
Over time the child begins to discern which of these actions
enable him to achieve his or her desires and avoid discomforts.
Endowed with certain capacities, energies, and temperaments,
and through experience with parents, siblings, relatives, and
peers, the child learns to discriminate which activities are
both permissible and rewarding and which are not.

Tracing this sequence over time, it can be seen that a shap-
ing process has taken place in which the child’s initial range
of diverse behaviors gradually becomes narrowed, selective,
and, finally, crystallized into preferred ways of relating to
others and coping with this world. These learned behaviors
not only persist but are accentuated as a result of being re-
petitively reinforced by a limited social environment. Given
continuity in constitutional equipment and a narrow band of
experiences for learning behavioral alternatives, the child ac-
quires a pattern of traits that are deeply etched and difficult
to modify. These characteristics make up his or her person-
ality—that is, ingrained and habitual ways of psychological
functioning that emerge from the individual’s entire devel-
opmental history and that, over time, come to characterize
the child’s style.

The interaction between biological and psychological fac-
tors is not unidirectional such that biological determinants
always precede and influence the course of learning; the order
of effects may be reversed, especially in early development.
Biological maturation is dependent on favorable environ-
mental experience, and the development of the biological
substrate itself can be disrupted, even totally arrested, by
depriving the maturing organism of stimulation at sensitive
periods of neurological growth. Nevertheless, there is an in-
trinsic continuity throughout life. The authors contend that
childhood events are more significant to personality forma-
tion than later events and that later behaviors are related in a
determinant way to early experience. Despite an occasional
disjunction in development, there is an orderly and sequential
continuity, fostered by mechanisms of self-perpetuation and
social reinforcement, that links the past to the present.

Deeply embedded behavior patterns may arise as a con-
sequence of psychological experiences that affect developing
biological structures so profoundly as to transform them into
something substantially different from what they might oth-
erwise have been. Circumstances that exert so profound an
effect are usually those experienced during infancy and early
childhood, a view persuasively articulated in the seminal
writings of Freud at the turn of the century. The observations
of ethologists on the consequences of early stimulation upon

adult animal behaviors add substantial evidence for this po-
sition (Rakic, 1985, 1988). Experimental work on early de-
velopmental periods also has shown that environmental
stimulation is crucial to the neurological maturation of psy-
chological functions. In essence, psychological capacities fail
to develop fully if their neurological substrates are subjected
to impoverished stimulation; conversely, these capacities
may develop to an excessive degree as a consequence of en-
riched stimulation (Lipton & Kater, 1989).

What evidence is there that serious consequences may re-
sult from an inadequate supply of early psychological and
psychosensory stimulation? Numerous investigators (e.g.,
Beach & Jaynes, 1954; Killackey, 1990; Melzick, 1965;
Rakic, 1985, 1988; Scott, 1968; Thompson & Schaefer,
1961) have shown that impoverished early environment re-
sults in permanent adaptational difficulties. For example, pri-
mates reared in isolation tend to be deficient in traits such as
emotionality, activity level, social behavior, curiosity, and
learning ability. As adult organisms they possess a reduced
capacity to cope with their environments, to discriminate es-
sentials, to devise strategies, and to manage stress.

Conversely, intense levels of early stimulation also appear
to have effects, at least as experimentally demonstrated in
lower mammalian species. Several investigators have dem-
onstrated that enriched environments in early life resulted in
measurable changes in brain chemistry and brain weight.
Others have found that early stimulation accelerated the mat-
uration of the pituitary-adrenal system, whereas equivalent
later stimulation was ineffective. On the behavioral level, en-
riched environments in animals enhance problem-solving
abilities and the capacity to withstand stress. More interesting,
however, is the possibility that some kinds of overstimulation
may produce detrimental effects. Accordingly, excess stimu-
lation would result in overdevelopments in neurobiological
substrates that are disruptive to effective psychological func-
tioning. Just as excess food leads to obesity and physical ill
health, so, too, may the psychostimulation of certain neural
substrates, such as those subserving emotional reactivity, dis-
pose the organism to overreact to social situations. Thus,
when neurological dispositions that subserve potentially prob-
lematic personality traits become prepotent, they may disrupt
what would otherwise be a more balanced pattern of psycho-
logical functioning.

Another and related question to be posed is does the tim-
ing of environmental events have any bearing on their effect?
The concept of sensitive periods of development states that
there are limited time periods during which particular stimuli
are necessary for the full maturation of an organism, after
which they will have minimal or no effects. Without the req-
uisite stimulation, the organism will suffer various malde-
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velopments that are irremediable and cannot be compensated
for at a later date.

The senior author has proposed four neurodevelopmental
stages through which individual human organisms progress
that are paralleled by a set of four psychosocial tasks that
must be fulfilled to achieve adequate growth in later life. The
first three pairings of stages and tasks, and in part the fourth
as well, are shared by all mammalian species; they recapit-
ulate the four evolution phases referred to earlier: existence,
adaptation, replication, and abstraction. Each evolutionary
phase has its ontogenetic parallel; that is, each individual or-
ganism moves through neurodevelopmental stages that have
functional psychological capacities related to their respective
phases of evolution. Within each stage, every individual ac-
quires personologic dispositions representing a balance or
predilection toward one of the two polarity inclinations;
which inclination emerges as dominant over time results from
the inextricable and reciprocal interplay of intraorganismic
and extraorganismic factors. Thus, during early infancy, the
primary organismic function is to continue to exist. Here,
each evolution phase has supplied two contrasting polarity
components that orient the infant toward life-enhancing en-
vironments (pleasure) and away from life-threatening ones
(pain).

Personality development should be coordinated with sev-
eral fundamental polarity orientations derived from evolu-
tionary principles. These will be briefly noted; they are more
extensively discussed in Millon, 1990, Millon with Davis,
1996, and Millon, Grossman, Millon, Meagher, & Ramnath,
2004. Although four seemingly distinct stages of neurode-
velopment have been differentiated as sequential stages, it is
important to state at the outset that all four stages and their
related evolutionary functions begin in utero and continue
throughout life, that is, they proceed simultaneously and
overlap throughout the ontogenetic process. For example, the
elements that give shape to gender identity are underway dur-
ing the sensory-attachment phase, although at a modest level,
as do the elements that give rise to attachment behaviors con-
tinue and extend well into puberty. Stages are differentiated
only to bring attention to periods of development when cer-
tain processes and tasks are prominent and central. The con-
cept of sensitive periods implies that developmental stages
are not exclusionary; rather, they merely demarcate a period
in life when certain developmental potentialities are salient
in their maturation and in their receptivity to relevant life
experiences. Note again that each evolutionary phase is re-
lated to a different stage of ontogenetic development. For
example, life enhancement—life preservation corresponds to
the sensory-attachment stage of development in that the latter
represents a period when the young child learns to discrim-

inate between those experiences that are enhancing (pleasur-
able) and those that are threatening (painful).

As evident in the foregoing, it would have been an error
to leave the discussion of evolutionary-neuropsychological
development with the impression that personality growth was
merely a function of stimulation at sensitive maturational pe-
riods. Impoverishment and enrichment have their profound
effects, but the quality or kind of stimulation the youngster
experiences is often of greater importance. The impact of
parental harshness or inconsistency, of sibling rivalry or so-
cial failure, is more than a matter of stimulus volume and
timing. Different dimensions of experience take precedence
as the meaning conveyed by the source of stimulation be-
comes clear to the growing child.

Both neurological and learning concepts can be utilized to
describe changes in response probabilities arising from prior
stimulus exposure. But, because learning concepts are for-
mulated in terms of behavior-environment interactions, it is
reasonable, when discussing the specific properties of qual-
itatively discriminable stimulus events, to utilize the concep-
tual language of learning. Moreover, the principles derived
from learning theory and research describe subtle features of
psychological behavior that cannot begin to be handled in-
telligently in neurological terms. Moreover, further reason for
the stage-specific significance of experience is the observa-
tion that children are exposed to a succession of psychosocial
tasks that they are expected to fulfill at different points in the
neurodevelopmental sequence. These stage-specific tasks are
timed to coincide with periods of rapid neurological growth
(e.g., the training of bladder control is begun when the child
possesses the requisite neural equipment for such control;
similarly, children are taught to read when intracortical de-
velopment has advanced sufficiently to enable a measure of
consistent success). In short, a reciprocity appears between
periods of rapid neurological growth and exposure to related
experiences and tasks. To use Erikson’s (1950) terms, the
child’s newly emerging neurological potentials are chal-
lenged by a series of crises with the environment. Children
are especially vulnerable at these critical stages because ex-
perience both shapes their neurological patterns and results
in learning a series of fundamental attitudes about themselves
and others. During the sensory-attachment stage, for exam-
ple, when pleasure and pain discriminations are central, the
critical attitude learned deals with one’s trust of others. The
sensorimotor-autonomy stage, when the progression from
passive to active modes of adaptation occurs, is noted by
learning attitudes concerning adaptive confidence. During the
pubertal gender-identity stage when the separation between
self and other roles is sharpened, we see the development of
reasonably distinct sexual roles. The intracortical-integrative
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stage, when the coordination between intellectual and affec-
tive processes develops, is characterized by the acquisition
of a balance between reason and emotion.

The premise that early experience plays a central role in
shaping personality attributes is one shared by numerous the-
orists. To say the preceding, however, is not to agree as to
which specific factors during these developing years are criti-
cal in generating particular attributes, nor is it to agree that
known formative influences are either necessary or sufficient.
There is reason to ask whether developmental analysis is even
possible in personality studies in light of the complex and
variable character of developmental influences. Can this most
fundamental of scientific activities be achieved given that we
are dealing with an interactive and sequential chain of causes
composed of inherently inexact data of a highly probabilistic
nature in which even the very slightest variation in context
or antecedent condition often of a minor or random character
produces highly divergent outcomes? Because this looseness
in the causal network of variables is unavoidable, are there
any grounds for believing that such endeavors could prove
more than illusory? Further, will the careful study of individ-
uals reveal repetitive patterns of personologic congruence, no
less consistency among the origins of such diverse attributes
as overt behavior, intrapsychic functioning, and biophysical
disposition? And will attribute commonalities and coherence
prove to be valid phenomena, that is, not merely imposed
upon observed data by virtue of observational expectation or
theoretical bias?

The yearning among researchers and theorists of all view-
points for a neat package of developmental influences simply
cannot be reconciled with the complex philosophical issues,
methodological quandaries, and difficult-to-disentangle sub-
tle and random factors that give shape to personality. In the
main, almost all developmental theses today are, at best, per-
ceptive conjectures that ultimately rest on tenuous empirical
grounds, reflecting the views of divergent schools of thought
positing their favorite hypotheses. These speculative notions
should be conceived as questions that deserve continued eval-
uation rather than promulgated as the gospel of confirmed
fact.

It should be noted that data and inferences concerning past
experiences, especially those of early childhood, are of lim-
ited, if not dubious, value. For example, events and relation-
ships of the first years of life are notably unreliable, owing
to the lack of clarity of retrospective memories. The presym-
bolic world of infants and young toddlers comprises fleeting
and inarticulate impressions that remain embedded in per-
ceptually amorphous and inchoate forms, forms that cannot
be reproduced as the growing child’s cognitions take on a
more discriminative and symbolic character. What is recalled,

then, draws upon a highly ambiguous palette of diffuse im-
ages and affects, a source of which recaptured content is read-
ily subject both to direct and to subtle promptings from
contemporary sources, for example, a theoretically oriented
researcher or therapist.

Arguments pointing to thematic or logical continuities be-
tween the character of early experience and later behaviors,
no matter how intuitively rational or consonant with estab-
lished principles they may be, do not provide unequivocal
evidence for their causal connections. Different, and equally
convincing, developmental hypotheses can be and are pos-
ited. Each contemporary explication of the origins of most
personality disorders is persuasive yet remains but one among
several plausible possibilities.

For pedagogical purposes, personality can be heuristically
decomposed into various trait domains. Although these fa-
cilitate clinical investigation and experimental research, no
such division exists in reality. Personality development rep-
resents the complex interplay of elements within and across
each of these domains. Not only is there an interaction be-
tween person and environment, there also are interactions and
complex feedback loops operating within the person as well
at levels of organization both biological and psychological.

Because all scientific theories are to some extent simpli-
fications of reality—the map rather than the territory—all
theories involve trade-offs between scope and precision.
Most modern developmental models are organismic and con-
textual in character. By embracing a multitrait model we
might aspire to completely explain personality development
as a totality. However, we must simultaneously accept the
impossibility of any such explanation. Thus, we must posit
the existence or reality of experimental error, that is, that the
interaction of personality variables is often synergistic, com-
binatorial, and nonlinear rather than simply additive. Certain
conceptual gimmicks could be used to recover this impreci-
sion or to present an illusion of precision. We might give an
exposition of personality-disorder development from a single-
domain perspective, whether cognitive, psychodynamic, or be-
havioral. Such explanations might increase precision, but this
feat would be accomplished only by denying essential aspects
of the whole person. Such reductionism with respect to con-
tent is incommensurate with a guiding metaphor, that of the
total organism. Thus, whereas any one personologic domain
could be abstracted from the whole in order to give an ex-
position of personality development from a particular and
narrow perspective, this would not do justice to the entire
fabric of the person. Further, the interaction of influences
persists over time. The course of later characteristics is re-
lated intrinsically to earlier events; an individual’s personal
history is itself a constraint on future development. Person-
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ality development must be viewed, therefore, as a process in
which organismic and environmental forces display not only
a mutuality and circularity of influence but also an orderly and
sequential continuity throughout the life of the individual.

We have contended that childhood experiences are cru-
cially involved in shaping lifelong patterns of behavior. A
few words should be said, however, about why early expe-
rience should be judged as more important than comparable
later experiences. Throughout evolutionary history, early life
has been a preparation for later life. Until recently, and except
at times of massive environmental upheaval, all species have
lived in the same basic ecological niches throughout their
history. Under these conditions, the experiences of early life
provide an opportunity for the young organism to acquire
sensitivities and behaviors that enable it to function more
adequately in its environment. It learns to become acquainted
with the elements of its habitat, differentiating those com-
ponents that are gratifying from those that are endangering.
It learns to imitate the behavior of its parents, thereby ac-
quiring methods and competencies that would otherwise take
appreciably longer, if ever, to learn.

The importance of early learning cannot be overstated for
creatures that continue to live in the same environments as
had their ancestors. Until recently, this continuity has been
true for humans, as well. In recent decades, however, child-
hood learnings are often inapplicable and inappropriate when
carried into adulthood. We are now in a Western society in
which few constants persevere, where values and customs are
in conflict, and where the styles of human interaction today
are likely to change tomorrow. We now see the emergence
of a new unstructured and highly fluid personality style that
is commonly diagnosed clinically today as the borderline per-
sonality. In these adults we find a reflection of the contradic-
tory and changing customs and beliefs of contemporary
society. This newest pattern of childhood adaptation leaves
the person unable to find the center of him or herself. Such
persons have learned not to demonstrate consistency and con-
tinuity in their behaviors, thoughts, and feelings, no less in
their ways of relating to others. These unstable and contra-
dictory cultural patterns impact experiential discontinuities,
a new consideration in our study of personality development.

Given the preceding, we would be remiss in our presen-
tation if we failed to stress further that personality develop-
ment is shaped by the institutions, traditions, and values that
make up the cultural context of societal living; these cultural
forces serve as a common framework of formative influences
that set limits and establish guidelines for members of a social
group. The continuity and stability of cultural groups depend
largely on the success with which their young are imbued
with common beliefs and customs. To retain what has been

wrought through history, each group must devise ways of
molding its children to fit in, that is, to accept and perpetuate
the system of prohibitions and sanctions that earlier group
members have developed to meet the persistent tasks of life.
Each infant undergoes a process of socialization by which he
learns to progressively surrender his impulsive and naive be-
haviors and to regulate or supplant them with the rules and
practices of his group. Despite the coerciveness of this pro-
cess and the loss of personal freedom that it entails, children
learn, albeit gradually, that there are many rewards for co-
operative and sharing behaviors. Societal rules enable the
child to survive, to predict the behaviors of others, to obtain
warmth and security, and to learn acceptable strategies for
achieving the rich and diverse rewards of life. It is important
to recognize, then, that the traditions of a culture provide its
members with a shared way of living by which basic needs
are fulfilled for the greater majority with minimal conflict
and maximal return.

We must note, once again, that for many children the pro-
cess of cultural training and inculcation is far from ideal;
methods by which societal rules and regulations are trans-
mitted by parents often are highly charged and erratic, en-
tailing affection, persuasion, seduction, coercion, deception,
and threat. Feelings of stress, anxiety, and resentment may
be generated within the young, leaving pathological resi-
dues that are perpetuated and serve to distort their future
relationships.

The notion that many of the pathological personality pat-
terns observed today can best be ascribed to the perverse, cha-
otic, or frayed conditions of our cultural life has been voiced
by many commentators of the social scene (Fromm, 1955;
Goodman, 1960; Millon, 1987; Millon with Davis, 1996;
Reisman, 1950; Wachtel, 1983; Yankelovich, 1981); these
conditions have been characterized in phrases such as the age
of anxiety, growing up absurd, and the lonely crowd. It is not
within the scope of this chapter to elaborate the themes im-
plied in these slogans; the reader may be interested in an
article written by the senior author about two decades ago
regarding the effects of contradictory social values and the
disintegration of social beliefs and traditions on the emergence
of the so-called borderline personality disorder (Millon, 1987).

HOW CAN WE BEST DIFFERENTIATE NORMAL
FROM PATHOLOGICAL PERSONALITIES?

Any conception of personality must distinguish pathological
patterns not only from their more normal variants but also
from other, so-called classical, psychiatric disorders. Patho-
logical patterns of personality are not medical illnesses for
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which some discrete pathogen can be found or for which
exists some underlying unitary cause. The use of DSM lan-
guage, disorder, for these pathologies or maladaptive patterns
is indeed unfortunate, for these individuals are not disordered
at all in the medical sense in that a healthy organism has been
upset or undermined. Personality, normal or maladaptive, is
best conceptualized as an intrinsic and enduring pattern com-
prising the entire matrix of the person that functions well or
not in an average, expectable environment. Hence, we prefer
the terms pattern or style rather than the implicitly misleading
disorder. This mislabeling tends to nullify the logic of the
multiaxial model, encouraging the view that clinical syn-
dromes and personality disorders are parallels, existing along-
side each other in a horizontal relationship. The DSM
multiaxial model was intended to be a structural innovation,
that is, composed to encourage the view that classical clinical
syndromes represented a disabling outcome when the more
enduring and more stable personality pattern of the patient
had been upset or disordered. That is, clinical syndromes
(Axis 1) signify a disordered state, whereas personality pa-
thologies (Axis II) are persistent and enduring patterns of
maladaptation. The organization of personality pathologies is
as integrative as those of so-called normal personalities,
which is why personality pathologies are so tenacious.

Numerous attempts have been made to develop definitive
criteria for distinguishing psychological normality from ab-
normality. Some of these criteria focus on features that char-
acterize the so-called normal, or ideal, state of mental health,
as illustrated in the writings of Offer and Sabshin (1974,
1991). Central to our understanding of normality and abnor-
mality is the recognition that these terms exist as relative
concepts; they represent arbitrary points on a continuum or
gradient. No sharp line divides normal from pathological be-
havior. Not only is personality so complex that certain areas
of psychological functioning can operate normally while oth-
ers do not, but environmental circumstances change such that
behaviors and strategies that prove adaptive at one time fail
to do so at another. Moreover, features differentiating normal
from abnormal functioning must be extracted from a complex
of signs that not only wax and wane but often develop in an
insidious and unpredictable manner. Pathological personality
patterns, as previously remarked, are not disorders or diseases
at all in the medical sense. Rather, personality pathologies
are reified constructs employed to represent varied styles or
patterns in which the personality system functions maladap-
tively in relation to its environment and over time.

When alternative strategies employed to achieve goals,
relate to others, and cope with stress are few in number and
rigidly practiced (adaptive inflexibility); when habitual per-
ceptions, needs, and behaviors perpetuate and intensify pre-

existing difficulties (vicious circles); and when the person
tends to lack resilience under conditions of stress (tenuous
stability), we speak of a pathological personality pattern. We
keep in mind that personality is an interactional concept that
admits of degrees, shading gently from normality to clini-
cality, and has at a latent level no single underlying cause or
pathogenicity, but instead is as multidetermined as the per-
sonality system itself is multifaceted. The three disorder
criteria noted previously are intimately related to the person-
ality pathology taxonomy that we will briefly note in later
paragraphs.

In the following paragraphs we will draw upon the first
three of the evolutionary polarities touched on previously.
The fourth polarity also is worthy of note and relevant to an
understanding of personality traits; however, to include this
polarity in the following section will take us somewhat afield
in this already extensive chapter. Interested readers wishing
to review the details of this fourth and cognitively oriented
polarity may look into the manual for the Millon Index of
Personality Styles-R (MIPS-R; Millon, Weiss, Millon, &
Davis, 2003).

Evolution/Neurodevelopmental Stage I: Aims of
Existence: The Pain-Pleasure Polarity

An interweaving and shifting balance between the two ex-
tremes that make up the pain-pleasure polarity typifies nor-
mality. Both of the following criteria should be met in varying
degrees as life circumstances require. In essence, a synchro-
nous and coordinated personal style should have developed
to answer the question of whether the person should focus
on experiencing only the pleasures of life versus concentrat-
ing his or her efforts on avoiding its pains.

Life Preservation: Avoiding Danger and Threat

One might assume that a criterion based on the avoidance of
psychic or physical pain would be sufficiently self-evident
not to require specification. As is well known, debates have
arisen in the literature as to whether mental health/normality
reflects the absence of mental disorder, being merely the re-
verse side of the mental illness/abnormality coin. That there
is a relationship between health and disease cannot be ques-
tioned; the two are intimately connected, conceptually and
physically. On the other hand, to define health solely as the
absence of disorder will not suffice. As a single criterion
among several, however, features of behavior and experience
that signify both the lack of (e.g., anxiety, depression) and an
aversion to (e.g., threats to safety and security) pain in its
many and diverse forms provide a necessary foundation upon
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which other, more positively constructed criteria may rest.
Substantively, positive normality must comprise elements be-
yond mere nonnormality or abnormality. And despite the
complexities and inconsistencies of personality, from a def-
initional point of view normality does preclude nonnormality.

It may be of interest next to record some of the psychic
pathologies of personality that can be traced to aberrations in
meeting this first criterion of normality. For example, among
those termed avoidant personalities (Millon, 1969, 1981;
Millon with Davis, 1996), we see an excessive preoccupation
with threats to psychic security, an expectation of and hyper-
alertness to the signs of potential rejection that leads these
persons to disengage from everyday relationships and plea-
sures. At the other extreme of the criterion we see a risk-
taking attitude, a proclivity to chance hazards and to endanger
life and liberty, a behavioral pattern characteristic of those
we label antisocial personalities. Here there is little of the
caution and prudence expected in the normality criterion of
avoiding danger and threat; rather, we observe its opposite,
a rash willingness to put one’s safety in jeopardy, to play with
fire, and to throw caution to the wind.

Life Enhancement: Seeking Rewarding Experiences

At the other end of the existence polarity are attitudes and
behaviors designed to foster and enrich life, to generate joy,
pleasure, contentment, fulfillment, and thereby strengthen the
capacity of the individual to remain vital and competent phys-
ically and psychically. This criterion asserts that existence/
survival calls for more than life preservation alone; beyond
pain avoidance is pleasure enhancement.

This criterion asks us to go at least one step further than
Freud’s parallel notion that life’s motivation is chiefly that of
reducing tensions (that is, avoiding or minimizing pain),
maintaining thereby a steady state, if you will, a homeostatic
balance and inner stability. In accord with our view of evo-
lution’s polarities, we would assert that normal humans are
driven also by the desire to enrich their lives, to seek invig-
orating sensations and challenges, to venture and explore, all
to the end of magnifying if not escalating the probabilities of
both individual viability and species replicability.

As before, a note or two should be recorded on the patho-
logical consequences of a failure to meet a criterion. These
are seen most clearly in the personality disorders labeled
schizoid and avoidant. In the former there is a marked he-
donic deficiency, stemming either from an inherent deficit in
affective substrates or the failure of stimulative experience to
develop either or both attachment behaviors or affective ca-
pacity (Millon, 1981; Millon with Davis, 1996). Among
those designated avoidant personalities, constitutional sen-

sitivities or abusive life experiences have led to an intense
attentional sensitivity to psychic pain and a consequent dis-
trust in either the genuineness or the durability of the plea-
sures, such that these individuals can no longer permit
themselves to experience them. Both of these personalities
tend to be withdrawn and isolated, joyless and grim, neither
seeking nor sharing in the rewards of life.

Evolution/Neurodevelopmental Stage II: Modes of
Adaptation: The Passive-Active Polarity

To maintain their unique structure, differentiated from the
larger ecosystem of which they are a part, to be sustained as
a discrete entity among other phenomena that make up their
environmental field, requires good fortune and the presence
of effective modes of functioning. The vast range of behav-
iors engaged in by humans fundamentally may be grouped
in terms of whether initiative is taken in altering and shaping
life’s events or whether behaviors are reactive to and accom-
modate those events.

Normal or optimal functioning, at least among humans,
appears to call for a flexible balance that interweaves both
polar extremes. In the first evolutionary stage, that relating
to existence, behaviors encouraging both life enhancement
(pleasure) and life preservation (pain avoidance) are likely to
be more successful in achieving survival than actions limited
to one or the other alone. Similarly, regarding adaptation,
modes of functioning that exhibit both ecologic accommoda-
tion and ecologic modification are likely to be more successful
than either by itself. Normality calls for a synchronous and
coordinated personal style that weaves a balanced answer to
the question of whether one should accept what the fates have
brought forth or take the initiative in altering the circum-
stances of one’s life.

Ecological Accommodation: Abiding Hospitable Realities

On first reflection, it would seem to be less than optimal to
submit meekly to what life presents, to adjust obligingly to
one’s destiny. To illustrate: The evolution of plants is essen-
tially grounded (no pun intended) in environmental accom-
modation, in an adaptive acquiescence to the ecosystem.
Crucial to this adaptive course, however, is the capacity of
these surroundings to provide the nourishment and protection
requisite to the thriving of a species.

To the extent that the events of life have been and continue
to be caring and giving, is it not perhaps wisest, from an
evolutionary perspective, to accept this good fortune and let
matters be? This accommodating or passive-life philosophy
has worked extremely well in sustaining and fostering those
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complex organisms that make up the plant kingdom. Hence
passivity, the yielding to environmental forces, may be in
itself not only unproblematic but, where events and circum-
stances provide the pleasures of life and protect against their
pains, positively adaptive and constructive. Where do we find
clinical nonnormality that reflects failures to meet the accom-
modating/abiding criterion?

One example of an inability to leave things as they are is
seen in what the DSM terms the histrionic personality. Their
persistent and unrelenting manipulation of events is designed
to maximize the receipt of attention and favors as well as to
avoid social disinterest and disapproval. They show an insa-
tiable if not indiscriminate search for stimulation and approval.
Their clever and often artful social behaviors may give the
appearance of an inner confidence and self-assurance; but
beneath this guise lies a fear that a failure on their part to
ensure the receipt of attention will, in short order, result in
indifference or rejection, and hence their desperate need for
reassurance and repeated signs of approval. As they are
quickly bored and sated, they keep stirring up things, becom-
ing enthusiastic about one activity and then another. There is
arestless stimulus-seeking quality in which they cannot leave
well enough alone.

At the other end of the polarity are personality pathologies
that exhibit an excess of passivity, failing thereby to give
direction to their own lives. Several Axis II disorders dem-
onstrate this passive style, although their passivity derives
from and is expressed in appreciably different ways. Depen-
dent personalities typically are average on the pleasure/pain
polarity. Passivity for them stems from deficits in self-
confidence and competence, leading to deficits in initiative
and autonomous skills as well as a tendency to wait passively
while others assume leadership and guide them. Passivity
among obsessive-compulsive personalities stems from their
fear of acting independently, owing to intrapsychic resolu-
tions they have made to quell hidden thoughts and emotions
generated by their intense self-other ambivalence. Dreading
the possibility of making mistakes or engaging in disap-
proved behaviors, they became indecisive, immobilized, re-
strained, and passive.

Ecologic Modification: Mastering One’s Environment

The active end of the polarity signifies the taking of initiative
in altering and shaping life’s events. Such persons are best
characterized by their alertness, vigilance, liveliness, vigor,
and forcefulness, their stimulus-seeking energy and drive.
White (1959, 1960), in his concept of effectance, sees it
as an intrinsic motive that activates persons to impose their
desires upon environments. In a similar vein, Fromm (1955)
proposed a need on the part of humans to rise above the roles

of passive creatures in an accidental if not random world. To
him, humans are driven to transcend the state of merely hav-
ing been created; instead, humans seek to become the crea-
tors, the active shapers of their own destiny. Rising above the
passive and accidental nature of existence, humans generate
their own purposes and thereby provide themselves with a
true basis of freedom.

Evolution/Neurodevelopmental Stage I1I: Strategies of
Replication: The Other-Self Polarity

If an organism merely duplicates itself prior to death, then its
replica is doomed to repeat the same fate its original suffered.
However, if new potentials for extending existence can be
fashioned by chance or routine events, then the possibility of
achieving a different and conceivably superior outcome may
be increased. And it is this co-occurrence of random and re-
combinant processes that does lead to the prolongation of a
species’ existence. This third hallmark of evolution’s proces-
sion also undergirds another of nature’s fundamental polari-
ties, that between self and other.

As before, we consider both of the following criteria nec-
essary to the definition and determination of normality. We
see no necessary antithesis between the two. Humans can be
both self-indulging and other-nurturing, although most per-
sons are likely to lean toward one or the other side. A balance
that coordinates the two provides a satisfactory answer to the
question of whether one should be devoted to the support and
welfare of others or should fashion one’s life in accord with
one’s own needs and desires.

Progeny Nurturance: Constructively Encouraging Others

As described earlier, recombinant replication achieved by
sexual mating entails a balanced though asymmetric parental
investment in both the genesis and nurturance of offspring.
Eloquent proposals related to this criterion have been for-
mulated by the noted psychologist Gordon Allport. One of
Allport’s (1961) criteria of the mature personality, which he
terms a warm relating of self to others, refers to the capability
of displaying intimacy and love for a parent, child, spouse,
or close friend. Here the person manifests an authentic one-
ness with the other and a deep concern for his or her welfare.
Beyond one’s intimate family and friends, there is an exten-
sion of warmth in the mature person to humankind at large,
an understanding of the human condition, and a kinship with
all peoples.

The pathological consequences of a failure to embrace the
polarity criterion of others are seen most clearly in the per-
sonality pathologies termed antisocial and narcissistic. Both
personalities exhibit an imbalance in their replication strat-
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egy; in this case, however, there is a primary reliance on self
rather than others. They have learned that reproductive suc-
cess as well as maximum pleasure and minimum pain is
achieved by turning primarily to themselves. In the narcis-
sistic personality, development reflects the acquisition of a
self-image of superior worth, learned largely in response to
admiring and doting parents. They display manifest confi-
dence, arrogance, and an exploitative egocentricity in social
contexts, blithely assuming that others will recognize their
specialness. Those exhibiting the antisocial personality act to
counter the expectation of pain at the hand of others; this is
done by actively engaging in duplicitous or illegal behaviors
in which they seek to exploit others for self-gain. Skeptical
regarding the motives of others, they desire autonomy and
wish revenge for what are felt as past injustices.

Individual Propagation: Indulging Self

The converse of progeny nurturance is not progeny propa-
gation but rather the lack of progeny nurturance. Thus, to fail
to encourage others constructively does not assure the indul-
gence of one’s potentials. Both may and should exist in nor-
mal or healthy individuals.

Rogers (1963), for example, posited a single, overreaching
motive for the normal/healthy person—maintaining, actual-
izing, and enhancing one’s potential. The goal is not that of
maintaining a homeostatic balance or a high degree of ease
and comfort but rather to move forward in becoming what is
intrinsic to self and to enhance further that which one has
already become. Believing that humans have an innate urge
to create, Rogers stated that the most creative product of all
is one’s own self.

Where do we see failures in the achievement of self-
indulgence, a giving up of self to gain the approbation of
others? One personality disorder may be drawn upon to il-
lustrate forms of self-denial. Those with dependent person-
alities have learned that feeling good, secure, confident, and
so on—that is, those feelings associated with pleasure or the
avoidance of pain—is provided almost exclusively in their
relationship with others. Behaviorally, these persons learn
early that they themselves do not readily achieve rewarding
experiences; the experiences are secured better by leaning on
others. They learn not only to turn to others as their source
of nurturance and security but to wait passively for others to
take the initiative in providing safety and sustenance.

HOW DOES THE CONCEPT OF PERSONALITY
HELP US UNDERSTAND PSYCHOPATHOLOGY?

Personality patterns and their vulnerabilities can be seen as
representing each person’s psychic immune system, that is,

an individual’s longstanding pattern of perceiving and coping
with the psychic stressors in his or her mental life. Personality
pathologies represent areas of vulnerability; the different per-
sonality pathology patterns (e.g., avoidant, dependent) differ
in which vulnerabilities they possess. Our task as scientists
is to decode these vulnerabilities from a person’s behaviors
and thoughts and then to do research and therapy, not only
to understand their personalities but to resolve their vulner-
abilities. Understanding the vulnerabilities—the patient’s
weakened intrapsychic defenses, neurochemical imbalances,
cognitive misinterpretations, and interpersonal difficulties—
will enable us to take steps to effect beneficent changes.

For taxonomic purposes, I believe it may be useful to dis-
tinguish three prototypal categories of psychopathologies:
complex syndromes, simple reactions, and personality pat-
terns. See Millon et al. (1999) for a full discussion of these
distinctions.

Complex syndromes signify difficulties that arise when
disruptions occur in a person’s characteristic (personality
pattern) style of functioning: They signify pathological re-
sponses to a situation for which the individual’s psychic
makeup is notably vulnerable. Hysterical conversions and
fugue states would be dramatic examples of complex syn-
dromes in that they usually arise in response to situations that
appear rather trivial or innocuous when viewed objectively.
Nevertheless, vulnerable patients with a pathology of person-
ality style feel and respond in a manner similar to those of
so-called normal persons who face a realistically distressing
situation. As a consequence, complex syndromes may fail to
make sense and often appear irrational and strangely com-
plicated. To the experienced clinician, however, the response
signifies the presence of an unusual vulnerability on the part
of the patient; in effect, a seemingly neutral stimulus appar-
ently has touched a painful hidden memory or emotion.
Viewed in this manner, complex syndromes arise among in-
dividuals encumbered with adverse past experiences. They
reflect the upsurge of deeply rooted feelings that press to the
surface, override present realities, and become the prime
stimulus to which the individual responds. It is this flooding
into the present of the reactivated past that gives complex
syndromes much of their symbolic, bizarre, and hidden
meaning.

At the farthest end of the clinical continuum of pathology
are simple reactions; they are highly specific pathological
responses that are precipitated by and largely attributable to
circumscribed external events or endogenous biochemical
dispositions. These simple reactions result when an otherwise
normal person is faced with situations to which almost any-
one would react pathologically, the demise of one’s entire
family in a natural disaster, for example. In contrast to com-
plex syndromes, simple reactions are uncomplicated and
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straightforward. They do not pass through a chain of intricate
and circuitous transformations before emerging in manifest
form. Uncontaminated by the intrusion of personality vulner-
abilities (e.g., distant memories or intrapsychic transforma-
tions), simple reactions tend to be rational and understandable
in terms of a precipitating external stimulus or endogenous
biological weakness. Isolated from a problematic past, a de-
fensive manipulation, or a neurochemical susceptibility, they
are expressed in a direct and understandable fashion—unlike
complex syndromes, the features of which tend to be highly
fluid, wax and wane, taking on different forms at different
times.

To elaborate further on the psychopathology continuum,
traits that make up the personality patterns have an inner
momentum and autonomy; they are expressed with or with-
out inducement or external precipitation. In contrast, re-
sponses that make up simple reactions are stimulus specific;
that is, they are linked to external or internal precipitants,
operating independently of the individual’s personality, elic-
ited by events that are objectively troublesome. Complex
syndromes are similar to simple reactions in that they are
prompted also by distinct external events or unseen biological
vulnerabilities, but their interaction with personality weak-
nesses results in the intrusion of enduring traits that compli-
cate what might otherwise be a response to the environment
within the nonclinical range.

WHAT ARE THE PATHOLOGICAL DOMAINS IN
WHICH PERSONALITY EXPRESSES ITSELF?

Individuals differ in the degree to which their behaviors are
enduring and pervasive. Moreover, each individual displays
this durability and pervasiveness only in certain of his or her
characteristics; that is, each of us possesses a limited number
of attributes that are resistant to changing times and situa-
tional influences, whereas other of our attributes are more
readily modified. It should be noted also that the features that
exhibit this consistency and stability in one person may not
be the same features exhibited by others. These core qualities
of persistence and extensiveness appear only in characteris-
tics that have become crucial in maintaining the individual’s
structural balance and functional style. To illustrate: The
interpersonal attribute of significance for some is being
agreeable, never differing or having conflict; for another, it
may be interpersonally critical to keep one’s distance from
people so as to avoid rejection or the feeling of being hu-
miliated; for a third, the influential interpersonal character-
istic may be that of asserting one’s will and dominating
others. These enduring (stable) and pervasive (broadly ex-

pressed) characteristics are what we search for when we
diagnose personality.

In the following paragraphs, we will identify a number of
the major domains and attributes of personality that we be-
lieve possess theoretical, research, and/or clinical significance.
They make up a set of structural and functional characteristics
that not only will aid us in differentiating among normal per-
sonalities but also will provide us with potential diagnostic
criteria for identifying pathological personality prototypes.
There are some useful benefits in differentiating the more-
or-less-stable or ingrained personality attributes (structures)
from those that represent the widely operative and modulat-
ing features of personality (functions).

Functional Domain Attributes

Functional characteristics represent dynamic processes that
transpire within the intrapsychic world and between the in-
dividual and his psychosocial environment. For definitional
purposes, we might say that functional personality attributes
represent broadly expressed modes of regulatory action, that
is, behaviors, cognitions, perceptions, affects, and mecha-
nisms that manage, adjust, transform, coordinate, balance,
discharge, and control the give and take of inner and outer
life.

Not only are there several modes of regulatory action (e.g.,
behavioral, cognitive), but there are numerous variations in
the way each of these functional modalities are manifested
or expressed (e.g., cognitively flighty, cognitively deviant).
Every individual employs every modality in the course of his
life, but individuals differ with respect to which modalities
they enact most frequently and, even more so, diverge in
which of the expressive variations of these functions they
typically manifest. As Bowers has put it (1977): “The way
a person performs a common behavior is sometimes quite
revealing. One person ordinarily eats and makes love fastid-
iously; another person is given to gluttony in both circum-
stances. The more idiosyncratically expressive a common
behavior is ... [the more it is] attributable to a relatively
stable personality and behavioral organization” (p. 75).

Particular modalities and expressive variations character-
ize certain personalities best, but even the most distinctive of
personalities will display several variations of a modality.
Dissimilar individuals differ in which modality variations
they express most often, but these differences are largely a
matter of quantitative frequency (dimensionality) and not
qualitative distinctness (categorality).

Four functional domains relevant to personality will be
briefly described. Numerous expressive attribute variations,
one associated with each clinical personality prototype, have
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been specified in other publications (Millon with Davis,
1996); several of these have been formulated as the Grossman
Content Scales in a forthcoming elaboration of the Millon
Clinical Multiaxial Inventory (in press).

1. Expressive Behavior Domain. These relate to the observ-
ables of physical and verbal behavior, usually recorded by
noting what the person does and how the person does it.
Through inference, observations of overt behavior enable
us to deduce either what the person unknowingly reveals
about him or herself or, often conversely, what he or she
wishes us to think or to know about him or her. The range
and character of behavioral functions are not only wide
and diverse, but they convey both distinctive and worth-
while information, from communicating a sense of per-
sonal incompetence to exhibiting general defensiveness to
demonstrating a disciplined self-control, and so on.

2. Interpersonal Conduct Domain. A person’s style of relat-
ing to others may be captured in a number of ways, such
as the manner in which his or her actions impact on others,
intended or otherwise; the attitudes that underlie, prompt,
and give shape to these actions; the methods by which he
or she engages others to meet his or her needs; or his or
her way of coping with social tensions and conflicts. Ex-
trapolating from these observations, the researcher or cli-
nician may construct an image of how the person functions
in relation to others, be it antagonistically, respectfully,
aversively, secretively, and so on.

3. Cognitive Style Domain. How the person perceives events,
focuses his or her attention, processes information, orga-
nizes thoughts, and communicates his or her reactions and
ideas to others are among the most useful indexes to the
researcher or clinician of the person’s distinctive way of
functioning. By synthesizing these signs and symptoms,
it may be possible to identify indications of what may be
termed an impoverished style, or distracted thinking, or
cognitive flightiness, or constricted thought, and so on.

4. Regulatory Mechanism Domain. Although mechanisms of
self-protection, need gratification, and conflict resolution
are consciously recognized at times, those that remain
unconscious and thereby avoid reflective appraisal often
begin a sequence of events that intensifies the very prob-
lems they were intended to circumvent. Mechanisms usu-
ally represent internal processes and, hence, are more
difficult to discern and describe than processes anchored
closer to the observable world. Despite the methodolog-
ical problems they present, the task of identifying which
mechanisms are chosen (e.g., rationalization, displace-
ment, reaction-formation) and the extent to which they

are employed is central to a comprehensive personality
assessment.

Structural Domain Attributes

These domains represent a deeply embedded and relatively
enduring template of imprinted memories, attitudes, needs,
fears, conflicts, and so on, that guide the experience and
transform the nature of ongoing life events. Psychic struc-
tures have an orienting and preemptive effect in that they alter
the character of action and the impact of subsequent experi-
ences in line with preformed inclinations and expectancies.
By selectively lowering thresholds for transactions that are
consonant with either constitutional proclivities or early
learnings, future events are often experienced as variations
of the past. Significant experiences of early life may never
recur again, but their effects remain and leave their mark.
Physiologically, we may say they have etched a neurochem-
ical change; psychologically, they are registered as memories,
a permanent trace and an embedded internal stimulus. In con-
trast to the fleeting stimuli of the external world, these mem-
ory traces become part and parcel of every stimulus complex
that activates behavior. Once registered, the effects of the past
are indelible, incessant, and inescapable. They now are in-
trinsic elements of the individual’s makeup; they latch on and
intrude into the current events of life, coloring, transforming,
and distorting the passing scene. Although the residuals of
subsequent experiences may override them, becoming more
dominant internal stimuli, the presence of earlier memory
traces remains in one form or another. In every thought and
action the individual cannot help but carry these remnants
into the present. Every current behavior is a perpetuation,
then, of the past, a continuation and intrusion of these inner
stimulus traces.

For purposes of definition, structural domain attributes
might be described as cognitive-affective substrates and ac-
tion dispositions of a quasi-permanent nature. Possessing a
network of interconnecting pathways, these structures con-
tain the internalized residues of the past in the form of mem-
ories and affects that are associated intrapsychically with
conceptions of self and others.

Four structural domains relevant to personality will be
briefly described. Numerous variations, one for each clinical
personality prototype in Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders, fourth edition (DSM-1V; American Psy-
chiatric Association, 1994), have been specified in other pub-
lications (Millon with Davis, 1996).

1. Self-Image Domain. As the inner world of symbols is mas-
tered through development, the swirl of events that buffet
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the young child gives way to a growing sense of order and
continuity. One major configuration emerges to impose a
measure of sameness upon an otherwise fluid environ-
ment, the perception of self-as-object, a distinct, ever-
present, and identifiable I or me. Self-identity provides a
stable anchor to serve as a guidepost and to give continuity
to changing experience. Most persons have an implicit
sense of who they are but differ greatly in the clarity and
accuracy of their self-introspections. Few can articulate
the psychic elements that make up this image, such as
stating knowingly whether they view themselves as pri-
marily alienated, or inept, or complacent, or conscientious,
and so on.

2. Object Representations Domain. As noted previously, sig-
nificant experiences from the past leave an inner imprint,
a structural residue composed of memories, attitudes, and
affects that serve as a substrate of dispositions for per-
ceiving and reacting to life’s ongoing events. Analogous
to the various organ systems of which the body is com-
posed, both the character and substance of these internal-
ized representations of the past can be differentiated and
analyzed for assessment purposes. Variations in the nature
and content of this inner world can be associated with one
or another personality and can lead us to employ descrip-
tive terms to represent them, such as shallow, vexatious,
undifferentiated, concealed, and irreconcilable.

3. Morphologic Organization Domain. The overall architec-
ture that serves as a framework for an individual’s psychic
interior may display weakness in its structural cohesion,
exhibit deficient coordination among its components, and
possess few mechanisms to maintain balance and harmony,
regulate internal conflicts, or mediate external pressures.
The concept of intrapsychic morphologic organization re-
fers to the structural strength, interior congruity, and func-
tional efficacy of the personality system. Organization is
a concept akin to and employed in conjunction with cur-
rent psychoanalytic notions such as borderline and psy-
chotic levels, but this usage tends to be limited, relating
essentially to quantitative degrees of integrative pathology,
not to variations neither in normal personality nor to the
integrative character or structural configuration of the per-
sonality makeup. Stylistic variants of this structural domain
have been specified for each of the DSM-IV clinical per-
sonality prototypes in earlier publications; their distinctive
organizational qualities are represented by descriptors such
as inchoate, disjoined, and compartmentalized.

4. Mood Temperament Domain. Few observables are more
relevant to personologic analysis than the predominant
character of an individual’s affect and the intensity and

frequency with which he or she expresses it. The meaning
of extreme and transient emotions is easy to decode. This
is not so with the more characteristic and persistent moods
and subtle feelings that insidiously and repetitively per-
vade the person’s ongoing relationships and experiences.
The structural features of affect are conveyed by terms
such as distraught, labile, fickle, or hostile are often com-
municated explicitly via self-report, but they are revealed
as well, albeit indirectly, in the person’s characteristic
level of activity, speech quality, and physical appearance.

WHAT MAJOR PERSONALITY TYPES AND
SUBTYPES CAN BE GENERATED BY THEORY?

The evolutionary-based principles and concepts of the gen-
erative theory have served as a base for deducing and coor-
dinating both normal and pathological personality patterns.
The full scope of this schema has been published by the se-
nior author in earlier texts. First identified as a biosocial-
learning theory (Millon, 1969), it is now cast in evolutionary
terms (Millon, 1990; Millon with Davis, 1996) and has
served to establish the DSM personality categories through
formal deduction as well as to show their covariation with
other mental disorders.

Though the taxonomy of personality patterns that follows
is combinatorially generated, the personologic consequences
of a single polar extreme may be usefully noted. For example,
a high standing on the pain pole—a position typically asso-
ciated with a disposition to experience anxiety—will be used
for this purpose. The upshot of this singular sensitivity takes
different forms depending on a variety of factors that lead to
the learning of diverse styles of anxiety-coping. For example,
avoidants learn to deal with their pervasively experienced
anxiety-sensitivity by removing themselves across the board,
that is, actively withdrawing from most relationships unless
strong assurances of acceptance are given. The compulsive,
often equally prone to experience anxiety, has learned that
there are sanctioned but limited spheres of acceptable con-
duct; the compulsive reduces anxiety by restricting activities
only to those that are permitted by more powerful and by
potentially rejecting others, as well as by adhering carefully
to rules so that unacceptable boundaries will not be trans-
gressed. And the anxiety-prone paranoid has learned to
neutralize pain by constructing a semidelusional pseudocom-
munity (Cameron, 1963), one in which environmental reali-
ties are transformed to make them more tolerable and less
threatening, albeit not very successfully. In sum, a high stand-
ing at the pain pole leads not to one, but to diverse personality
outcomes.
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Another of the polar extremes will be selected to illustrate
the diversity of forms that personality styles may take as a
function of covariant polarity positions; in this case reference
will be made to a shared position on the passivity pole. Five
personality types demonstrate the passive style, but their pas-
sivity derives from and is expressed in appreciably different
ways that reflect disparate polarity combinations. Schizoid
types, for example, are passive owing to their relative inca-
pacity to experience pleasure and pain; without the rewards
these emotional valences normally activate, they will be de-
void of the drive to acquire rewards, leading them to become
rather indifferent and passive observers. Dependent types typ-
ically are average on the pleasure and pain polarity, yet they
are usually no less passive than schizoids. Strongly oriented
to others, they are notably weak with regard to self. Passivity
for them stems from deficits in self-confidence and compe-
tence, leading to deficits in initiative and autonomous skills,
as well as a tendency to wait passively while others assume
leadership and guide them. Passivity among compulsives, as
noted previously, stems from their fear of acting indepen-
dently, owing to intrapsychic resolutions they have made to
quell hidden thoughts and emotions generated by their in-
tense self-other ambivalence. Dreading the possibility of
making mistakes or engaging in disapproved behaviors, they
became indecisive, immobilized, restrained, and passive.
High on pain, and low on both pleasure and self, the self-
defeating (masochistic) personality operates on the assump-
tion that they dare not expect, nor do they deserve, to have
life go their way; giving up any efforts to achieve a life that
accords with their true desires, they passively submit to oth-
ers’ wishes, acquiescently accepting their fate. Finally, nar-
cissists, especially high on self and low on others, benignly
assume that good things will come their way with little or no
effort on their part; this passive exploitation of others is a
consequence of the unexplored confidence that underlies
their self-centered presumptions.

Specifically, each of the DSM disorders should be de-
scribed and interpreted in terms of a theoretical model, as we
will note briefly. Also noted briefly will be a number of the
several subtypes of each personality prototype. The effort is
made here in recognition of the fact that each pure prototype
is merely an anchoring referent about which real persons
vary.

The Axis II listings that constitute the body of the DSM
personality disorders represent derivations based essentially
on a series of ideal or pure textbook conceptions of each
ostensibly discrete and boundaried category. There are, how-
ever, numerous divergences from published descriptive texts
that reflect both the results of empirical personologic research
and the observation of everyday clinical work. Given the

philosophic and multidimensional complexities of any taxo-
nomic category construct, we must resist the ever-present lin-
guistic compulsion to simplify and separate constructs from
their objective reality and then treat them as if these hypo-
thetical constructions were fixed disease entities. Constructs
(e.g., clinical or personality prototypes) should be used heu-
ristically, as guidelines to be reformulated or replaced as nec-
essary; it is only the unique way in which the construct is
seen in actual and specific persons that should be of primary
interest. The DSM disorders are nomothetic in that they com-
prise abstract taxons derived from historical, clinical, or sta-
tistical sources (biochemical, intrapsychic). Given the fixed
nature in which each of these constructs is promulgated in
the DSM, it is imperative that researchers and clinicians gen-
erate a range of subtypes to represent trait-constellation var-
iants that are close to corresponding to the distinctive or
idiosyncratic character of actual patients.

Not only is DSM not an exhaustive listing of clinical con-
figurations that correspond to many of our patients, but it
does not begin to scratch the surface of human individuality
and personality variability. DSM-IV diagnoses alone, unsup-
plemented by information from additional descriptive do-
mains, constitute an insufficient basis from which we can
articulate the distinctive, complex, and often conflictual trait
dynamics of real persons, no less patients. Nomothetic prop-
ositions and diagnostic labels are superficialities to be over-
come as understanding is gained. Taxonomic systems such
as DSM and ICD make up a crude first step; they rarely are
sufficient for useful research and clinical work and, in fact,
if left as they are, should be regarded as prescientific.

All experienced personologists and clinicians know that
there is no such thing as a purely homogeneous descriptive
group or category; for example, there is no single schizoid
(or avoidant, or depressive, or histrionic) personality type.
Rather, there are innumerable variations, different forms in
which the classical syndrome or prototypal personality man-
ifests itself. Life experiences impact and reshape biological
dispositions and early learned behaviors in a variety of ways,
taking divergent turns and producing shadings composed of
meaningfully discriminable psychological features. The course
and character of each person’s life experiences are, at the very
least, marginally different from all others, producing influ-
ences that have sequential effects that generate recombinant
mixtures of all clinical syndromes and personality types.
Some of these mixtures may even result in contrasting incli-
nations and characteristics within the same person, such as
those that stem, for example, from parents who were strik-
ingly different in their child-rearing methods, one rearing pat-
tern conducive to the formation of a so-called avoidant style
in a child, the other to an obsessive-compulsive one in the
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same child. Internal schisms of psychological traits and char-
acter, so well understood by our psychoanalytic colleagues,
are not at all uncommon, as are discrepancies we see between
the overt and covert characteristics in many patients.

The inexact fit between a patient and his or her diagnostic
label is a nagging and noisome reminder of the individuality
of persons; it reflects the idiographic as contrasted with the
nomothetic approach to psychological study. This incessant
conceptual trouble has fueled the development of modern
multiaxial taxonomies, but these taxonomies are at best only
a beginning step in what might come to be an appropriate
structure for devising flexible, relevant, and comprehensive
taxonomic models. The monotypic categories of the DSM are
but a crude and global beginning in a march toward specifi-
cation and the accommodation of a taxonomy of individu-
ality. Although the initial phases of a diagnostic taxonomy
must consist of categories of broad bandwidth and little spec-
ificity, DSM diagnostic categories provide gross distinctions,
if not invalid ones. As clinical knowledge and empirical stud-
ies accrue, the manifestation of classification groupings must
become more sharply delineated, that is, broad diagnostic
taxons should be broken down into multiple, narrow taxons
of greater specificity and individually descriptive value, as
we begin to do when formulating category subtypes. Clinicians
and personologists must learn not only classical textbook cate-
gories but also subtype mixtures possessing numerous domain
attributes that are seen in normal and clinical reality.

Let us briefly record just a few subtype variants among
several of the DSM-related personality types. Patients re-
corded as dependent personalities have learned that feeling
good, secure, confident, and so on—that is feelings associ-
ated with pleasure or the avoidance of pain—is provided al-
most exclusively in relationships with others. Among the five
clinical subtypes recorded in Millon with Davis (1996), we
find the disquieted variant, a group that in part also displays
avoidant features, as seen in their clinging, yet fretful, be-
haviors. Notable also is an accommodating subtype with par-
tial histrionic traits, evidencing both compliant and enticing
features. Among the others noted are the ineffectual, the im-
mature, and the selfless dependent subtypes. Still other sub-
types will be identified and described in a series of books by
the senior author and his colleagues. These will detail normal
and healthy variants of the clinical prototypes included in the
DSM (Millon, Meagher, Grossman, et al., in press).

Narcissistic personality patterns reflect the acquisition of
self-images of superior worth, usually learned in response to
admiring and doting parents. They display an inflated sense
of self-worth, manifest confidence, arrogance, and an ex-
ploitive egocentricity. Among this category’s four clinical
subtypes are the elitists, who fancy themselves as demigods,

flaunt their status, and engage in self-promotion. Other no-
table variants are the compensatory type with covert avoidant
features, underlying feelings of inferiority, yet public displays
of superiority. Noteworthy also are the amorous and the un-
principled subtypes, as well as a number of nonclinical
variants.

Among the antisocial personality group are those who en-
gage in duplicitous or illegal behaviors, evincing a skeptical
disregard of the motives of others and a wish to gain revenge
for what are felt as past injustices. Among the five clinical
subtypes of the antisocial is the covefous variant, noted by
enviousness, retribution-seeking, and a greedy avaricious-
ness. Also prevalent is a risk-taking type, seen in reckless-
ness, impulsivity, and heedless behaviors; other variants
include the nomadic, the reputation-defending, and the ma-
levolent subtypes, the latter two seen often in prisons.

Among the borderline personality we find a relative ab-
sence of higher self-regulatory processes, evident in an in-
consistent and changing view of the world and the self and
an intense lability among cognitive, affective, and behavioral
controls. Several clinical subtypes are notable. Common is
the self-destructive variant with depressive traits, parasuicidal
behaviors, and a high-strung, inward-turning of moody be-
haviors. Also prevalent is an impulsive type with histrionic
and/or antisocial features, seen in their capricious, agitated,
irritable, and incipient suicidal behaviors. Two other clinical
variants are the discouraged and petulant subtypes.

CONCLUSION

Our primary aim in this chapter on the goals of theory in
personality was to connect the conceptual structure of both
normal and abnormal personalities and their stages of neu-
rodevelopment to what we judged to be the omnipresent prin-
ciples of evolution, a theoretical ambition. A second goal was
to utilize the evolutionary theory to create a deductively de-
rived clinical taxonomy, also a conceptual goal. We have by-
passed a third and fourth aim, that of linking the taxonomy
to newly developed assessment instruments and to outline
prescriptions for an integrative or personalized model of psy-
chotherapy, the latter two practical and utilitarian purposes
discussed in other papers and books. It is on these founda-
tions that we see a framework for a systematic science of
personology.
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CHAPTER 2

Dynamics of Individual <-> Context Relations in Human
Development: A Developmental Systems Perspective

RICHARD M. LERNER, JACQUELINE V. LERNER, JASON ALMERIGI, AND CHRISTINA THEOKAS

Understanding of either healthy, positive, or optimal person-
ality functioning and development or, alternatively, variations
in functioning or development that might be appropriate to
categorize as problematic, maladaptive, or psychopathologi-
cal, rests on knowledge of what is normative in personality
structure, function, and development. Such delineation of the
normative is of course a standard component of the nomo-
logical requirements of any science, because deviations from
normal cannot be identified without such specification. How-
ever, normative specification is problematic for scholarship
about personality.

The field of personality involves the study of the mental
and behavioral characteristics of the individual, and, obvi-
ously, the study of personality development involves the ap-
praisal of individual change in these characteristics across the
life span. Accordingly, it may seem true by definition that
scholars of personality and of personality development adopt,
implicitly if not explicitly, a person-centered approach to
their theory and research. However, this is not the case. For
instance, Magnusson and Stattin (in press) note that “The
study of personality has often been defined as the study of
individual differences. . . . [Nevertheless,] [r]esults of study-
ing individual differences at the group level often form the
basis for conclusions about functioning at the individual
level.” At least in part this apparently counterintuitive situa-
tion occurs because assessing an individual’s characteristics
and their development is complicated by two key, interrelated
conceptual issues.
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PROBLEMATIC 1: THE
IDIOGRAPHIC-NOMOTHETIC DIMENSION

First, if a focus on the person involves an idiographic as-
sumption, that is, that the laws governing the structure, func-
tion, and development of the person are unique to him or her,
then normative specification is obviated. For instance, in re-
gard to personality development, the presence of only idi-
ographic laws would necessitate an ipsative (within the
person) approach to developmental research in order to iden-
tify patterns of intraindividual change defining of and unique
to the person (Lerner, 2002b). Such an approach to the study
of personality might jeopardize the place of this field of
scholarship within normal science.

In the history of the scientific study of personality and
personality development, this situation could have led in to
a field that was defined as one that studied the modal per-
sonality (e.g., see Benedict, 1934; Kardiner & Linton, 1939).
However, by and large this did not happen. The exclusive
focus on the generic human being did not occur because both
theory and research indicate that all individuals possess char-
acteristics that may be partitioned in at least three ways along
a dimension defined by the end points of idiographic and
nomothetic. Recalling here the Kluckhohn and Murray (1948,
p- 35) framework for characterizing this situation, we may
note that in certain respects every person is:

1. Like all other people. For instance, and consistent with an
interest in the modal or normative in regard to develop-
ment, some theorists believe there are universal stages of
personality development (e.g., Erikson, 1959; Freud,
1954). Other theorists posit regulatory principles (e.g., the
orthogenetic principle; Werner, 1948, 1957) that describe
any person’s structural pattern of change. In such theories,
interest is in the generic human being (Emmerich, 1968),
and individual differences are seen as unimportant for un-
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derstanding the fundamental laws of personality or, at
best, are regarded as having marginal significance for
accounting for variations in personality structure and
development;

2. Like some other people. For instance, people’s personality
development may be comparable to those other individ-
uals classifiable into various differential subgroups de-
fined on the basis of sex, race, ethnicity, socioeconomic
status, child-rearing experiences, etc. (e.g., Kagan & Moss,
1962). Here, the developmental question is how such dif-
ferentiation occurs across time (and nature and/or nurture
variables have been forwarded as the source of such sort-
ing of individuals into groups), and the key structural issue
has been the specification of the foundational types or basic
categories (e.g., core traits) constituting human personality.

3. Like no other person. For instance, the particular constel-
lation of personality or behavioral attributes possessed by
a person may be singular to him or her, for example, in
regard to attributes of temperamental individuality (Chess
& Thomas, 1999; Thomas & Chess, 1977) or the constel-
lation of behavioral or emotional traits (e.g., Block, 1971).

In short, then, the study of the person must involve at least
in part an effort to differentiate those facets of individual
functioning and development that are common to some or to
all other people and those facets that are unique to the indi-
vidual. However, even when this tripartite focus is acknowl-
edged, a second conceptual issue arises in the study of
personality development, one that complicates the use of idi-
ographic, differential, or nomothetic approaches to person-
ality, especially in regard to the assessment of systematic
change across ontogeny (Emmerich, 1968).

PROBLEMATIC 2: THE CONCEPT OF
DEVELOPMENT

The very meaning of the term development continues to en-
gage scholars in philosophical and theoretical debate (e.g.,
Collins, 1982; Featherman, 1985; Ford & Lerner, 1992;
Harris, 1957; Kaplan, 1983; Lerner, 2002b; Overton, 1998,
2003; Reese & Overton, 1970). The existence of the debate
is itself indicative of a key feature of the meaning of the term:
Development is not an empirical concept. If it were, inspec-
tion of a set of data would indicate to any observer whether
development was present. However, different scientists can
look at the same data set and disagree about whether devel-
opment has occurred. The presence of this debate means that
scholars of personality development must specify a crite-

rion by which they will differentiate between change and
development.

Past concepts of development were predicated on Carte-
sian philosophical ideas about the character of reality that
separated, or split, what was regarded as real from what was
relegated to the unreal or epiphenomenal (Overton, 1998,
2003). In human development, major instances of such split-
ting involved classic debates about nature versus nurture as
the source of development, continuity versus discontinuity as
an appropriate depiction of the character of the human de-
velopmental trajectory, and stability versus instability as an
adequate means to describe developmental change. Today,
most major developmental theories eschew such splits and
use concepts drawn from developmental systems theories
(e.g., Lerner, 2002b; Overton, 1998, 2003) to depict the basic
developmental process as involving relations, or fusions
(Thelen & Smith, 1998; Tobach & Greenberg, 1984), be-
tween variables from the multiple levels of organization that
make up the ecology of human development (e.g., see
Bronfenbrenner, 2001, 2005). In contemporary developmen-
tal science, the basic process of development involves mu-
tually influential (that is, bidirectional) relations between
levels of organization ranging from biology through individ-
ual and social functioning to societal, cultural, physical, eco-
logical, and, ultimately, historical levels of organization (e.g.,
Baltes, Lindenberger, & Staudinger, 1998; Elder, 1998; Ford
& Lerner, 1992).

As a consequence, contemporary developmental theory
transcends another split that has characterized the field of
human developmental science, a split between basic science
and application (Fisher & Lerner, 1994; Lerner, 2002b). The
relational character of development means that some degree
of change is always possible within the developmental sys-
tem, as the temporality of history imbues each of the other
levels of organization within the developmental system with
the potential for change. Temporality means that at least rela-
tive plasticity (the potential for systematic change) exists
within the integrated (fused) developmental system and that
changes in the relations between individuals and their context
(which may be represented as changes in individual <- con-
text relations) may be instituted by entering the ecology of
human development at any of its levels of organization.

Theoretically predicated attempts to change the course of
development—the trajectory of individual <-> context rela-
tions—constitute both tests of the basic, relational process of
human development and (given ethical mandates to act only
to enhance human development) attempts to improve the
course of life. Depending on the level of organization on
which such interventions into the life course are aimed (e.g.,
individual, families, communities, or the institutions of so-



ciety), we may term such actions either programs or policies
(Lerner, 2002b). Thus, from the viewpoint of the develop-
mental systems theories that define the cutting edge of con-
temporary developmental science, there is no necessary
distinction between research on the basic, relational process
linking individuals to their multitiered ecological systems and
applications aimed at promoting positive individual <= con-
text relations.

Explanation of the theoretical and empirical reasons that
developmental science traversed a conceptual course, from
split conceptions of the basis and course of development to
integrative concepts and models that emphasize the relational
character of human development and the synthesis of basic
and applied foci, requires a specification of the defining fea-
tures of contemporary developmental science. In turn, the
features of contemporary developmental science, which in-
volve the specification of one or another variations of devel-
opmental systems theories (Lerner, 2002b), afford a means to
conceptualize the individual and his or her path to health and
thriving or problematic mental and behavioral functioning.

TRANSCENDING THE PROBLEMATICS OF
PERSONALITY THEORY

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the development
of personality in a manner than transcends the two conceptual
problems we have identified. That is, in regard to the idi-
ographic versus nomothetic issue we have described, we will
present an approach to personality development that inte-
grates both idiographic and nomothetic dimensions of the
person, and thus that enables the field of personality study to
remain within normal science and, as well, to embrace the
importance of a focus on the person and, potentially, of the
significance of the lawful and individual actions of the per-
son in promoting his or her own positive or problematic
development.

We are able to offer this integrative conception of person-
ality functioning because, in regard to the issues surrounding
the definition of development, we use dynamic, relational
models of development. That is, we forward a model of in-
dividual <= context relations to depict the person as an ac-
tive agent in his or her own development. Moreover, as we
make clear in our discussion of this model, this approach to
development results in a positive, indeed an optimistic, view
of the potential for healthy human development. Thus, the
model suggests that the appropriate way to address issues of
developmental psychopathology is not to pursue prevention
strategies but, rather, strategies that promote positive human
development.
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DEVELOPMENTAL SYSTEMS PERSPECTIVES

The power of a developmental systems perspective is con-
stituted by four interrelated, in fact fused (Lerner, 2002b;
Tobach & Greenberg, 1984), components of such theories:
(1) change and relative plasticity, (2) relationism and the in-
tegration of levels of organization, (3) historical embedded-
ness and temporality, and (4) the limits of generalizability,
diversity, and individual differences. Although these four
conceptual components frame the contemporary set of de-
velopmental systems theories within the field of human de-
velopment (Lerner, 1998, 2002b), each has a long and rich
tradition in the history of the field (Cairns, 1998).

Change and Relative Plasticity

Developmental systems theories stress that the focus of de-
velopmental understanding must be on (systematic) change.
This focus is required because of the belief that the potential
for change exists across (1) the life span and (2) the multiple
levels of organization that make up the ecology of humans.
Although it is also assumed that systematic change is not
limitless (e.g., it is constrained both by past developments
and by contemporary ecological, or contextual, conditions),
developmental systems theories stress that relative plasticity
exists across life (Lerner, 1984).

There are important implications of relative plasticity for
understanding the range of intraindividual variation that can
exist over ontogeny (Lerner, in press) and for the application
of development science. For instance, the presence of relative
plasticity legitimates a proactive search across the life span
for characteristics of people and of their contexts that, together,
can influence the design of policies and programs promoting
positive development (Lerner, 2004, in press). For example,
the plasticity of intellectual development that is a feature of
a systems view of mental functioning provides legitimization
for educational policies and school- and community-based
programs aimed at enhancing cognitive and social cognitive
development (Dryfoos, 1994; Lerner, 2004). Such implica-
tions for the design of policies and programs stand in marked
contrast to those associated with mechanistic, genetic reduc-
tionistic theories that suggest that genetic inheritance con-
strains intellectual development among particular minority
and/or low-income groups (e.g., Hernstein & Murray, 1994;
Rushton, 2000).

Relationism and the Integration of Levels of
Organization

Developmental systems theories stress that the bases for
change, and for both plasticity and constraints in develop-
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ment, lie in the relations that exist between the multiple levels
of organization that make up the substance of human life
(Schneirla, 1957; Tobach, 1981). These levels range from the
inner biological, through the individual/psychological and
the proximal social relational (e.g., involving dyads, peer
groups, and nuclear families), to the sociocultural level (in-
cluding key macroinstitutions such as educational, public
policy, governmental, and economic systems) and the natural
and designed physical ecologies of human development
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2001, 2005; Bronfenbrenner &
Morris, 1998; Riegel, 1975). These tiers are structurally and
functionally integrated, thus underscoring the use of a de-
velopmental systems view of the levels involved in human.

A developmental systems perspective promotes a rela-
tional unit of analysis as a requisite for developmental anal-
ysis: Variables associated with any level of organization exist
(are structured) in relation to variables from other levels; the
qualitative and quantitative dimensions of the function of any
variable are shaped as well by the relations that variable has
with ones from other levels. Unilevel units of analysis (or the
components of, or elements in, a relation) are not an adequate
target of developmental analysis; rather, the relation itself—
the interlevel linkage—should be the focus of such analysis
(Lerner, 1991; Magnusson, 1999a, 1999b; Magnusson &
Stattin, 1998, in press; Riegel, 1975).

Relationism and integration have a clear implication for
unilevel theories of development. At best, such theories are
severely limited, and inevitably provide a nonveridical de-
piction of development, due to their focus on what are es-
sentially main effects embedded in higher-order interactions
(e.g., see Walsten, 1990). At worst, such theories are neither
valid nor useful. Thus, neither nature nor nurture theories
provide adequate conceptual frames for understanding hu-
man development (see Hirsch, 1970; Lewontin, 1992). More-
over, many nature-nurture interaction theories also fall short
in this regard because theories of this type still treat nature
and nurture variables as separable entities and view their con-
nection in manners analogous to the interaction term in an
analysis of variance (e.g., Bijou, 1976; Erikson, 1959; cf.
Gollin, 1981; Gottlieb, Wahlsten, & Lickliter, 1998, in press;
Hebb, 1970; Plomin, 2000; Walsten, 1990). Developmental
systems theories move beyond the simplistic division of
sources of development into nature-related and nurture-
related variables or processes; they see the multiple levels
of organization that exist within the ecology of human de-
velopment as part of an inextricably fused developmental
system.

Historical Embeddedness and Temporality

The relational units of analysis of concern in developmental
systems theories are understood as change units. The change

component of these units derives from the ideas that all of
the levels of organization involved in human development
are embedded in the broadest level of the person-context
system: history. That is, all other levels of organization
within the developmental system are integrated with histori-
cal change. History—change over time—is incessant and
continuous and is a level of organization that is fused with
all other levels. This linkage means that change is a necessary,
and inevitable, feature of variables from all levels of orga-
nization. In addition, this linkage means that the structure, as
well as the function, of variables changes over time.

Because historical change is continuous and temporality
is infused in all levels of organization (Elder, 1998; Elder,
Modell, & Parke, 1993), change-sensitive measures of struc-
ture and function as well as change-sensitive (i.e., longitu-
dinal) designs are necessitated in contemporary theories of
human development (Baltes, Reese, & Nesselroade, 1977,
Brim & Kagan, 1980). The key questions vis-a-vis tempo-
rality in such research is not whether change occurs but
whether the changes that do occur make a difference for a
given developmental outcome (Lerner, Skinner, & Sorell,
1980).

Given that the study of these changes will involve ap-
praisal of both quantitative and qualitative features of change,
which may occur at multiple levels of organization, there is
a need to use both quantitative and qualitative data-collection
and analysis methods, ones associated with the range of dis-
ciplines having specialized expertise at the multiple levels of
organization at which either quantitative or qualitative change
can occur (Shweder et al., 1998). In essence, the concepts of
historical embeddedness and temporality indicate that a pro-
gram of developmental research adequate to address the re-
lational, integrated, embedded, and temporal changes involved
in human life must involve multiple occasions, methods, lev-
els, variables, and cohorts (Baltes, 1987; Lerner, 1991).

A developmental systems perspective, and the implica-
tions it suggests for research, through concepts such as tem-
porality, may seem descriptively cumbersome; inelegant (if
not untestable) in regard to explanations of individual and
group behavior and development; and, as a consequence, of
little use in the formulation of interventions aimed at en-
hancing individual and social life. However, in the face of
the several profound historical changes in the lives of chil-
dren and their families that have occurred across this century
(e.g., see Elder et al., 1993; Hernandez, 1993), it would seem,
at best, implausible to maintain that the nature of the human
life course has been unaffected by this history. Accordingly,
it would seem necessary to adopt some sort of developmental
systems perspective in order to incorporate the impact of such
historical changes, and of the contemporary diversity it has
created, into the matrix of covariation considered in devel-



opmental explanations and the interventions that should, at
least ideally, be derived from them (Lerner & Miller, 1993).

Yet, it would be traditional in developmental psychology
to assert that the historical variation and contemporary di-
versity of human (individual and group) development was
irrelevant to understanding basic processes. Indeed, within
developmental science, the conventional view of basic pro-
cess, whether involving cognition, emotion, personality, or
social behavior, is that it is a function generalizable across
time and place. However, data such as those presented by
Elder et al. (1993) and Hernandez (1993), which document
the profound impact of historical change on individual and
family life over the course of just the last two centuries, con-
stitute a serious challenge to the ontological presuppositions
that have grounded this view of basic process and, as such,
of developmental psychology’s theory and research about
people’s ontogenies.

The traditional view of basic process found in develop-
mental psychology (i.e., the prototypical view for much of
the last 50 to 60 years) cannot be defended in the face of the
historical and contextual variation characterizing U.S. indi-
viduals and families across the past century. Indeed, without
adequate tests of, and evidence for, its presuppositions about
the irrelevance of temporality, context, and diversity for its
view of basic process, the field of developmental psychology
fails in even an attempt to represent veridically the course of
human life (Cairns, 1998).

By weaving historical change and contextual specificities
into the matrix of causal covariation that shapes human de-
velopmental trajectories, a developmental systems perspec-
tive reconstitutes the core process of human development,
from a reductionistic and individualistic one to a synthetic,
or multilevel integrated, one. Through the seemingly simple
step of integrating historical change, contextual variation, and
individual developmental change, a developmental systems
perspective provides a paradigmatic departure from the psy-
chogenic, biogenic, or reductionistic environmentalist mod-
els of causality that have underlain the theories of human
development that have been prevalent during most of this
century (Gottlieb, 1992; Lerner, 1991).

The Limits of Generalizability, Diversity, and Individual
Differences

The temporality of the changing relations between levels of
organization means that changes that are seen within one his-
torical period (or time of measurement), and/or with one set
of instances of variables from the multiple levels of the ecol-
ogy of human development, may not be seen at other points
in time (Baltes et al., 1977; Bronfenbrenner, 1979). What is
seen in one data set may be only an instance of what does or
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what could exist. As Magnusson and Stattin (in press) note,
however, past personality research “is very ethnocentric; too
often, the Western human being is regarded as the model and
results are often generalized to the rest of the world, in spite
of the fact that the population of the Western countries con-
stitute only one fifth of the globe’s population.”

Accordingly, in recognition of the implications of the view
expressed by Magnusson and Stattin (in press), contemporary
theories focus on diversity—of people, of relations, of set-
tings, and of times of measurement (Lerner, 1991, 2002b).
Diversity is the exemplary illustration of the presence of rela-
tive plasticity in human development (Fisher et al., 1998;
Lerner, 1984). Diversity is also the best evidence that exists
of the potential for change in the states and conditions of
human life (Brim & Kagan, 1980).

For instance, several studies of U.S. adolescents report
that pubertal maturation alters negatively the nature of the
social interactions between youth and their parents. For ex-
ample, at the height of pubertal change, more conflict and
greater emotional distance is seen (e.g., Steinberg, 1987;
Susman & Rogol, 2004). However, these findings have been
derived in large part from research with homogeneous, Eu-
ropean American samples of adolescents and their families
(Brooks-Gunn & Reiter, 1990). When diversity is introduced
into the database used for understanding the links between
pubertal change and adolescent-parent relationships, a much
more complicated—and richer and more interesting—pattern
is evident. Among samples of Latino (primarily Mexican
American) boys and their families, pubertal maturation brings
youth closer to their parents (Molina & Chassin, 1996). The
emergence of puberty among these Latino youth is associated
with greater parental social support and less intergenerational
conflict than is the case either for correspondingly mature
European American samples or for Latino youth prior to of
after their maturation.

In essence, racial/ethnic, cultural, and developmental di-
versity must be understood systemically in order to appreci-
ate the nature and variation that exists within and across time
in human behavior and development (Lerner, in press;
McLoyd, 1998; Spencer, in press). In other words, individual
differences arise inevitably from the action of the develop-
ment system; in turn, they move the system in manners that
elaborate diversity further, and that therefore make individ-
uals both more like some other people and more like no other
person.

The preceding four components constitute a developmen-
tal systems perspective. This perspective leads us to recog-
nize that, if we are to have an adequate and sufficient science
of human development, we must integratively study individ-
ual and contextual levels of organization in a relational and
temporal manner (Bronfenbrenner, 1974; Zigler, 1998). De-
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velopmental contextualism is an instance of developmental
systems theory. Consistent with the emphases on integrative,
or fused, relations between individuals and contexts found in
other instances of such systems perspectives, the central idea
in developmental contextualism is that changing, reciprocal
relations (or dynamic interactions) between individuals and
the multiple contexts within which they live make up the
essential process of human development (Lerner & Kauffman,
1985).

We consider in the following section this instance of de-
velopmental systems theories. In addition, we also review
another major example of such an approach to the under-
standing of human development, the holistic, person <= con-
text interaction theory of David Magnusson (1999a, 1999b;
Magnusson & Stattin, 1998, in press).

DEVELOPMENTAL CONTEXTUALISM AS AN
INSTANCE OF DEVELOPMENTAL SYSTEMS
THEORY

Developmental contextualism, an instance of developmental
systems theory, emphasizes the integrative, or fused, relations
between individuals and contexts that are envisioned in other
instances of such systems perspectives. Derived from the
work in biological and comparative psychology (e.g., Gottlieb,
1997; Maier & Schneirla, 1935; Schneirla, 1957; Tobach,
1981; Tobach & Greenberg, 1984), the central idea in devel-
opmental contextualism is that changing, mutually influential,
and reciprocal relations (or dynamic interactions) between
individuals and the multiple contexts within which they live
make up the essential process of human development (Lerner
& Kauffman, 1985).

These bidirectional and mutually influential relations exist
between the multiple levels of organization involved in hu-
man life (e.g., biology, psychology, social groups, and cul-
ture; Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Lerner, 2002b). Each level of
organization within the developmental system regulates the
structure and function of the other levels in the system. As
such, these dynamic relations provide a framework for the
structure of human behavior (Ford & Lerner, 1992). When
developmental regulations are mutually beneficial they may
be termed adaptive. Such relations are the basis of positive
human development.

The historical context is the superordinate level of orga-
nization within the developmental context (Bronfenbrenner,
2001, 2005; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998, in press; Elder,
1998; Elder & Shanahan, in press), and this embeddedness
means that all levels within the ecology of human develop-
ment are dynamically interactive with historical changes.

This temporality provides a change component to human life
and provides the basis of the potential that exists across life
for systematic change—for plasticity. The presence of plas-
ticity affords an optimistic stance about the possibility of
changing the nature and course of individual «- context
relations and of moving them in positive, healthy directions.
Simply, developmental contextualism emphasizes the possi-
bility of promoting positive human development across the
life span (Baltes et al., 1998, in press; Lerner, 1984, 2002b,
2004, in press).

Thus, behavioral or mental problems in human life are not
fixed or irreversible characteristics of any person or group.
Instead, they represent only some portion of the potential
instantiation of human development, as it is manifested along
a dimension ranging from problematic to positive/healthy.
We believe that, in fact, problems of human behavior and
development represent only a very small proportion of the
variance that exists in human life. The abundant evidence of
healthy developmental trajectories between people of diverse
racial, ethic, religious, physical ability, sexual preference, and
cultural groups (e.g., see Lerner, in press; Lerner, Taylor, &
von Eye, 2002; McAdoo, 1995; McLoyd, 1998; Savin-
Williams & Diamond, 2004; Spencer, in press) may be inter-
preted as support for the idea that there exists an impressive
array of possible pathways of positive development.

Moreover, developmental contextualism asserts that hu-
man beings are active rather than passive. As well, devel-
opmental contextualism stresses that the world around the
developing person—both the physical world and the social
ecology of human life—is active also. Specifically, then, in
developmental contextualism the integration of (1) the ac-
tions of people in and on their world and (2) the actions of
the world on people (3) shape the quality of human behav-
ioral and psychological functioning (Brandtstddter, 1998,
1999, in press; Brandtstddter & Lerner, 1999; Lerner &
Busch-Rossnagel, 1981; Lerner, Theokas, & Jelicic, in press).
In essence, developmental regulation, plasticity, and optimism
(about the possibility of promoting positive human devel-
opment through enhancing individual <- context relations)
are the key theoretical ideas associated with the theory—and
potential application to individuals and their ecologies—of
developmental contextualism.

Sources of Action in Human Development

Where do the actions that propel human development come
from? It is clear that in a general sense the only sources of
behavior are a person’s genetic inheritance (nature) and his
or her environmental experience and contextual influences
(nurture). However, consistent with its conceptualization of



Developmental Contextualism as an Instance of Developmental Systems Theory 29

the character of human life—of focusing on the integration of
levels of organization—developmental contextualism stresses
that the source of the actions involved in human development
is derived from dynamic interactions between nature and nur-
ture, that is, from developmental regulations between the lev-
els of organization within the developmental system. That is,
the biological (organismic) characteristics of the individual
affect the context (e.g., adolescents who look differently as a
consequence of contrasting rates of biological growth, earlier
versus later maturation, elicit different social behaviors from
peers and adults; e.g., Lerner, 2002a; Susman & Rogol,
2004), and, at the same time, contextual variables in the in-
dividual’s world affect its biological characteristics (e.g., girls
growing up in nations or at times in history with better health
care and nutritional resources reach puberty earlier than girls
developing is less advantaged contexts; Susman & Rogol,
2004; Tanner, 1991).

In other words, the individual has characteristics that act
on the environment, and, at the same time, he or she lives in
an environment that acts on his or her characteristics. Given
that the individual is at the center of these reciprocal actions,
he or she, through his or her actions, is a source of his or
her own development (Brandtstddter, 1998, 1999, in press;
Brandtstiddter & Lerner, 1999; Lerner & Busch-Rossnagel,
1981; Lerner et al., in press). In short, in developmental con-
textualism, there is a third source of development—the in-
dividual (cf. Schneirla, 1957).

These dynamic changes may involve both quantitative and
qualitative changes in the processes of development. For in-
stance, processes involved with a person’s perceptual, moti-
vational, or cognitive development undergo changes in kind,
or type (quality), and in amount, frequency, magnitude, or
duration (quantity). This conception of change does not deny
that there are some aspects of a person that remain the same
across life; rather, it asserts that human development is a syn-
thesis between changes and processes and variables that re-
main constant (Brim and Kagan 1980). Moreover, because of
the integration of the levels of organization of human life,
developmental contextualism asserts that the laws that govern
the functioning of both constancy and change are related both
to an organism’s biology (e.g., heredity) and to its environ-
ment (e.g., experience). Within the relational conception of
the actions of levels of organization found in developmental
contextualism, these two sets of factors (heredity and envi-
ronment) are fused in behavioral development.

Logically, there are several possible ways that heredity and
environment can be related to each other (Anastasi, 1958;
Lerner 2002b; Overton 1973; Schneirla, 1956). It is possible
that either heredity or environment might act alone as a
source of behavioral development. It may be the case that the

contribution of heredity is added to the contribution of the
environment. Gottlieb (1997, 1998, 2004; Gottlieb et al.,
1998, in press), Hirsch (1997, 2004), and Lerner (2002b, in
press) note that these two possible ways in which nature- and
nurture-related variables (or levels of organizations) may be
related are both conceptually flawed and counterfactual (see
also Garcia Coll, Bearer, & Lerner, 2004). Accordingly, these
possibilities, which form the basis of both the behavioral ge-
netics (e.g., Plomin, 2000; Rende, 2004; Rowe, 1994) and
the sociobiological (e.g., Rushton, 2000) views of human de-
velopment, may be rejected for the presence of these egre-
gious scientific flaws. As such, another interpretation of the
relation between nature and nurture must be sought.

A third possibility is that heredity and environment may
be related to each other in a multiplicative, or interactionist,
manner. This last alternative is the one pursued within de-
velopmental contextualism. However, many different types
of interaction may occur. For instance, Lerner and Spanier
(1980) and Lerner (2002b) have identified three such types,
labeling them weak, moderate, and strong (see also Overton,
1973). Developmental contextualism advances a model of
strong interactions, wherein the components of any relation
(e.g., between genes and the intraorganism or extraorganism
context or between the individual and the context) are part
of a superordinate, enmeshed (fused) system; discussion of
the parts of the system may be convenient for analytic or
methodological reasons (e.g., see Gollin, 1981; Overton,
1998), but the reality of the system is that parts exist only in
relation (Thelen & Smith, 1998, in press).

In other words, components cannot exist apart from, and
in fact are defined by, their relation to (integration in) the
system (Gollin, 1981; Gottlieb, 1997; Tobach & Greenberg,
1984). It is important to discuss the details of this admittedly
more complex—but veridical (Gottlieb, 1997, 1998, 2004;
Gottlieb et al., 1998, in press)—view of the relations between
biological and contextual levels of organization.

Probabilistic Epigenesis: The Conception of Nature <->
Nurture Relation within Developmental Contextualism

Developmental contextualism takes what Gottlieb (1970,
1992, 1998, 2004) terms a probabilistic epigenetic view of
biological functioning. Biological and contextual factors are
considered to be reciprocally interactive, and developmental
changes are probabilistic in respect to normative outcomes
due to variation in the timing of the biological, psychological,
and social factors (or levels) that provide interactive bases
of ontogenetic progressions (e.g., Schneirla, 1957; Tobach,
1981).
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The developmental contextual conception of development
can be traced to comparative biology (Novikoff, 1945a,
1945b) and comparative psychology (e.g., Gottlieb, 1970,
1992, 1997, 1998; Kuo, 1976; Maier & Schneirla, 1935;
Schneirla, 1957). In this literature, the concept of probabilistic
epigenesis is not used to emphasize intrinsically predetermined
or inevitable time tables and outcomes of development; in-
stead, probabilistic epigenesis stressed that the influence of
the changing context on development is to make the trajec-
tory of development less certain with respect to the applica-
bility of norms to the individual (e.g., Gottlieb, 1970, 1997,
1998; Tobach, 1981).

Thus, such a conception emphasizes the probabilistic char-
acter of both the directions and outcomes of development,
and in so doing it recognizes more plasticity in development
than do conceptions that contend that there is a predetermined
part to developmental change that is set by a genetically fixed
maturational timetable (e.g., Erikson, 1959; Hamburger,
1957). The probabilistic (yet causal) interaction between lev-
els of organization within the ecology of human development
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2001, 2005) make both continuity
and/or discontinuity a probabilistic feature of developmental
change across life periods.

Probabilism in continuity and discontinuity is stressed be-
cause, as noted by Gottlieb (1970, p. 123), “behavioral de-
velopment of individuals within a species does not follow an
invariant or inevitable course, and, more specifically, . . . the
sequence or outcome of individual behavioral development
is probable (with respect to norms) rather than certain.” Of
course, it is possible to ask whether all instances of continuity
and discontinuity have an equal probability of occurrence. As
explained by Thelen and Smith (1998; see also Ford &
Lerner, 1992), this is not the case. Within a dynamic devel-
opmental system, the dialectic between system-changing and
system-constraining relations reduces the degrees of freedom
available for change; thus the potentially infinite instances of
change that could exist within a dynamic, open, and living
system are reduced through the self-organizing actions of the
system.

Development occurs in a multilevel context. The nature
of the changes in this context contributes to the probabilistic
character of development; but one needs to appreciate also
that the organism as much shapes the context as the context
shapes the organism, and that, at the same time, both organ-
ism and context constrain, or limit, the other. In other words,
the processes that give humans their individuality and their
plasticity are the same ones that provide their commonality
and constancy (Lerner, 1984, 2002b).

Here, another key point about the developmental contex-
tual view needs to be highlighted. Although, in attempting to

explain development, both this conception and mechanistic-
behavioral views (e.g., Baer, 1976; Bijou & Baer, 1961;
Gewirtz & Stingle, 1968) conceive of the context as envel-
oping an organism, it is clear that they do so in distinctly
different ways. Developmental contextual theorists do not
adopt a reductionistic approach to conceptualizing the impact
of the context (Tobach, 1981). Instead, there is a focus on
organism <-> context transactions (Sameroff, 1975), a com-
mitment to using an interlevel, or relational, unit of analysis
(Lerner, 1984, 2002b), and, as emphasized previously, a con-
cept of the context as composed of multiple, qualitatively
different levels (e.g., see Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2001, 2005;
Riegel, 1975).

Moreover, although both the mechanistic and the devel-
opmental contextual perspectives hold that changes in the
context become part of interindividual changes in the organ-
ism’s constitution, the concept of organism found in the two
perspectives is also quite distinct. The individual in devel-
opmental contextualism is not merely the host of the elements
of a simplistic environment (e.g., as in Baer, 1976). Instead,
the organism is itself a qualitatively distinct level within the
multiple, dynamically interacting levels forming the context
of life. As such, the organism has a distinct influence on the
multilevel context that is influencing it. The organism is an
active contributor to its own development (Brandtstéddter,
1998, 1999, in press; Lerner, 1982; Lerner & Busch-
Rossnagel, 1981; Lerner et al., in press; Lerner & Walls,
1999).

Figure 2.1 presents the developmental contextual view of
person ¢<-> context relations (represented in the figure by
child <= parent relations) seen from the perspective of this
instance of developmental systems theory (Lerner, 2002b,
2004).

As shown in this figure, the inner and outer worlds of a
child are fused and dynamically interactive. The same may
be said of the parent depicted in the figure and, in fact, of the
parent-child relationship. Each of these foci—child, parent,
and/or parent-child relationship—is part of a larger, en-
meshed system of fused relations between the multiple levels
that compose the ecology of human life (Bronfenbrenner,
1979, 2001, 2005; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998, in press).
For instance, Figure 2.1 illustrates the idea that both parent
and child are embedded in a broader social network and that
each person has reciprocal reactions within this network. This
set of relationships occurs because both the child and the
parent are much more than just people playing only one role
in life. The child may also be a sibling, a peer, and a student;
the parent may also be a spouse, a worker, and an adult child.
All of these networks of relationships are embedded within
a particular community, society, and culture. Finally, all of
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Figure 2.1 A model of the developmental contextual view of human development. The dashed lines between the work network and the child is used to
denote that in many contemporary industrialized settings for child development, the young person may not enter the workforce until after the childhood
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these relationships are continually changing across time and
history.

Thus, Figure 2.1 illustrates also that the child-parent re-
lationship and the social networks in which it is located are
embedded in still larger community, societal, cultural, and
historical levels of organization. Moreover, the arrow of
time—history—cuts through all the systems. This feature of
the model underscores the idea that, as with the people pop-
ulating the social systems, change is always occurring. Di-
versity within time is created as changes across time (across
history) occur. As depicted in Figure 2.1, such diversity in-

troduces variation into all the levels of organization involved
in the system. As such, the nature of parent-child relation-
ships, of family life and development, and of societal and
cultural influences on the child-parent-family system are in-
fluenced by both normative and nonnormative historical
changes (Baltes, 1987; Baltes et al., 1998) or, in other words,
by evolutionary (i.e., gradual) and revolutionary (i.e., abrupt;
Werner, 1957) historical changes.

It is useful to illustrate how the developmental contextual
theory illustrated in Figure 2.1 may be used to understand
the developmental import of the mutually influential individ-
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ual €-> context relations that structure the course of the life
span. To do this, we discuss one model of individual <>
context relations that has framed research about the relational
bases of positive or problematic outcomes of the process of
development.

The Goodness of Fit Model

Just as a child brings his or her characteristics of individuality
to a particular social setting there are demands placed on the
child by virtue of the social and physical components of the
setting. These demands may take the form of: (1) attitudes,
values, or stereotypes that are held by others in the context
regarding the person’s attributes (either his or her physical or
behavioral characteristics); (2) the attributes (usually behav-
ioral) of others in the context with whom the child must co-
ordinate, or fit, his or her attributes (also, in this case, usually
behavioral) for adaptive interactions to exist; or, (3) the
physical characteristics of a setting (e.g., the presence or ab-
sence of access ramps for the motorically handicapped) that
require the child to possess certain attributes (again, usually
behavioral abilities) for the most efficient interaction within
the setting to occur.

The child’s individuality, in differentially meeting these
demands, provides a basis for the specific feedback he or she
gets from the socializing environment. For example, consid-
ering the demand domain of attitudes, values, or stereotypes,
teachers and parents may have relatively individual and dis-
tinct expectations about behaviors desired of their students
and children, respectively. Teachers may want students who
show little distractibility, but parents might desire their chil-
dren to be moderately distractible, for example, when they
require their children to move from television watching to
dinner or to bed. Children whose behavioral individuality
was either generally distractible or generally not distractible
would thus differentially meet the demands of these two con-
texts. Problems of adjustment to school or to home might
thus develop as a consequence of a child’s lack of match (or
goodness of fit) in either or both settings.

Thomas and Chess (e.g., 1977; Chess & Thomas, 1999)
and Lerner and Lerner (e.g., 1983) have forwarded ideas and
conducted research pertinent to the role of individual <->
context fit in moderating positive or negative outcomes of
development in childhood and adolescence. Thomas and
Chess and Lerner and Lerner have found that if a child’s
characteristics of individuality provide a good fit (or match)
with the demands of a particular setting, adaptive outcomes
will accrue in that setting. Those children whose character-
istics match most of the settings within which they exist re-
ceive supportive or positive feedback from the contexts and

show evidence of the most adaptive behavioral development.
In turn, of course, poorly fit, or mismatched, children, those
whose characteristics are incongruent with one or most set-
tings, appear to show alternative developmental outcomes.

But what are the precise competencies a child must pos-
sess to attain a good fit within and across time? To compe-
tently attain an adaptive fit a child must be able to evaluate
appropriately: (1) the demands of a particular context, (2) his
or her psychological and behavioral characteristics, and
(3) the degree of match that exists between the two. In ad-
dition, other cognitive and behavioral skills are necessary.
The child has to have the ability to select and gain access to
those contexts with which there is a high probability of match
and to avoid those contexts where poor fit is likely. In addi-
tion, in contexts that cannot usually be selected—for exam-
ple, family of origin or assigned elementary school class—
the child has to have the knowledge and skills necessary
either to change him or herself to fit the demands of the
setting or, in turn, to alter the context to better fit his or her
attributes (e.g., Lerner & Lerner, 1983; Mischel, 1977).
Moreover, in most contexts multiple types of demands will
impinge on the person, and not all of them will provide iden-
tical presses. As such, the child needs to be able to detect and
evaluate such complexity and to judge which demand it will
be best to adapt to when all cannot be met.

This point is underscored by findings reported by Eccles
and her colleagues (e.g., Eccles, 1991; Eccles & Harold,
1996; Eccles, Lord, & Buchanan, 1996; Eccles & Midgley,
1989; Eccles, Midgley, et al., 1993; Fuligni, Eccles, &
Barber, 1995; Midgley, Feldlaufer, & Eccles, 1989a, 1989b).
Through a focus on young adolescents and their transition
from elementary school to either junior high or middle
school, Eccles and her colleagues have offered a theoretically
nuanced and empirically highly productive approach to un-
derstanding the significance for development of person <->
context fit. In particular, they have demonstrated the impor-
tance for achievement motivation and academic achievement
of goodness of fit between young adolescents and their
school environment.

For instance, there may be effects of the transition from
elementary school to junior high school or middle school on
students’ academic performance or on their academic feel-
ings and motivation that may be due in part to the poorness
of fit between the students’ orientation to learning and the
organization and curriculum of the junior high or middle
school (Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Eccles et al., 1996; Eccles,
Wigfield, Midgley, et al., 1993).

To account for such findings, Eccles et al. (1996) explain
that the theory of person-environment fit within which this
work is embedded proposes that “behavior, motivation, and



mental health are influenced by the fit between the charac-
teristics individuals bring to their social environments and
the characteristics of these social environments. Individuals
are not likely to do very well, or be very motivated, if they
are in social environments that do not fit their psychological
needs” (p. 254).

Accordingly, this model of person-context fit leads Eccles
et al. (1996) to predict that “If the social environments in the
typical junior high school do not fit very well with the psy-
chological needs of adolescents, then person-environment fit
theory predicts a decline in the adolescents’ motivation, in-
terest, performance, and behavior as they move into this en-
vironment” (p. 254). Indeed, Eccles et al. (1996) note that
there is considerable “evidence that such a negative change
in the school environment occurs with the transition to junior
high school” (p. 254) and that “The nature of these environ-
mental changes, coupled with the normal course of individual
development, is likely to result in a developmental mismatch
so that the ‘fit’ between the early adolescent and the class-
room environment is particularly poor, increasing the risk of
negative motivational outcomes, especially for adolescents
who are already having difficulty succeeding in school aca-
demically” (p. 258).

In sum, as the child develops competency in self-
regulation (Brandtstddter, 1998, 1999; Eccles, Early, Frasier,
Belansky, & McCarthy, 1997; Heckhausen, 1999), he or she
will be able to become an active selector and shaper of the
contexts within which he or she develops. Thus, as the child’s
agency (Bakan, 1966) develops, it will become increasingly
true that he or she rears his or her parents as much as they
do him or her (Lerner, 2003). More generally, and across
contextual settings, individuals, through the mutually influ-
ential relations they have with their ecology, act as potent
sources of their own development.

Conclusions

Developmental contextualism incorporates the ideas of dy-
namic interaction, levels of integration, and self-organization
associated with other instances of open, living, developmen-
tal systems theories of human development (Ford & Lerner,
1992) and emphasizes that through developmental regula-
tions—individual <> context relations—potential plasticity
may be actualized. As we have emphasized, such possibilities
allow both scholars and practitioners to be optimistic that
positive or healthy relations (e.g., fits) between individuals
and contexts may exist or may be created to prevent problems
and to promote positive human development. As such, schol-
arship framed by such a model eschews reductionism, uni-
level assessments of the individual, and time-insensitive and
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atemporal analyses of human development. Instead, integra-
tive/holistic, relational, and change-oriented research focused
on the individual-in-context (e.g., Magnusson, 1985, 1999a,
1999b; Magnusson & Stattin, 1998) research is promoted.

Although the developmental contextual approach repre-
sents an important example of the family of developmental
systems theories, there are other theories that are also quite
influential. One very significant instance of such a theory has
been formulated by David Magnusson who, over the course
of more than a quarter century, has made innovative and ar-
ticulate contributions to scholarship about developmental
systems and—most centrally—of the importance of adopting
a person-centered approach to the study of personality.

DAVID MAGNUSSON’S HOLISTIC PERSON <>
CONTEXT INTERACTION THEORY

Magnusson’s theoretical formulations and research programs
have emphasized the fundamental role of context in human
behavior and development (e.g., Magnusson, 1995, 1999a,
1999b; Magnusson & Stattin, 1998). His intellectual vision
includes a compelling conceptual rationale and substantive
basis for internationally contextualized, comparative schol-
arship (e.g., Magnusson, 1995, 1999a, 1999b) and is built on
four conceptual pillars: interactionism, holism, interdiscipli-
narity, and the longitudinal study of the person.

These themes emerge in Magnusson’s theory, which
stresses the synthesis, or fusion, of the person-environment
system. Magnusson seeks to understand the structures and
processes involved in the operation of this system and the
way in which the individual behaves and develops within
it. Given this integrative emphasis on person and context,
Magnusson (1995) terms his theory a holistic approach. He
states that:

The individual is an active, purposeful part of an integrated,
complex, and dynamic person-environment system. Furthermore,
within this person-environment system, the individual develops
and functions as an integrated, complex, and dynamic totality.
Consequently, it is not possible to understand how social systems
function without knowledge of individual functioning, and it is
not possible to understand individual functioning and develop-
ment without knowledge of the environment. (Magnusson &
Stattin, 1998, pp. 685-686)

Causality in Holistic Interactionism

To Magnusson, then, as is seen also in respect to the theories
of Schneirla (1957), Kuo (1976), Gottlieb (1997), and Thelen
and Smith (1998), the cause of development—the emergence



34 Dynamics of Individual <> Context Relations in Human Development: A Developmental Systems Perspective

of novel forms across life—is an outcome of the coactions
of the components of the dynamic, person-context system.
This self-organizational source of developmental change
stands in contrast either to the unidirectional, single source
(nature or nurture) or to the weak or moderate interactional
ideas regarding the causes of development.

In what Magnusson terms the modern interactionist per-
spective, or the holistic interactionist viewpoint, the basis of
development lies in two types of interaction: inner interac-
tions, involving bidirectional relationships between biologi-
cal, psychological, and behavioral characteristics; and outer,
person-context interactions, involving continual exchanges
between the person and his or her environment. Magnusson
explains that holistic interaction builds and extends the ideas
of interactionism found in what he terms classical interac-
tionism (Magnusson & Stattin, 1998, p. 694).

Holistic interactionism expands upon this classic concep-
tion of interaction by, first, placing greater emphasis on the
dynamic, integrated character of the individual within the
overall person-environment system and, second, stressing
both biological and behavioral action components of the sys-
tem. Thus, and drawing on many of the same literatures relied
on by Gottlieb (e.g., in regard to neuropsychology and de-
velopmental biology, e.g., Damasio & Damasio, 1996) and
by Thelen and Smith (e.g., in regard to chaos and general
systems theory, e.g., von Bertalanffy, 1968), and buttressed by
what Magnusson (1995, 1999a, 1999b) sees as the growing
importance of holistically oriented longitudinal studies of hu-
man development (e.g., Cairns & Cairns, 1994), Magnusson
and Stattin (1998, p. 694) specify the four basic propositions
of holistic interaction:

1. The individual functions and develops as a total, inte-
grated organism.

2. Individual functioning within existing mental, biological,
and behavioral structures, as well as development change,
can best be described as complex, dynamic processes.

3. Individual functioning and development are guided by
processes of continuously ongoing, reciprocal interactions
between mental, behavioral, and biological aspects of in-
dividual functioning and social, cultural, and physical as-
pects of the environment.

4. The environment, including the individual, functions and
changes as a continuously ongoing process of reciprocal
interactions between social, economic, and cultural factors.

Features of the Person-Environment System

The holistic interactionist theory has profound implications
for the conduct of developmental science. Indeed, the far-

reaching character of these implications extends even to the
role of the concept of variable in developmental research.

Magnusson and Stattin (1998) note that in most ap-
proaches to developmental science the concept of variable is
embedded within a theoretically reductionistic model of hu-
mans. Within this perspective, the variable becomes the unit
of analysis in developmental research. However, within the
context of what they term the holistic principle, Magnusson
and Stattin (1998) forward a person-centered view of devel-
opment and, as such, forward the individual, the whole per-
son, as the core unit of developmental analysis. That is, the
holistic principle

emphasizes an approach to the individual and the person-
environment system as organized wholes, functioning as totali-
ties. ... The totality derives its characteristic features and
properties from the interaction among the elements involved, not
from the effect of each isolated part on the totality. (Magnusson
& Stattin, 1998, p. 698)

Accordingly, if the totality, the whole person or, better, the
person-environment relation, characterizes the essence of de-
velopmental change, then developmental analysis that as-
sesses single aspects of the system (single variables, for
instance) are necessarily incomplete. Only a distorted view
of development can be derived from appraising variables di-
vorced from the context of other, simultaneously acting vari-
ables (Magnusson & Stattin, 1998, in press). It is this
integration of variables from across the person-environment
system that constitutes the core process of human develop-
ment and, as such, the necessary focus of developmental
science.

Indeed, within the holistic interactionist theory the de-
velopmental process involves a continual flow of integrated,
reciprocally related events. Time becomes a fundamental fea-
ture of individual development given that, within the proba-
bilistic epigenetic view taken by Magnusson (1995, 1999a,
1999b) of the interrelation of the constituent events that make
up the process of development, the same event occurring at
different times in ontogeny will have varying influences on
behavior and development. As a consequence, “A change in
one aspect affects related parts of the subsystem and, some-
times, the whole organism. At a more general level, the re-
structuring of structures and processes at the individual level
is embedded in and is part of the restructuring of the total
person-environment system” (Magnusson & Stattin, 1998,
p. 700).

Thus, to Magnusson (1995, 1999a, 1999b; Magnusson &
Stattin, 1998, in press), individual development is marked by
a continual restructuring of existing patterns and, through the
facilitation and constraint of the biological through sociocul-



tural levels of the total person-environment system, the emer-
gence of new structures and processes. In other words, as
also specified within the Thelen and Smith (1998) dynamic
systems theory, novelty in structures and processes, in forms
and patterns, arises through principles of system self-
organization. Indeed, self-organization is a guiding princi-
ple within the developmental systems theory proposed by
Magnusson. Thus, development, novelty, arises in the living
world because the parts of the organism produce each other
and, as such, through their association create the whole
(Magnusson & Stattin, 1998, in press).

Also consistent with the theories of Gottlieb (1997),
Thelen and Smith (1998), and others (Lerner, 1991, 2002b;
Schneirla, 1957; Tobach & Greenberg, 1984) is Magnusson’s
view (1995, 1999a, 1999b; Magnusson & Endler, 1977) of
the character of the relation between the components of this
system: That is, holistic interaction is synonymous with dy-
namic interaction. Indeed, Magnusson and Stattin (1998,
p. 701) note that, “Dynamic interaction among operating fac-
tors is a fundamental characteristic of the processes of all
living organisms at all levels ... from the interaction that
takes place between single cells in the early development of
the fetus . . . to the individual’s interplay with his or her en-
vironment across the lifespan.”

Magnusson (1995, 1999a, 1999b; Magnusson & Stattin,
1998) notes that there are two key concepts that are involved
in understanding the character of dynamic interaction: reci-
procity and nonlinearity. Magnusson and Stattin (1998) point
to data on the mutual influences of parents and children (e.g.,
Lerner, 2003) as the best illustration of reciprocity in the
person-environment system. Similar to Schneirla’s (1957)
idea of circular functions, Magnusson and Stattin note that
reciprocity occurs in parent-child interactions as the behavior
of each person in the relationship act as an influence on the
behavior of the other person and, at the same time, change
as a consequence of the influence of the other person’s
behavior.

As do Thelen and Smith (1998), Magnusson (1995, 1999a,
1999b; Magnusson & Stattin, 1998, in press) notes that non-
linearity is the prototypical characteristic of the relationship
between constituents of the person-environment system.
Nonsystems perspectives typically approach scholarship with
the perspective that the relationship between variables is lin-
ear and, as well, that linear relations between variables that
are identified by appraising differences between people may
be generalized to the relations that exist between variables
within a person (Magnusson & Stattin, 1998, in press). How-
ever, increases (or decreases) in one variable are not always
accompanied by proportional increases (or decreases) in an-
other variable, either across people or within individuals.
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That is, rather than finding such linear changes to be ubig-
uitous, changes in one variable may be accompanied by dis-
proportionate changes in another variable. Such relationships
are curvilinear in character and, for instance, may take the
form of U- or inverted U-shaped functions. For example, low
levels of stress may not provide enough impetus to elicit high
levels of performance on a given task or skill; high levels of
stress may overwhelm the person and produce performance
paralysis rather than high-level performance; but moderate
levels of stress may be associated with the greatest likelihood
of high-level performance (Magnusson & Stattin, 1998, in
press; Strauss, 1982).

Together, the notions of reciprocity and nonlinearity asso-
ciated with dynamic interaction underscore the bidirectional
causality involved in the developmental system envisioned
by Magnusson (1995, 1999a, 1999b) and return us to the
point that his model challenges the key concepts of nonsys-
tems approaches to human development, even insofar as fun-
damental notions, such as the definition of the concept of
variable, are concerned:

The concepts of independent and dependent variables, and of
predictors and criteria, lose the absolute meaning that they have
in traditional research, which assumes unidirectional causality.
What may function as a criterion or dependent variable at a cer-
tain stage of a process may, at the next stage, serve as a predictor
or independent variable. (Magnusson & Stattin, 1998, p. 702)

Moreover, Magnusson’s theory changes the emphasis in
developmental science from one of a search for information
that will allow generalizations to be made about how vari-
ables function across individuals to one of attempting to un-
derstand how variables function within the person. That is,
because of the nonlinear relation between variables within
the individual, and because the individual’s internal distinc-
tiveness is both a product and a producer of his or her distinct
pattern of exchanges with the other levels of organization
within the total person-environment system, individual dif-
ferences are a fundamental feature of human development.
Indeed, in order to understand the development of the indi-
vidual, one must identify the particular factors that are per-
tinent to his or her life and the specific ways these factors are
organized and operate within him or her (Magnusson & Stat-
tin, 1998, in press). In short, “developmental changes do not
take place in single aspects isolated from the totality. The
total individual changes in a lawful way over time; individ-
uals, not variables, develop” (Magnusson & Stattin, 1998,
p. 727).

The complexity of this person-centered analysis is under-
scored when, as Magnusson (1995, 1999a, 1999b; Magnus-
son & Stattin, 1998, in press) explains, one understands that
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the contextual component of the person-environment system
is as multifaceted and individualistic as are the levels of or-
ganization having their primary loci within the individual
(e.g., biology, cognition, personality, behavior). That is:

The total, integrated, and organized system, of which the indi-
vidual forms a part, consists of a hierarchical system of elements,
from the cellular level of the individual to the macro level of
environments. . . . In actual operation, the role and functioning
of each element in the total person-environment system depends
on its context within each level. Each level of the system is
simultaneously a totality seen in relation to lower levels, and a
subsystem in relation to higher levels. Systems at different levels
are mutually interdependent. (Magnusson & Stattin, 1998, p. 705)

Magnusson and Stattin (1998, in press) depict the com-
plexity of these contextual components of the person-
environment system by noting that the environment may be
differentiated on the basis of its physical and social dimen-
sions and that a person may be influenced by either the actual
or the perceived features of these two dimensions or both.
Either dimension may serve as a source of stimulation for
behavior and/or a resource for information. In addition, en-
vironments may differ in the extent to which they provide an
optimal context for healthy development and in regard to the
extent to which they serve over time as a basis for develop-
mental change (i.e., as a formative environment; Magnusson
& Stattin, 1998) or as a source for a specific behavior at a
particular point in time (i.e., as a triggering environment;
Magnusson & Stattin, 1998).

In addition, environments may be differentiated on the
basis of their proximal or distal relationship to the person.
For instance, the family or the peer group may constitute
proximal contexts for the person, whereas social policies per-
tinent to family resources (e.g., policies regarding welfare
benefits for poor families) may be part of the distal context
of human development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998).

Conclusions

When the complexity of the environment is coupled with the
multiple dimensions of the person (e.g., his or her biology;
mental system; subconscious processes; values, norms, mo-
tives, and goals; self-structures and self-perceptions; and be-
havioral characteristics; Magnusson & Stattin, 1998, in
press), the need for a holistic, integrated theory of the devel-
opmental system is apparent. This system must be engaged
in order to understand the course of human development and
to enhance or optimize it. Consistent with our earlier discus-
sions of the implications of plasticity for intervention to en-
hance the course of human life, Magnusson sees the need to

involve all levels of the person and the system to not only
design a comprehensive scientific research agenda but to de-
vise strategies to apply developmental science in ways that
will integratively promote positive human change:

The holistic interactionistic view on individual functioning and
development, as advocated here, implies that in the development
of societal programs for intervention and treatment, the total
person-environment system must be considered, not single prob-
lems of individual functioning and single risk factors in the so-
cial context.... Multiple agencies, programs, and initiatives
must be integrated if the breadth of the person-context system is
to be adequately engaged. (Magnusson & Stattin, 1998, p. 740)

Thus, Magnusson’s ideas about holistic interaction under-
score the integral connection between science and application
involved in a developmental systems perspective. His views
of the scientific and societal utility of such theories, which
are consistent with, and buttressed by, the ideas of other de-
velopmental systems theorists (e.g., Baltes et al., 1998), un-
derscore the importance of transcending the basic science—
applied science split and in discussing the integral role that
application plays in contemporary theory in human devel-
opmental science.

DEVELOPMENTAL SYSTEMS THEORIES AND
THE APPLICATION OF DEVELOPMENTAL
SCIENCE

A focus on person-context relations underscores the key im-
plications of developmental systems models for research and
application pertinent to promoting positive human develop-
ment. At any given point in ontogenetic and historical time,
neither individuals’ attributes nor the features of their context
per se are the foremost predictors of their healthy functioning.
Instead, the relations between the child, the parent, the
school, the community, and the other levels of organization
within the developmental system are most important in un-
derstanding the character of human development and the role
of the ecology of human development in a person’s ontogeny.

Framed within a developmental systems theoretical per-
spective, Fisher et al. (1993) summarized the five conceptual
components that, together, characterize the core principles of
applied developmental science (ADS). Taken together, these
conceptual principles make ADS a unique approach to un-
derstanding and promoting positive development.

The first conceptual component of ADS is the notion of
the temporality, or historical embeddedness, of change per-
tinent to individuals, families, institutions, and communities.
Some components of the context or of individuals remain sta-
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ble over time and other components may change historically.
Because phenomena of human behavior and development vary
historically, one must assess whether generalizations across
time periods are legitimate. Thus, temporality has important
implications for research design, service provision, and pro-
gram evaluation.

Elder’s (1974) research on the children of the Great De-
pression provides an important example of this first concep-
tual component of ADS. For instance, Elder found that
experiencing the Great Depression during one’s childhood
affected adult views of the family and of issues about eco-
nomic security. Accordingly, without a design that embeds a
person’s development within a historical context, the nature
of the challenges they faced would not be adequately under-
stood and programs and policies could not be most effectively
designed.

Interventions are aimed at altering the developmental tra-
jectory of within-person changes. To accomplish this aim, the
second conceptual feature of ADS is that applied develop-
mental scientists take into account interindividual differences
(diversity) among, for instance, racial, ethnic, social class,
and gender groups, and intraindividual changes, such as those
associated with pubertal maturation or with aging.

An example of the importance of diversity for intervention
can be found in the research of Magnusson and Stattin
(1998). The impact of puberty on delinquency and norm-
breaking behavior varies in relation to individual differences
in both timing of puberty and the nature of the peer context
in which development is embedded. Specifically, early-
maturing girls are more likely to break norms for substance
abuse when embedded in peer groups composed of girls older
than themselves than when embedded in peer groups com-
posed of girls of the same age.

The third conceptual feature of ADS places an emphasis
on the centrality of context. There is a focus on the relations
between all levels of organization within the ecology of hu-
man development. These levels involve biology, families,
peer groups, schools, businesses, neighborhoods and com-
munities, physical/ecological settings, and the sociocultural,
political, legal/moral, and economic institutions of society.
Together, bidirectional relations between these levels of the
developmental system necessitate systemic approaches to re-
search, program and policy design, and program and policy
implementation.

A key example of the importance of considering the con-
text in attempts to understand individual development comes
from the work of Eccles, Wigfield, and Byrnes (2003), who
point to the importance of understanding stage-environment
fit when interpreting the impact of school curricula and cur-
ricula change on adolescent motivation. Similarly, as noted

earlier, considerable data indicate that a goodness of fit be-
tween infant or child temperament and the demands for be-
havior present in the home or school, respectively, provide a
basis for infant and child adjustment and positive develop-
ment (e.g., Chess & Thomas, 1999).

The fourth principle of ADS emphasizes descriptively
normative developmental processes, and primary prevention
and optimization rather than remediation. Applied develop-
mental scientists emphasize healthy and normative develop-
mental processes and seek to identify the strengths and assets
of individuals, groups, and settings rather than focusing on
deficits, weaknesses, or problems of individuals, families, or
communities. Although not denying that problems exist, or
the need to reduce or prevent them, the developmental sys-
tems orientation of applied developmental scientists leads to
a focus on the relative plasticity of development and to the
adoption of the view that problems represent only a propor-
tion (and probably a small one) of the range of outcomes of
person-context relations. Accordingly, instead of dwelling on
the problems faced by people, applied developmental scien-
tists seek to find combinations of individual and ecological
assets associated with thriving among people (e.g., Scales,
Benson, Leffert, & Blyth, 2000) and with the Five Cs of
positive individual development: competence, confidence,
connection, character, and caring/compassion (e.g., Lerner,
2004).

The final principle of applied developmental science is
the appreciation of the bidirectional relationship between
knowledge generation and knowledge application. By ac-
knowledging bidirectionality, applied developmental scien-
tists recognize the importance of knowledge about life and
development that exists among the individuals, families, and
communities being served by applied developmental science.
For applied developmental scientists, collaboration and co-
learning between researchers/universities and communities
are essential features of the scholarly enterprise. Such
community-collaborative efforts are termed outreach schol-
arship (Lerner & Miller, 1998).

In other words, given the developmental systems perspec-
tive on which ADS is predicated, applied developmental sci-
entists assume that:

there is an interactive relationship between science and appli-
cation. Accordingly, the work of those who generate empirically
based knowledge about development and those who provide pro-
fessional services or construct policies affecting individuals and
families is seen as reciprocal in that research and theory guide
intervention strategies and the evaluation of interventions and
policies provides the bases for reformulating theory and future
research. . .. As a result, applied developmental [scientists] not
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only disseminate information about development to parents, pro-
fessionals, and policy makers working to enhance the development
of others, they also integrate the perspectives and experiences
of these members of the community into the reformulation of
theory and the design of research and interventions. (Fisher &
Lerner, 1994, p. 7)

In sum, the developmental systems model specifies that
applied developmental scholarship pertinent to understanding
and enhancing the life course should focus on the relational
process of human development by integrating longitudinally
the study both of the actions of the individual and of the
actions of parents, peers, teachers, neighbors, and the broader
institutional context within which the individual is embed-
ded. Bearing in mind the centrality of this complex relational
system, the synthetic research and application agenda seem
clear. Applied developmental scientists must continue to ed-
ucate themselves about the optimal means available to pro-
mote positive human development, for example, through
enhancing the goodness of fit among the integrations within
the developmental system, and they must strive to seek ways
to translate this knowledge into policies and programs that
enhance the life chances among all individuals and families,
but especially among those whose potential for positive con-
tributions to civil society is most in danger of being wasted
(Dryfoos, 1990; Hamburg, 1992; Lerner, 2002b, 2004;
Schorr, 1997). The key challenge in such efforts is to generate
scientifically rigorous evaluations of the usefulness of the
policies and the programs associated with the application of
developmental science and, as well, to promote the use of
such information in the day-to-day operation of programs
and the actions of policy makers (e.g., Jacobs, 1988; Jacobs,
Wertlieb, & Lerner, 2003).

CONCLUSIONS

The concepts and theories we have reviewed illustrate that
the power of developmental systems theories lies in their abil-
ity not to be limited by a unidimensional portrayal of the
developing person. In developmental systems theories the
person is neither biologized, psychologized, nor sociologi-
zed. Rather, the individual is systemized, that is, his or her
development is embedded within an integrated matrix of
variables derived from multiple levels of organization; de-
velopment is conceptualized as deriving from the dynamic
relations between the variables within this multitiered matrix.
Development is a matter of individual <~ context relations,
and positive and healthy human development occurs when
all components of these relations are benefiting.

Developmental systems theories use the polarities that en-
gaged developmental theory in the past (e.g., nature/nurture,
individual/society, biology/culture; Lerner, 2002b) but not to
split depictions of developmental processes along conceptu-
ally implausible and empirically counterfactual lines (Overton,
1998) or to force counterproductive choices between false
opposites; rather, these issues are used to gain insight into
the integrations that exist between the multiple levels of or-
ganization involved in human development. These theories
are certainly more complex than their one-sided predeces-
sors; however, they are also more nuanced, more flexible,
more balanced, and less susceptible to extravagant, or even
absurd, claims (for instance, that nature, split from nurture
can shape the course of human development; that there is a
gene for altruism, militarism, intelligence, and even televi-
sion watching; or that when the social context is demon-
strated to affect development the influence can be reduced to
a genetic one; e.g., Hamburger, 1957; Lorenz, 1966; Plomin,
2000; Rowe, 1994; Rushton, 2000).

These mechanistic and atomistic views of the past have
been replaced by the sorts of theoretical models considered
in this chapter. The person—and the attributes of individu-
ality that define his or her personality and that promote its
health or psychopathology—derives from a dynamic synthe-
sis of multiple levels of analysis. Developmental systems
theories stress that personality and its development are prop-
erties of systemic changes in the multiple and integrated lev-
els of organization (ranging from biology to culture and
history) that make up human life and its ecology.

The power of these theories lies in the multilevel and,
hence, multidimensional design criteria they impose on con-
cepts (and research) pertinent to any content area about, or
dimension of, the person. Power lies as well in their potential
for advancing simultaneously both the understanding of the
bases of human development and of the individual <= con-
text relations involved in promoting well-being and thriving
across the life span.

Ultimately, it will be this last use—of serving humanity
through the science it generates—that will give developmen-
tal systems theories a place of importance in the history of
developmental science. Such contributions to enhancing per-
sonality and its development and, more generally, the human
condition will document the wise observation of Kurt Lewin
(1943) that there is nothing as practical as a good theory.
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CHAPTER 3

Culture, Personality, and People’s Uses of Time:

Key Interrelationships

RICHARD W. BRISLIN AND KEVIN D. LO

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to examine relationships among
three major influences on people’s behavior. One influence
is the culture in which people were socialized, as well as other
cultures with which they have had contact in roles such as
immigrant, international student, or overseas businessperson
(Adler, 2002; Brislin, 2000; Triandis & Suh, 2002). A second
influence is people’s personality, with influences stemming
both from genetics and from various personal experiences
that take place in people’s environments (Hofstede & McCrae,
2004; McCrae & Costa, 1997; Mischel, 2004). A third influ-
ence is how people use time, for instance the importance they
place on punctuality and planning for the future, or their ac-
ceptance of typical time lines that can exist in their cultures
(e.g., the age at which people go to college, get married, or
retire from work; Brislin & Kim, 2003; Hall, 1959; Levine,
1997). We will examine various relationships among these
broad concepts based on various research studies. Although
we feel it would be premature to present an integrative theory
of culture, personality, and time, we will indicate components
of what likely will be central to such a theory.

We also will discuss a major aspect of people’s culture. If
people interact with culturally similar others, they rarely have
to think about their shared culture (Brislin, 2000). Much be-
havior becomes automatic: what constitutes social skills,
what appropriate topics for conversation are, proper ways for
college students to approach and to interact with professors,
and ways of disagreeing with others in public forums. People

Acknowledgments: We gratefully acknowledge the help of the fol-
lowing people in developing the critical incidents in this chapter
that we used to illustrate key points: The Mary Collins incident was
suggested by Julia Nikulina Compton; the Frank Williams incident
by D. P. S. Bhawuk; the Samsung Electronics incident by Eugene
Kim; the Chu Jin incident by Julie Haiyan Chao. The other incidents
are from the authors’ personal experiences.
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do think about the possibility of cultural influences in well-
meaning clashes with people who were socialized in another
part of the world. Or, the socialization of the culturally dif-
ferent others can take place within a large and complex nation
such as the United States or Canada, as with the experiences
of a cultural minority group who congregate in designated
parts of big cities (Chinatowns, or Native Americans in geo-
graphically isolated areas). Well-meaning clashes refer to in-
teractions among polite and highly educated people who may
be models of good social skills within their own culture. In
addition, they want to act in a tolerant manner that is ac-
cepting of differences. But after many interactions with cul-
turally different others, these socially skilled people conclude
that the interactions did not go well. They were not smooth,
people clearly were not comfortable, and goals associated
with the interaction (either social or task-oriented) were not
met. So why did the interactions not go well?

Given the assumption of polite people who want to be
tolerant, the reason must involve cultural differences. Very
often, researchers who become involved in cross-cultural re-
search do so based on the stimulation experiences in their
own intercultural interactions, not all of which were success-
ful (Bochner, 1994; Cushner & Brislin, 1996; Hall, 1959;
Hofstede, 2004; Triandis, 2004). As an example considering
culture and time, many academics from the United States
have been invited to give papers at prestigious meetings in
South American countries such as Brazil or Argentina. If the
presentations were scheduled at 10:00 A.M., the blood pres-
sure of the Americans rose noticeably if they had not begun
speaking by 10:45 or 11:00 A.M. The Americans may or may
not notice that their hosts do not seem at all bothered and that
the meetings seem to progress smoothly even though clocks
seem to be absent or ignored.

Many times, the importance of cross-cultural research be-
comes apparent if it helps people understand their intercul-
tural interactions and if it helps them advance their goals of



tolerance and the acceptance of diversity. In this chapter, we
will use various critical incidents that summarize typical in-
tercultural interactions. The use of critical incidents is an ap-
proach commonly used in cross-cultural training programs that
have the goal of making intercultural interactions smoother,
less stressful, and more effective (Brislin & Yoshida, 1994,
Landis & Bhagat, 1996).

CULTURAL INFLUENCES ON BEHAVIOR

If the influences of culture are to be discussed, and cross-
cultural differences explained, then definitions of terms are
clearly needed. Entire volumes have been devoted to defi-
nitions of culture (Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952; Sperber,
1996), and so we will be emphasizing selected aspects that
have assisted researchers in their empirical work. Culture
comprises ideals, values, and assumptions that are shared
among people and that guide specific behaviors and their
interpretations. Most often, the people sharing these values
and ideas live in proximity to each other and speak the same
language. Important exceptions occur in the case of diaspo-
ras, where people become scattered around the world but
maintain aspects of a shared culture. Culture refers to the part
of the environment that people make. Rainfall is not part of
culture, but people’s reaction to rainfall (the creation of res-
ervoirs, norms concerning water conservation) are cultural.
Cultural values and ideals are passed on generation to gen-
eration, from adults to children, and so older people in a
culture take on the task of becoming transmitters, and younger
people are successful recipients if they become respected and
productive members of a culture. Transmitters have different
roles depending upon the society of which they are members.
Parents are always transmitters, and they can be joined by
relatives, teachers, religious figures, respected elders, men-
tors, and coaches. As part of the intergeneration transmission
process, young people have specific experiences that lead to
cultural learning. They go to funerals and observe proper
etiquette; they learn to defer to certain people who are role
models for high-level performance on certain tasks; they
learn that the expression of some attitudes is acceptable but
that the expression of other sentiments is verboten. When
they make mistakes, they are corrected, and memories of
these mistakes become the basis of lifelong lessons for ac-
ceptable behaviors within their culture.

Once they have learned these acceptable behaviors, people
become emotionally upset when their cultural assumptions
are violated. In the academic meeting example, speakers did
not say, “Isn’t this an interesting violation of my cultural
expectation that meetings start on time. I'll have to remember
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this and use it as an example with my students.” Instead, they
become upset, sometimes angry, and quick to label their pre-
ferred behavior as correct and the other culture’s behavior as
just plain wrong. When considering observed differences, the
presence of an emotional reaction is often a good sign that
people are dealing with behaviors influenced by their cul-
ture. These emotions come to the forefront in well-meaning
clashes, as already discussed. People are trying to be tolerant
and to be understood, but their interactions with others are
not proceeding smoothly. The reason is likely to be cultural.
An example, in the form of a critical incident developed to
help people in their overseas assignments or other types of
extensive intercultural interaction, should be helpful.

Incident: More than One Interaction during the Day

Mary Collins had impressed her superiors during her five
years at the Pittsburgh office of a manufacturing firm spe-
cializing in farm equipment. Her superiors asked her to ac-
cept an assignment in Russia to determine the possibility of
joint ventures. A firm in Moscow was identified whose ex-
ecutives agreed to have a series of meetings with Mary. On
her first day at the firm, she met Yuri Sakharov who showed
her around, introduced her to secretaries, and offered to an-
swer questions as they came up during the next few weeks.

The next morning, Mary saw Yuri in the hall and they
greeted each other and had a short conversation. Later in the
afternoon, Mary saw Yuri again but he walked by her and did
not acknowledge her presence. Mary wondered if she had
done or said something offensive earlier in the day.

We can examine this incident with the previous discussion
of cultural influences in mind. The cultural issue here in-
volves a difference in workplace norms regarding how people
are expected to respond to each other over the course of the
day. In the United States, people have developed the informal
norm that people acknowledge each other every time they
come into contact. As children, they probably were corrected
if they did not acknowledge individuals every time they were
seen during a day. In Russia, the norm is that once is enough.
People greet each other and exchange pleasantries the first
time they see each other, but they are not expected to do this
upon a second or third meeting during the same day. Mary
should not take the lack of a second greeting personally, that
is, have an emotional reaction that is common when cultural
assumptions are violated. Yuri is behaving quite appropri-
ately according to Russian workplace norms. This incident
also introduces another example of people’s use of time. In
one culture, time is spent on a second or third greeting during
the day. In the other, this same time is spent on other, often
task-related, activities.
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This analysis of a cultural difference was developed dur-
ing conversations with the University of Hawaii’s Julia
Nikulina Compton. She is originally from Siberia and also
has worked in Moscow. She points to another implication of
the American desire to chat at every interaction compared to
the once-is-enough norm. Julia has had the opportunity to
learn a number of languages in addition to her native Russian.
She found English the easiest of these additional languages
to learn. She points out that “English speakers, especially
Americans, are willing to talk with you and so you have the
opportunity to get a lot of practice.”

There are many other definitions of culture, and we be-
lieve that most give attention to the aspects we have chosen
to emphasize. This concise definition is useful (Triandis,
Kurowski, Tecktiel, & Chan, 1993, p. 219): Culture is “a set
of human made objective and subjective elements that in the
past have (a) increased the probability of survival, (b) resulted
in satisfaction for the participants in an ecological niche, and
thus (c) become shared among those who communicate with
each other because they had a common language and lived
in the same time-place.” To these points we would add the
features of transmission generation to generation, emotional
attachment to cultural values, and the probability of well-
meaning clashes when interacting with people from other
cultures.

DIMENSIONS OF CULTURE

Cross-cultural researchers have identified various dimensions
that describe major emphases within a culture and give in-
sights into cultural differences (Hofstede, 2001; Osland &
Bird, 2000; Triandis, 1995). It is important to remember that
these dimensions describe culture and are not meant to be the
source of individual difference analyses (Hofstede, 2004).
That is, a culture may emphasize a certain dimension, such
as individual goal-setting and initiative, but that does not al-
low analysts to predict the behavior of specific people in that
culture. There are cooperative, group-oriented people in all
cultures, and this feature of people is better analyzed through
the study of personality. We will return to this theme again
because the relations between cultural dimensions and indi-
vidual differences such as personality form the basis of im-
portant current research (Markus & Kitayama, 1991, 1998),
and the study of these relationships is likely to continue into
the future.

Individualism and Collectivism

In individualistic societies, there is an emphasis placed on
people’s own goals and their pursuit of them. Beyond their

nuclear families, there are not groups of people whose mem-
bers have major influences on any one person’s goal-setting.
In everyday language, people are expected to do things on
their own, and so certain psychological concepts are empha-
sized. If the emphasis is the individual, then terms such as
traits, attitudes, and opinions are commonly discussed both
by laypersons and by behavioral scientists. In collectivism,
there is emphasis placed on people’s membership in groups.
Any one person is likely to be attentive to the wishes of
significant others in the setting and pursuit of goals. These
significant others can come from one’s extended family,
school, organization, or religious affiliation. Triandis (1995;
see also Bhawuk, 2001) has suggested that there are four
factors that are especially important in distinguishing indi-
vidualism from collectivism. In considering the self, there is
emphasis on statements that start with / (individualism) in
contrast to we (collectivism). As already discussed, there is
a differential emphasis placed on individual or group goals.
In making decisions about their behavior, people in individ-
ualist nations are likely to emphasize their personal attitudes,
and people in collectivist nations are likely to be attentive to
group norms. People in individualist nations make decisions
based on rational reasoning, with emphasis placed on re-
sources and outcomes involving themselves. People in col-
lectivist nations are more likely to make decisions based on
their relationships with others who are somehow involved in
the decision-making process. Individualism is found in North
America, Western Europe, and in countries where there have
been waves of immigration from these parts of the world.
The United States is the most individualistic nation in the
world. Collectivism in found in Asia, Pacific island cultures,
South America, and Africa. A critical incident should be
helpful in exploring this important cultural dimension.

Incident: Personal Relationships Can Take Second Place
to Contracts

Frank Williams and his family had saved for a vacation in
Kathmandu, Nepal, for more than two years. Family mem-
bers decided to book with a company that offered a packaged
tour led by Pearl Bryan. Traveling from Los Angeles, group
members arrived in Kathmandu late one evening, passed
through customs, settled into their rooms, and started out the
next day on a sightseeing trip in and around the city.

Many of the activities involved ground transportation on
a tour bus owned by Suresh Shrestha. As a hands-on man-
ager, Suresh often talked with tour group members to make
sure that their needs were met. He found that Frank and Pearl
were especially interested in the history of Nepal, and he was
happy to teach them as much as he could by pointing out



important historical sites. The tour was going well, high-
lighted by a trip to Chitwan National Park to observe ele-
phants and shopping tours to Freak Street in Thamal. One
evening, Suresh picked up Pearl and Frank in his car and
took them to the site of recent prodemocracy demonstrations.

The next morning, the tour was supposed to leave the hotel
at 8:00 A.M. for a trip to a staging area for expeditions to
Mount Everest. The bus was late, and it still had not arrived
at 9:15 A.M. Frank and Pearl complained to Suresh. Suresh
replied that the bus driver might have overslept but that he
would be at the hotel soon. Frank and Pearl became visibly
upset and pointed to a piece of paper that specified the
8:00 A.M. departure time. Suresh was surprised with the Amer-
icans’ firm tone of voice and felt betrayed given the positive
relationship he had developed with Frank and Pearl.

When problems arise in business dealings, different cul-
tures offer various ways of finding a solution, and many are
guided by the distinction between individualism and collec-
tivism. Suresh brings a relational orientation from his collec-
tivist background. He feels that he has developed good
personal relations with the Americans, and that difficulties
can be handled if people call upon past positive interactions.
Americans often bring a more rational orientation to problem
solving. “We had an agreement, here it is in writing, and so
the bus should be here by now!” People’s appeal to the very
familiar behaviors of their own culture are more frequent
when they are upset and when they feel that their time and
money are being wasted.

This incident and analysis developed from conversations
with D. P. S. Bhawuk, University of Hawaii College of Busi-
ness Administration. He points out that the relational orien-
tation is common in cultures such as Nepal where people
view themselves as long-term members of permanent groups.
The rational orientation is common in cultures such as the
United States where people depend upon a strong legal sys-
tem to protect their individual rights.

Power Distance: High and Low

There is no culture where power is equally distributed among
its members. Power distance refers to the relative amount of
psychological distance that separates high status and pow-
erful people from lower status people (Hofstede, 2001). In
high-power distant cultures (Philippines, Japan, Korea), power
is held by relatively few people, and they are given great
amounts of respect and deference. Employees are not likely
to disagree with executives and company owners in public,
and the use of first names when addressing superiors is un-
common or unthinkable. In low-power distant cultures, such
as the United States, power is distributed widely, with dif-
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ferent people having influence in diverse spheres. In addition,
there is not a large psychological distance between leaders
and followers such that leaders are seen as better people.
People from different status backgrounds sometimes use first
names when addressing each other. In fact, in low-power dis-
tant cultures, employees say to themselves, “The executives
better watch out. In a few years I may have their jobs and
they will be working for me!” In low-power distant cultures,
powerful people can be the target of jokes. Comedians such
as Jay Leno and David Letterman make large sums of money

1”2

by deflating the powerful.

Incident: Business Cards Aid Discourse in Japan

Ron Olsen worked in Detroit for a large firm that imported
automobile replacement parts. He traveled to Japan with the
goal of identifying companies that might enter into joint ven-
ture agreements. Fortunately, he learned of an upcoming con-
vention in Nagoya whose attendees worked in the automobile
industry. He e-mailed his home office, where a Japanese col-
league put him in touch with the convention organizers, and
they issued an invitation to Ron.

Ron knew that Japanese businesspeople exchange busi-
ness cards, and so he had some made while still in Detroit.
However, he forgot to take them to the convention. Upon
meeting people, they would offer him their cards but he
would be unable to reciprocate. Ron was surprised that con-
ference participants seemed to have difficulty communicating
with him.

Ron knew of the norm that business cards are exchanged
but he underestimated its importance. Reflecting its high-
power distance, the Japanese language has various stylistic
features that are used with people of different status levels
compared to the speaker. There is a style for those with higher
status, one for those with equal status, and another for those
with lower status. A company president in Japan would use
one style with government officials of equal status and an-
other style with recent college graduates just starting their
careers.

If Ron does not present his business card that gives the
name of his organization and his title, then the Japanese have
a very difficult time deciding what style to use. Rather than
make a mistake, the Japanese might say very little. In contrast
to Japanese, English (all English-speaking countries are low-
power distant) has an important feature that might be called
one style fits all. There is a collection of phrases accompanied
by a pleasant voice tone that can be used with many people
of varying status levels. In welcoming visitors from other
countries, regardless of with whom they are communicating,
English speakers frequently find themselves using phrases
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such as: “How was your trip? Are you over jet lag yet? Have
you had a chance to go to do any sightseeing?”

Another implication of high-power distance is that people
doing business in Japan frequently engage in title inflation.
Salespeople become assistant vice presidents for marketing,
and computer specialists become directors of electronic in-
formation processing. The belief is that prestigious titles lead
to better treatment in Japan. Title inflation is not recom-
mended, however, because the Japanese may overestimate
the decision-making powers of the visiting businesspeople
and will lose respect if the Americans cannot deliver on
promises.

Uncertainty Avoidance: High and Low

We cannot predict the future with certainty. Given this uni-
versal fact, cultures react in different ways. In some cultures
(e.g., Greece, Korea, Peru) people have tried to maximize
predictability by having many norms and insisting that every-
body take the norms seriously. These are sometimes called
tight cultures (Triandis, 2004). The reaction to uncertainty is
to have as much certainty as possible in the form of norms
that children must learn so that they take them into their adult-
hoods. In other cultures (United States, Ireland, Sweden),
there is less emphasis placed on multiple norms. They must
have some norms to ensure everyday functioning in society
(e.g., appropriate topics of conversation when meeting some-
one for the first time), but there are as few norms as possible
and there are not draconian sanctions if norms are broken.
Such cultures are said to be loose. In these low uncertainty
avoidant cultures, people face the vicissitudes of the future
by knowing that there may be many ways to deal with un-
predictability. If there is a problem in the future, maybe it
can be solved one way, maybe another, and maybe in a way
we cannot even foresee today. But people are relatively com-
fortable with this uncertainty given that they are not locked
into one set of norms that are taken seriously.

Incident: Cultural Expectations—Lockstep and Flexible
Schedules

Knowing that future plans called for more expansion into
North American markets, the divisional director of Samsung
Electronics wanted to hire two entry-level managers with
good English-language skills. He asked Minho Lee and Phil
Harris to review applications, conduct interviews, and make
recommendations. Minho was a Korean national and Phil was
an American who had lived in Korea for eight years.
Minho was impressed with the application of Junkee Park,
who was 26 years old. Junkee had attended Yonsei University

where he took as many English courses as possible, and he
had also completed three years of military service. Phil pre-
ferred Bob Evans, originally from Phoenix, Arizona, who
was 32 years old. Bob had traveled for two years after high
school graduation, then went to a community college, and
then worked for a construction company. After completing
his bachelor’s degree, he accepted a position teaching English
in Korea. Even though Minho and Phil recommended that
both candidates be hired, they were puzzled with each other’s
level of enthusiasm for their favorite candidate.

The cultural difference is based on expectations of what
good job candidates should bring to an interview. In Korea,
a relatively tight culture, candidates are impressive if their
behavior has been lockstep. They go to high school, start
college when 18 years old, have three years of military ser-
vice, and then present themselves to the job market at age 25
or 26. If they deviate from this lockstep pattern, they may
send the message that they are not serious and hardworking
people. In the United States, a culture marked by relatively
low uncertainty avoidance, expectations about job candidates
are more open. People can take a few years off from formal
schooling, can obtain work experience, and can develop skills
hard to acquire in the classroom. These candidates often com-
municate desirable qualities such as creativity, independence,
and willingness to take risks. Community colleges, in which
people can enroll anytime during their adulthood, allow peo-
ple to move away from lockstep expectations concerning age
and formal education.

There are signs that the lockstep system is changing
slowly. One of the first challenges occurred with Koreans
who traveled to North America for a year of intense English-
language instruction. This was frowned upon 10 years ago
but is now much more common and is even encouraged by
Korean companies interested in candidates with language
skills.

Universal and Particular Relationships

In some cultures, people achieve their goals through devel-
oping complex sets of social relationships. These are called
particular cultures, and the key to moving successfully through
society is knowing many influential people (Osland & Bird,
2000). In China, developing such relationships is very com-
plex. One’s social networks where a person gives and re-
ceives favors is their guanxi (Fang, 1998; Luo & Chen,
1996). There is great emphasis places on who you know. In
other cultures, there is a value placed on treating everyone
alike and giving everyone the same opportunities. Admittedly
often set aside, as with the efforts of high status parents to
obtain benefits for their children, the value can be seen when



people can achieve their goals even though they do not have
personal relations with others who might affect goal achieve-
ment. There is a greater emphasis placed on what you know,
for example, skills that will allow a person to obtain good
job interviews because relatives and social networks cannot
be the sole source of jobs and job leads.

Incident: Bureaucracies Have Their Attractions

Chu Jin, from Beijing, had traveled to Boston for the purpose
of examining joint venture possibilities in the manufacturing
of component parts for computers. His counterpart in Boston
was Jim Allen. About a month into his stay, Chu Jin found
that he needed some paperwork to complete a report that he
wanted to send back to his home office in Beijing. He needed
one tax form for claims on depreciation of inventory, and he
also needed application forms for English as a second lan-
guage classes at a local public school.

Chu Jin asked Jim if he knew some people who could get
these forms for him. Jim said, “No, but I can call the tax
office and the local school and talk to people who can send
these materials to you.” Jim got on the phone, made two calls,
and 15 minutes later said that the tax and school forms should
be in the mail by the end of the workday. Chu Jin looked
stunned and did not know how to respond to Jim’s news.

The cultural difference is that in China, people obtain in-
formation and official paperwork through their personal con-
nections or through the connections of others whom they
know. In the United States, people have insisted on a respon-
sive bureaucracy whose employees are expected to be effi-
cient in the distribution of basic information and paperwork.
Americans do not have to know the person at the other end
of the phone when they make a request. If the person in the
bureaucracy is responsible for dispensing information and
paperwork, then this is likely to happen.

We once asked a colleague from Shanghai how she would
contact a government official for a basic tax form. She re-
plied, “I wouldn’t even try. I would have to ask around and
find a friend who knows the government official.” People
who work with international businesspeople recommend that
long-term Chinese visitors be introduced and integrated into
a supportive group after they arrive in the United States. Even
though these visitors could get on the phone and obtain in-
formation and various documents, they are more comfortable
doing this through interactions with people they know rather
than with strangers in an unseen bureaucracy.

Developing guanxi takes years and years. Good guanxi is
more available to people from influential families than to
people from modest backgrounds. Chinese who study in the
United States find the ability to develop relations quickly,
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and the presence of responsive bureaucracies, to be very at-
tractive. This is one reason why so many want to stay in
America, contributing to brain drain from China. This also
illustrates another connection between time and culture: the
time required to create social networks.

High- and Low-Trust Cultures

In some cultures, given the importance of particular relations,
trust is slow to develop when newcomers are met (Fukuyama,
1995). The cultural value seems to be, “We won’t trust you
until you demonstrate that you can be trusted.” This can take
a great deal of time as people try to develop a reputation for
trustworthiness. People in low-trust cultures feel that there
are enemies who are out to do evil to them. In-group ties,
developed over many years, are very important in low-trust
cultures. In high-trust cultures, people can develop interper-
sonal relationships much more quickly. The cultural value is,
“We will trust you until you demonstrate that you can’t be
trusted.” For example, people can develop a business rela-
tionship after knowing each other for only a few months. This
would be unimaginable in a low-trust culture.

Incident: Short Business Trips Can Yield Few Benefits

“Let’s compare notes on our trips,” Susan Nolan suggested
to two of her colleagues. Susan, Mike James, and Judy Barth
worked for an office supplies company in Atlanta, Georgia.
The company both imported products that were manufactured
abroad and also sought various international markets for di-
rect sales to various businesses. The three division managers
had recently traveled to Venezuela, Indonesia, and Spain. The
three agreed that, after meeting potential collaborators and
clients in these three countries, it took a long time to get down
to business.

They shared other common experiences. They commented
that people in the other countries wanted to engage in endless
small talk about extraneous matters like families and hobbies.
People were wonderful hosts and took the three Americans
to some excellent restaurants, but conversations continued to
focus on nonbusiness issues. All three managers had to re-
negotiate with travel agents because they were forced to ex-
tend their visits beyond their originally scheduled time frames.

Susan, Mike, and Judy are trying to do business in cultures
where trust develops more slowly than in the United States.
In these cultures, people view themselves as long-term mem-
bers of a group, and membership in these groups is often
determined by birth. Given strong group affiliations, people
benefit from group memberships, but they also have exten-
sive obligations to fellow members and also have the feeling
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that outsiders may be threatening. With this combination of
benefits, obligations, and perceived threats, people do not
offer group membership quickly to those not presently in the
in-group.

Potential collaborators and clients in the three countries
want to learn a great deal about the three Americans. What
sorts of people are they? Will they be good business partners?
Can we trust them to follow through on commitments? Will
they follow through on unwritten agreements that were sealed
with a handshake? Answers to these questions come during
the many conversations and evening dinners that the Amer-
icans found tiring. If they agree to do business with the Amer-
icans, the people in the three countries would be offering
collective memberships. This is a major step in business ne-
gotiations that collectivists take very seriously.

Americans certainly join many groups, but the time frame
for membership is often shorter and the obligations are fewer.
The three Americans who want to do business overseas have
undoubtedly learned a set of social skills that allows them to
meet people quickly and to get down to business. But these
social skills have to be set aside in cultures where trust de-
velops slowly.

CULTURE AND PERSONALITY

There are great debates regarding the nature of interaction
between culture and personality. Some cross-cultural theo-
rists argue that people are inherently different, and culture
merely accentuates these differences. Other theorists main-
tain that people are fundamentally the same, and culture
serves to make them different. Regardless of these arguments,
however, the fact remains that people within a given culture
can exhibit largely disparate tendencies. If we acknowledge
that a given culture provides the cues and norms that govern
the general nature of people’s behavior in that culture, we
conclude tentatively that personality serves to differentiate
people’s behaviors in similar contexts even further than cul-
ture alone. Recognizing this difference takes us a step closer
to understanding behavioral differences within a certain cul-
ture. Having discussed some of the more salient points re-
garding culture, our analysis now turns us to personality. One
caveat we offer from the outset of integrating the literatures
on culture, personality, and time is that no single framework
can accurately account for all the possible facets of each con-
struct. Rather, we can only suggest what components of each
construct are most prominent. Ultimately the interplay be-
tween the three can never integrate all individual differences,
as there will always be outliers and exceptions no matter how
comprehensive a framework is.

Returning to our discussion of personality, the most recent
themes in the literature suggest that contextualized patterns
of situational behavior strongly govern people’s actions, and
people behave within cultural norms according to a situa-
tional context (Mischel, 2004). Whereas this principle is
strongly grounded in theory and corroborated by empirical
test results, people often have difficulty accepting that their
behaviors are not consistent and that they do not behave the
same way in all situations. Consider the following incident
that may help to elucidate the reality of behaviors differing
according to situational contexts.

Incident: Contextualized Behaviors—What Would
You Say?

Lance Robertson is a high school band director and an ac-
complished saxophone player. Because of his visibility in the
local music community, he has been asked to judge the annual
High School Solo and Ensemble Band competition. On the
day of the competition, Lance hears many band players on
different instruments. As primarily a saxophone player,
Lance takes particular interest in the playing of the student
saxophonists. Of all the students in the program, one young
man in particular sticks out in Lance’s mind. The young man
attempts a popular, yet challenging, piece in the saxophone
repertoire. Unfortunately, he plays the piece quite badly with
poor tone and intonation, inconsistent tempo, and lack of
overall musicianship. He is forced to stop more than once
because he loses his place. Although Lance would like to be
encouraging, he also feels the need to be honest in his ratings.
He assigns a rating of poor to the student and tells him not
only that the piece was obviously too difficult for his level
of playing but also that he needs to take some serious time
to work on the basics of woodwind playing.

The following week, Lance’s 10-year-old nephew, Harold,
plays “Happy Birthday” for Lance on the saxophone at his
50th birthday party celebration. With Lance’s encourage-
ment, Harold has been studying the saxophone at school for
the last year. Having studied only for a year, he plays with
some random squeaks and missed notes. However, Lance is
delighted, gives Harold a warm hug, and tells him how well
he played and how proud he is. Harold just beams with pride.

Few people would have difficulty relating to this situation.
The variable of family versus stranger aside, there is a strong
tendency to behave differently given different situational
contexts. Whereas the first situation in the preceding incident
necessitated constructive criticism, the second received heart-
felt praise even though the playing in both situations was
decidedly mediocre.



Rather than assume that people behave in the same manner
in all situations, the more stable if . .. then ... patterns of
behavior are a more popular explanation than unconditional,
decontextualized personality references. In the preceding in-
cident, the context provided cues for Lance’s behavior in two
similar, yet different, situations. One could characterize Lance
as being helpful. Given that characterization, one might de-
scribe Lance’s behavior using the following if ... then ...
contexts: If Lance is critiquing saxophone playing in a com-
petition, then he is constructively critical. If Lance is listening
to his 10-year-old nephew play the saxophone, then he is
categorically positive and encouraging. Lance deems both
types of feedback as helpful, but his help manifests in two
obviously contrasting ways. The inclusion of the contexts
differentiates between occasions when Lance behaves differ-
ently even though he is being helpful on both occasions. In
the same way, saying, “Mary is happy,” is not as precise as
saying, “If Mary gets her way, then she is happy.” This is the
specificity of the contextualized reference.

Understanding of this incident underscores the reality that
people will not behave in the same way in all situations.
Rather, there are certain conditions that influence behavior.
This type of if . . . then . . . contextual behavior pattern con-
stitutes a behavioral signature of personality. The term sig-
nature relates to how a person behaves in the majority of like
situations (Mischel, 2004). There will be few exceptions to
the norms of the behavior pattern because that is the behav-
ioral signature. With this predictive knowledge, it is easier to
place an individual into a framework that is more consistently
stable because of the knowledge that certain conditions will
precipitate certain behaviors. If we accept that people behave
according to certain situational contexts, we can now turn our
discussion to dimensions of personality.

DIMENSIONS OF PERSONALITY

One of the most popular approaches in the social sciences for
categorizing personality is the Five-Factor Model (FFM;
McCrae and John, 1992; see also Chapter 5 in this volume).
To devise these five factors, the creators combed the dictio-
nary to gather names of personality traits. As such, the Big
Five are descriptive and fail to explain the origins of person-
ality (McCrae & Costa, 1989). As merely a taxonomy of
personality characteristics, the Big Five have been the subject
of much debate as to their universality or etic nature. Whereas
it remains highly possible that not all personality constructs
have been correctly identified in all cultures, current research
directions do include testing the applicability of the FFM in
many cultures (Hofstede & McCrae, 2004; McCrae, 2002).
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Although more research is necessary in this direction, prelim-
inary findings attest to the etic nature of the FFM. For ex-
ample, McCrae and Terracciano (2005) found that general
personality traits based on observer ratings show evidence of
being universal. Coupled with previous research using self-
reports, this finding places researchers a step closer to deter-
mining the existence of pancultural personality traits.

The five factors in the model are often referred to as the
Big Five of personality: Openness to Experience, Consci-
entiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism.
Although these single labels commonly describe the five fac-
tors, each factor also can be placed at the extreme of a con-
tinuum that creates a dimension of personality similar to the
Hofstede dimensions (Hofstede, 2001) in cultural theories
discussed in preceding sections. Taken in this manner, each
of the personality dimensions becomes: Openness to Expe-
rience versus Closed to Experience, Conscientiousness ver-
sus Unconscientiousness, Extraversion versus Introversion,
Agreeableness versus Antagonism, and Neuroticism versus
Emotional Stability.

SUBSETS OF THE BIG FIVE

Under each of these dimensions fall multiple adjectives that
further describe the nature of each construct.

Openness to Experience versus Closed to Experience

People who are open to experience are curious and demon-
strate a need for variety. At the extreme, they can be radical.
People with this personality are usually creative, imaginative,
and have a cultivated sense of aesthetic sensitivity. In many
cases, they have a wide range of interests.

It is interesting to note that a study of children’s person-
alities as manifested by their behaviors found that Openness
to Experience was the only factor among the Big Five that
did not correlate systematically or intuitively to expected pat-
terns of behavior for that personality type (Markey, Markey,
& Tinsley, 2004). Although more research is needed in this
area, it is possible to conclude tentatively that people may
develop a broad range of interests over the years leading to
increased Openness to Experience. That said, Openness to
Experience arguably changes with age more than the other
constructs of the Big Five.

Conscientiousness versus Unconscientiousness

Conscientious people are organized and orderly. Scrupulous-
ness and self-discipline characterize their behavior. Consci-
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entious people may also demonstrate greater persistence and
a higher need for achievement.

Extraversion versus Introversion

Extraversion is perhaps the most widely debated construct
among the Big Five. Questions regarding the precise defini-
tion of Extraversion as a personality type have formed the
basis for multiple research studies on personality and extra-
version. One of the debates surrounding this personality con-
struct is the nature of extraversion as linked to sociability or
reward sensitivity. Lucas and colleagues (Lucas, Diener, Grob,
Suh, & Shao, 2000) obtained results that argue that extra-
verts’ sociability is a by-product of reward sensitivity. This
means that extraverts find social situations rewarding. There-
fore, they engage in more social behavior as a means of sat-
isfying their reward need. However, according to the original
meaning as put forth by McCrae and John (1992), Extraver-
sion is characterized by sociability, warmth, and gregarious-
ness. Extraverts have tendencies toward assertiveness and
even domination. They seek excitement and tend to experi-
ence positive emotions.

Agreeableness versus Antagonism

Sympathy, trust, cooperation, and altruism are some of the
characteristics of Agreeableness. As a personality construct,
Agreeableness might also prove difficult to pinpoint. It is
important to remember that an individual with this person-
ality trait will not necessarily say yes to everything that is
said and agree with other people. Rather, Agreeableness is a
sign of harmony-seeking, not the sign of a pushover or a yes-
man.

Neuroticism versus Emotional Stability

Neuroticism is the only construct among the Big Five with
negative connotations. As such, Neuroticism describes peo-
ple with the predisposition to experience negative affects.
Some of these affects include anxiety, anger, and depression.
Hostility, self-consciousness, impulsiveness, and vulnerabil-
ity also have been used to describe people with Neuroticism
as a dominant personality trait. At the other end of this con-
tinuum are emotionally stable people who experience fewer
of these difficulties.

Jungian Types as Measured by the Myers-Briggs Type
Inventory

Another way of conceptualizing measuring personality types
is Jungian types as measured by the Myers-Briggs Type In-

ventory (MBTI). Although the Big Five dominates in aca-
demic research as the instrument of choice for measuring
personality, the MBTI enjoys great success in popular research
and consulting. According to its creators, the MBTT has a solid
theoretical basis by which to explain its findings because it
takes its roots in Jungian theory (Myers & McCaulley, 1985).
Similar to the Big Five, the MBTI uses continua to charac-
terize an individual’s predisposition for each of the four fol-
lowing dichotomous preferences: Extraversion (E) versus
Introversion (I), Sensing (S) versus Intuiting (N), Thinking
(T) versus Feeling (F), and Judging (J) versus Perceiving (P).
With MBTI, there is a dominant preference among each pair-
ing, and all preferences are positive. Given a person’s dom-
inant preferences on each of these eight characterizations, the
MBTI can profile people with one of 16 different personality
types.

Rather than explain each of these characterizations of the
MBTI, a more prudent use of our limited space is to discuss
the existence of a correlation between the Myers-Briggs types
and the Big Five constructs. McCrae and Costa (1989) ana-
lyzed results of data collected from both instruments and
suggested the following correlation between these two con-
ceptualizations of personality as shown in Table 3.1.

Neuroticism versus Emotional Stability from the Big Five
is not measured by the MBTI, which is indicative of Jung’s
omission of any definitions of emotional instability. How-
ever, with the exception of Neuroticism, McCrae and Costa
found that the remaining four continua of the Big Five match
the four pairings of the MBTI with “impressive evidence of
convergence” (p. 33). Although respective research disci-
plines still maintain a preference for one instrument over the
other, this correlation is significant in that it lends validity to
both instruments as effective measures of personality. Fur-
thermore, discovering the correlation between the Big Five
and MBTI is useful for the purposes of this chapter and the

TABLE 3.1 Expected Relationships between Jungian Types and Big
Five Personality Traits

Jungian Type (from MBTTI) Big 5
Intuitive Open
Sensing Closed (not Open)

Feeling Agreeable

Thinking Not prioritizing Agreeableness
Judging High Conscientiousness
Perceiving Low Conscientiousness
Extraversion Extraversion

Introversion Introversion

Note. Adapted from data reported in “Reinterpreting the Myers-Briggs Type
Indicator from the Perspective of the Five-Factor Model of Personality,” by
R. McCrae and P. Costa, 1989, Journal of Personality, 57, pp. 17-40. Copy-
right 1989 by R. McCrae and P. Costa. Adapted with permission of the
authors.



attempt to ascertain a relationship between culture, person-
ality, and time because there has been a direct link made
between Myers-Briggs types and time orientation. With a cor-
relation not only between the MBTI and time orientations but
also between the MBTI and the Big Five, we can now also
suppose a relationship between the Big Five and time orien-
tations. With this correlation of MBTI with Big Five person-
ality types, we have a much more comprehensive framework
in which to analyze the relationships between culture, per-
sonality, and time orientation. However, before examining
the relationship between personality (as measured either by
MBTI or by the Big Five) and time, it is necessary to discuss
some of the dimensions of time.

DIMENSIONS OF TIME

Time, like personality, is one of the more popular research
constructs in the cross-cultural field and the social sciences.
It has been found that people around the world have different
perspectives on time. Anyone who has had a siesta in South
America or ran for a train in Japan has experienced some of
the different perspectives on time from around the world.
Regardless of these differing perspectives, time remains a
dominant theme as a universal construct regardless of the
culture in which it is found. Also, the work of previous re-
searchers who have related perspectives on time as they re-
lated to specific cultures provides us with additional pieces
to fit into a comprehensive framework that relates culture,
personality, and time. We now turn our attention to some of
these findings on time.

Past, Present, and Future

One of the earliest writings on time as a cultural theory came
from the anthropologists Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961)
who wrote about time as one of five value orientations. Ac-
cording to their research, people’s time orientation can be
toward the past, present, or future. They write the following
regarding each of these time classifications: Cultures with
orientations toward the past revere tradition and resist change.
They often take pride in having long historical traditions.
Reverence for the elderly and traditions are also symbols of
past-oriented cultures. Some of the cultures that Kluckhohn
and Strodtbeck placed into this category include British,
Greek, French, Japanese, and Chinese.

Present-oriented cultures emphasize a spirit of living in
the moment. A relaxed, unhurried style is consistent with this
spirit. As such, people from these cultures are more likely to
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be spontaneous. According to Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck,
Philippine and Latin American cultures are present-oriented.

Finally, future orientation is most highly characteristic of
U.S. culture. Americans are constantly planning for the future
and organizing their lives. For most Americans, there is a
palpable impatience when they are made to wait beyond an
appointed time. Finally, future-oriented cultures embrace
change and innovation and have less tolerance for tradition
and convention.

Monochronic and Polychronic Time

Another anthropologist, Edward Hall, pointed to the impor-
tance of monochronic (M-time) and polychronic time (P-time)
(Hall, 1983). According to Hall, polychronic time is synon-
ymous with doing many things at once. A common example
of this behavior is a U.S. businessperson who is responding
to an e-mail, talking on an international long-distance phone
call, and eating lunch simultaneously. Monochronic time, on
the other hand, connotes doing one thing at a time and fin-
ishing a task before moving on to the next one. Whereas it
might seem that P-time is synonymous with the U.S. obses-
sion with multitasking, Hall’s original classification actually
placed the United States in the M-time category. However,
more recent research has suggested not only that the United
States is gravitating toward a P-time orientation (Kaufman,
Lane, & Lindquist, 1991) but also that organizational cultures
can impose P-time orientations on otherwise M-time oriented
individuals (Bluedorn, Kaufman, & Lane, 1992). Further-
more, Brislin and Kim (2003) have suggested that it is nec-
essary to examine Hall’s M-time and P-time classifications
in conjunction with another dimension of time and accord-
ingly suggest clock and event time. With these three caveats,
let us examine the clock versus event perspective on time and
then consider Brislin and Kim’s framework before making
any conclusions regarding the U.S. classification as M-time
or P-time.

Clock and Event Time

The distinction between clock time and event time is largely
as the name implies: Does the clock govern one’s perspective
on time and the course of events one follows, or does the
flow of events and their sequencing determine one’s plans?
Cultures that pay strict attention to schedules and punctuality,
such as the United States, are clock-time cultures. In contrast,
cultures such as Latin America tend to be event-time cultures.
Interestingly, the distinction between clock time and event
time as it relates to a specific culture is not always an abso-
lute. Just as an M-time oriented individual can multitask un-
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der certain conditions to meet the demands of a P-time work
culture, a single culture can encompass both clock time and
event time characteristic properties. The first author has
found this to be true in Hawaii. During the weekdays, people
in Hawaii maintain adherence to a clock and keep appoint-
ments with faithful punctuality that would be acceptable any-
where in the United States. On the weekends, however,
punctuality and appointments are set aside in favor of letting
events take their natural course. In Hawaii, going to a picnic
on the weekend and showing up two hours after the appointed
start time is acceptable. However, during the week, showing
up two hours late for a business appointment is likely to incur
the frustration of the person with whom you are meeting.

In light of the discussion in the section on personality
about the if . .. then . .. signatures, it is worthwhile to note
that the same structure is applicable to this example of the
integration of clock time and event time in Hawaii. In this
case, the two signatures would read as follows: If it is a week-
day, people in Hawaii are clock-time oriented and maintain
appointments punctually. If it is a weekend, people are event-
time oriented and let the natural flow of events guide their
schedules. Whereas the experiences of both authors suggests
that this type of situation works in Hawaii, consider the fol-
lowing example of how integrating clock time and event time
norms can be tricky:

Incident: Who to See First?—Clock Time versus
Event Time

Ferdinand Valenzuela is originally from Chile and currently
works as a professor of Spanish language and South Amer-
ican literature at a prestigious New England college. He is
quite a popular professor among the students as evidenced
by full classes and busy office hours. He is scheduled to have
a meeting with his department head, Professor Dorothy
Jennings, next Tuesday afternoon at 2:00 regarding curricu-
lum and classes for the following semester. Because of both
individuals’ busy schedules, this is the third time that they
have rescheduled the meeting.

On Tuesday just as Ferdinand is preparing to meet with
Professor Jennings, there is a knock at his office door. When
Ferdinand opens the door, he is pleasantly surprised to see
an old colleague from Chile, Professor Manuel Ramirez. Pro-
fessor Ramirez has been in the United States for the past week
at a conference in another city and has made a special trip to
Ferdinand’s university in hopes of seeing him. He has a few
hours that afternoon before heading to the airport to take a
plane home later that night. Ferdinand is ecstatic to see his
old friend, but he remembers also that he has a meeting with
Professor Jennings that has already been postponed three
times.

Originally coming from an event-time culture in South
America, Ferdinand should be used to dropping everything
else to spend some precious time with the friend whom he
has not seen in some time. In his culture, this is an important
event! However, being that he is operating in a clock-time
culture, he also understands the importance of maintaining
appointments, especially because the upcoming appointment
has already been rescheduled three times. This is a tough
dilemma for Ferdinand. On one hand he wishes to see his
friend and does not want to offend him by running off to
another appointment. At the same time, he cannot appear
irresponsible or frivolous to his department head by enter-
taining a last-minute, out-of-town guest, even if it is a long-
time friend. Yet this is the difficulty for people with a
clock-time orientation living in an event-time culture and
vice versa. There are countless cross-cultural misunderstand-
ings that ensue as a result of the seeming incompatibility of
these two time perspectives.

With the understanding of both M-time versus P-time and
clock time versus event time, we can now take a look at
Brislin and Kim’s framework for classifying cultures accord-
ing to both dimensions. Brislin and Kim make the distinction
in their framework between fast and slow paces of life. A
fast pace of life corresponds to a clock-time orientation; a
slow pace of life is more indicative of an event-time orien-
tation. They use this difference in conjunction with the M-
time versus P-time difference to categorize countries. Using
a standard 2-by-2 matrix, Brislin and Kim make the following
four classifications: (1) P-time and clock time: United States,
(2) P-time and event time: Latin America and Mediterranean
countries, (3) M-time and clock time: East Asian countries,
and (4) M-time and event time: nonindustrialized cultures
with abundant resources (see Brislin & Kim, 2003, p. 370).
With this framework, we have an additional building block
in our framework relating culture, time, and personality.

Perhaps the countries in the fourth cell prove most elusive
in terms of specific examples because relatively little psy-
chological research has been done in these countries vis-a-
vis topics analyzed in this chapter. However, the remaining
three classifications should be understandable. Additionally,
there are implications from these differences that arise in
business and other interactions between people from these
cultures. For example, the difference between P-time and M-
time in the United States and East Asia, respectively, fre-
quently surfaces in business negotiations. At the same time,
U.S. professionals traveling to South America frequently ex-
press frustration at locals’ lack of punctuality.

One note worth mentioning is that these assignments are
not fixed. Just as the United States shows migration from
Hall’s original classification as an M-time culture to more P-
time, other countries might also be showcasing similar shifts.



Future research might be directed at showing how cultures
that were originally event time are affected by globalization
and the need to do business with clock-time cultures. In ad-
dition, the dominance of research from the United States in
many social sciences disciplines places a heavy ethnocentric
bias on knowledge. A worthwhile study might compare time
perspectives between East Asian and South American coun-
tries without the United States included, as its absence will
force the examination of concepts as they are experienced in
these countries without the imposition of U.S. concepts.
One recent indication of such movement from event time
to clock time in a South American country was found in a
recent popular press article detailing the efforts of Ecuadorian
President Lucio Guttierez to be on time particularly to his
professional meetings and appointments. President Guttierez’s
efforts are at the forefront of a national effort to move away
from the traditional “Ecuadorian Time” of being routinely
late. The president’s promise to be more punctual was echoed
by promises from a citizens group to keep criticizing the pres-
ident for his habitual tardiness. This criticism is unusual be-
cause typically high-status people do not need to apologize
for their tardiness (Brislin & Kim, 2003). Ostensibly, as peo-
ple come into increasingly more frequent contact with people
from other cultures, everyone will need to make adjustments
to their indigenous norms regarding time perspectives.
Brislin and Kim reference punctuality as having different
cross-cultural implications in terms of the unit of analysis.
This term refers to how people organize their days. In terms
of punctuality, the reference is to how late one can be without
having to apologize or make the other party feel impatient.
In the United States, the unit of analysis is five minutes. How-
ever, in South American countries, the unit of analysis can
be much longer, even extending to hours. Robert Levine al-
ludes to the frustration he experienced teaching at a Brazilian
university in A Geography of Time (Levine, 1997). He details
how students would come to class up to two hours late (after
the scheduled dismissal time) and still expected him to stay
and answer their questions. To people socialized in North
America, such an expectation seems clearly unrealistic. How-
ever, in Brazil, this was commonplace. Knowing what the
unit of analysis is when traveling to different countries and
cultures with different clock-time or event-time orientations
is an important key to successful intercultural interactions.

TOWARD INTEGRATING CULTURE,
PERSONALITY, AND TIME

Personality and Time

The section on personality not only introduced two popular
instruments for measuring personality, it also took a step to-

Toward Integrating Culture, Personality, and Time 55

ward showing how the two instruments correspond to each
other. With this knowledge, we can also start to integrate time
into the overall framework. One of the first such scales to
integrate time and personality is the Zimbardo Time Per-
spective Inventory.

According to Zimbardo and Boyd (1999), time perspec-
tive (TP) is an individual-differences variable that exerts
considerable influence on human behavior by allowing in-
dividuals to divide their experiences into past, present, and
future segments. TP influences decision-making, and, as
such, TP biases have predictive characteristics regarding how
an individual will react to certain situations.

Zimbardo and Boyd’s study used the Zimbardo Time Per-
spective Inventory (ZTPI) to create individual profiles that
have corresponding personality characteristics. However, these
personality constructs might not necessarily be the Big Five.
If we can relate these constructs to the Big Five, perhaps the
Zimbardo framework also will be useful to our framework.
The ZTPI asks respondents to make self-assessments using a
5-point Likert scale on the following five items that corre-
spond to TP biases: past-negative, present-hedonistic, future,
past-positive, and present-fatalistic. Characteristics of each of
these biases are as follows:

» Past-negative: reflects a negative, aversive view of the
past.

e Present-hedonistic: risk-taking, carpe diem, orientation
with present pleasure.

e Future: delay of gratification, resisting temptation, matur-
ity, striving toward future goals.

» Past-positive: warm, sentimental attitude about the past.

* Present-fatalistic: helplessness toward future and life.

Another measure of validity of the ZTPI involved in-depth
interviews with students from Stanford University who scored
above the 95th percentile on one of the ZTPI items but below
the 95th percentile on the remaining four. The conclusion that
Zimbardo and Boyd make is that TP influences a wide array
of behavioral characteristics. Some of these behaviors include
risk-taking, goal-setting and achievement, sexual behaviors,
spirituality, and interacting with other people. Whereas the
generalizability of these findings is limited due to the small,
student sample, certain findings could potentially contribute
to developing a profile that integrates time perspective with
personality. Furthermore, these findings reveal implications
for training and health care. Because different social settings
may require different time perspectives, learning to alter
one’s perspective based on the requirements of a social set-
ting could be a valuable skill that is teachable through train-
ing. One of the main points is that no individual can live
exclusively with one single TP bias. Rather, balance between
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TPs related to the past, present, and future is the key. Finally,
a greater understanding of time perspective may ultimately
help to shed some additional light on the Big Five personality
dimensions. Additionally, understanding time perspective
more intimately may help to reveal additional personality
dimensions that are not captured in the Big Five. As current
research is testing the etic nature of the Big Five, the ZTPI
might be a useful instrument toward this end.

Culture and Time

Brislin and Kim (2003) attempted to provide a piece of this
framework that comes from their comparison of cultures as
a function of their M-time versus P-time orientations as well
as clock-time versus event-time orientations. Although shifts
are occurring (e.g., the United States toward a more P-time
orientation and event-time cultures toward more clock-time
orientations), their framework provides a definitive starting
point for future research.

Culture and Personality

Comparing culture as a cultural-level difference and person-
ality as an individual-level difference poses a unique chal-
lenge. However, research suggests that certain personality
types may appear more frequently in some cultures than in
others. For example, Markus and Kitayama (1991) use the
terms independence and interdependence to describe how
cultures can be categorized based on the perceptions of self
held by people in those cultures. At the most general level,
Europeans and Caucasian Americans are independent, whereas
Asians are interdependent. People with independent concepts
of self, which Markus and Kitayama call self-construals, ex-
press their individuality and uniqueness. Conversely, those
with interdependent concepts of self emphasize harmony
within their in-group over individual uniqueness and aspira-
tions. Markus and Kitayama (1991) argue that these views of
the self influence cognition, emotion, and motivation. Thus,
we have at least one possible starting point for sifting through
differences in personality as a function of culture.

In addition, the concept of priming suggests possibilities
for relating personality differences to the cultures in which
they are found. People primed with different stimuli might
be motivated to act in different ways, thus revealing different
parts of their personalities. One of the classic examples is that
of a Chinese American person who views images of the
Statue of Liberty and the Great Wall of China. Upon seeing
the Statue of Liberty, the individual might experience feelings
of nationalism and patriotism that are consistent with their
socialization in the United States where the Statue of Liberty

is a symbol of liberty and freedom. In contrast, the same
individual viewing images of the Great Wall of China might
experience the same feelings of national pride now directed
at China, not the United States.

This individual clearly identifies with two different na-
tional cultures. When primed with two different cultural
symbols respectively, he or she will experience sentiments
specific to that culture. Herein lies yet another example of
the if . . . then . . . signature discussed at the beginning of the
section on personality. In this instance, the scenarios would
read as follows: If a Chinese American person sees pictures
of the Statue of Liberty, he or she will experience feelings of
American patriotism. If a Chinese American person sees pic-
tures of the Great Wall of China, he or she will experience
feelings of Chinese nationalism. Depending on the stimulus,
different reactions can be evoked, thus exposing different
parts of the personality. This conclusion supports Mischel’s
(2004) claim that personality is rooted in situational contexts.
Furthermore, if more research supports the situational nature
of personality, mainstays of attribution theory, namely the
fundamental attribution error, might not be made as fre-
quently if people accept that behaviors are largely contextual
rather than immutable features of personality (Markus &
Kitayama, 1991).

METHODOLOGICAL CONCERNS

We have chosen to present material on culture, personality,
and time by discussing research findings and putting them
into frameworks that aid in their understanding. We chose
not to discuss cross-cultural methodological issues during the
presentation of research findings but instead decided to pres-
ent them in this section. Some colleagues would disagree,
feeling that methodological concerns are so important that
they must be covered at the same time that tentative research
findings are presented. We do not disagree with the importance
of discussing methodology, but we felt that the material would
flow more smoothly for readers given our decision on how to
cover both research findings and research methodology.

The literature on cross-cultural research methods is exten-
sive, and it is required reading for scholars planning research
in languages and cultures other than their own. Key refer-
ences include an overview of methods by Brislin, Lonner,
and Thorndike (1973); a book written for researchers to ac-
tually bring to other cultures (Lonner & Berry, 1986); one of
the volumes of each edition of the Handbook of Cross-
Cultural Psychology (Triandis & Berry, 1980; Berry, Poor-
tinga, & Panday, 1997); and an Annual Review of Psychology
chapter with discussion of methodological concerns in cross-



cultural personality research (Triandis & Suh, 2002). Given
this extensive literature, our limited space allows us to discuss
only a few issues. We have decided to discuss conceptual
equivalence, familiarity with materials and procedures, trans-
lation between languages, and sampling.

Conceptual Equivalence

The basic question in discussion of conceptual equivalence
is, “Are the meanings of concepts, and items that measure
the presence or absence of those concepts, the same in all the
cultures under study?” Another way of asking the question
is, “Are researchers imposing concepts from their own cul-
ture, usually the culture where the research questions were
first raised, on people from other cultures?”” Researchers are
wise to remember how scales are first developed. Researchers
write many items and then administer them to people, often
samples of convenience from their own communities, in their
own cultures, easily available to the researchers. All items
are examined, and many are eliminated based on such criteria
as lack of positive correlations with a core of items that do
intercorrelate. Thus, items are purified based on the fact that
they seem to cluster (sometimes the slang term hang together
is used) in one culture easily available to the researchers.
Items that do not contribute to an interpretable cluster are
discarded. It becomes a very reasonable question to ask,
“Why should researchers expect a set of purified items that
measure a concept, for example in a community within the
United States, to measure the same concept in Japan, Nigeria,
or India?”

Researchers need to examine the meaning of concepts and
their corresponding items meant to measure the concepts. For
example, researchers may be interested in the possible uni-
versality of introversion and extroversion. Items on published
and widely used scales often ask about comfort levels at par-
ties. These could be good items in individualistic countries
where extroverts pursue their own interests at parties and
circulate among different people trying to find interesting
conversationalists. Party-oriented items might not work as
well in cultures where people are not expected to circulate.
In China, for instance (Wang, Brislin, Wang, Williams, &
Chao, 2000), people arrive at a party and start talking with
others whom they already know. They stay with these others
for the length of the party. If high-status people feel that
someone should meet another person, they will interrupt con-
versational groups and make sure that the introductions take
place.

For the concept conscientiousness, items concerning punc-
tuality to meetings may work well in some cultures. But as
we have already discussed in our discussion on cross-cultural
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research into time, some cultures place less emphasis on
clocks in the organization of people’s days. In fact, in these
cultures people would be considered unconscientious if
they failed to help a coworker who needed a little help at
11:25 A.M. given that they had an appointment with a client
at 11:30 A.M.

One way to deal with the equivalence is to work with
personality concepts that are important within a culture as
evidenced by frequency of conversations about the traits,
their role in defining people’s reputations, and their impor-
tance in life decisions such as job hires and approval of chil-
dren’s proposed spouses. Then, items can be written that also
reflect how people talk about the concepts. For example, in
China, conscientious people can cancel a social outing with
a friend if a high-status person suggests a last-minute meet-
ing. Conscientious people are attentive to the wishes of high-
status authority figures. They do not even have to present an
excuse to the friends with whom they originally had a social
engagement. This approach to personality-scale develop-
ment, working with concepts meaningful within a culture,
was utilized by Cheung and her colleagues (Cheung et al.,
1996) with their work on the Chinese Personality Assessment
Inventory.

Familiarity with Materials and Procedures

Most personality tests were developed in highly industrial-
ized nations and were normed on literate samples whose
members had long experience with reading test items, making
choices, filling in answer sheets, and so forth. Children in
these cultures are familiar with aspects of performance tests
such as puzzle completion and finding hidden figures in pic-
tures of forests, cities, and big crows. These experienced test
takers also are accustomed to the presence of researchers and
testers who enter their lives, ask them to answer some ques-
tions about themselves, and then leave, never to be seen
again. These are totally unfamiliar behaviors in many cultures
around the world. Especially when tests involve performance
in terms of how much can be done in a certain amount of
time, or how many small figures can be found in large, ab-
stract pictures, researchers are wise to worry whether or not
familiarity with tests and research procedures is affecting re-
sults. Simply, the concept of thinking about oneself in terms
of personality test items, and then responding on various
types of scales, is far more familiar to schooled adolescents
and adults than it is to preliterate people. Standard cross-
cultural practice has long been to allow great amounts of time
to familiarize people with test procedures and to make them
comfortable with materials (Brislin et al., 1973). Practice
tests, time spent manipulating objects, and asking personal
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questions people are comfortable answering (e.g., kinship
ties) are good investments.

Cultural differences can have an impact on people’s pre-
ferred manner of responding. In semiliterate collective cul-
tures, it can be an odd request if researchers ask people to
complete a questionnaire or interview by themselves as in the
standard testing situation common in highly industrialized
nations. In these collective cultures, people may not have
personal opinions or well-developed views of the self. They
have group opinions and views about people, including them-
selves. They may be much more comfortable getting together
with members of their collectives and completing the ques-
tionnaire or interview as a group effort. This would be a good
study. Can the five-factor solution be found in a highly col-
lective culture where people are much more comfortable fill-
ing out questionnaires with constant input from members of
their in-groups?

Translation between Languages

After careful thought has been given to the types of items
that researchers want to work with, as discussed in the pre-
ceding, cross-cultural research often demands that measuring
instruments in other languages be developed. Based on ex-
periences working with translators who were bilingual in En-
glish and one of 10 additional languages, Brislin (1986)
developed a set of guidelines for writing English that is likely
to lead to good translations. These guidelines include: using
short sentences of no more than 16 words, use the active
rather than passive voice, repeat nouns instead of using pro-
nouns, avoid metaphors and colloquialisms, add context for
key ideas to make sure that translators (and eventual research
participants who respond to the items) are clear as to the
meaning of items, and use specific terms rather than generic
class terms of which the specific is a member.

After item preparation, researchers can consider use of the
back-translation procedure (Brislin, 1986). In this method,
one bilingual works with the original English material (or
other starting language decided upon by the researcher) and
prepares a version in the target language. Then, a second
bilingual blindly translates back into English. Researchers
can then compare the two English versions and can begin to
make inferences about the quality and equivalence of the
translation. This procedure can continue for additional rounds
with additional bilinguals acting as translators, as in this
algorithm:

Original language - target language > original >
target > original - target > original

If material from the original language can survive these
multiple translations, then the third translation is probably
both equivalent to the original and is clear to translators and,
by extension, eventual research participants. Using a proce-
dure such as this, researchers decenter their translations. No
one language is the center of the research project. Instead,
aspects of the target language are taken into account. If ma-
terial in the original language is not readily translatable, it
disappears during the multistep back-translation procedure.
With decentering, researchers would use the final back-
translated version as the wording with original language re-
spondents, because that is the one most equivalent to the
target version. For example, items from the Marlowe-Crowne
social-desirability inventory (Crowne & Marlowe, 1964)
went through the multistep back-translation procedure in at-
tempts to produce a version in the Chamorro language. One
of the original items is: “I don’t find it particularly difficult
to get along with loud-mouthed, obnoxious people.” There is
not a readily available equivalent of obnoxious in Chamorro,
and loud-mouthed is just enough of an English-language col-
loquialism to cause difficulties. After the multistep back-
translation procedure, the Chamorro version became, “It is
not hard for me to talk with people who have a big mouth.”
In comparing Chamorro and English speakers, this back-
translated version was used, given the assumption that it is
closest to the Chamorro version (the third target version from
the algorithm).

After the translation process, instruments are available in
two or more languages. Pretesting is always important to
identify difficulties in that actual use of instruments by re-
spondents, such as fatigue, difficulties with item format, local
meanings of terms that the translators may have missed, and
so forth. After data is gathered, decisions have to be made
concerning statistical analyses that follow from the purpose
of the research. For example, researchers may want to test
the existence of a concept from the five-factor solution, such
as open-mindedness in another culture. They could perform
a confirmatory factor analysis to determine if the translations
of the English-language items cluster together in the same
way as they do in the United States.

As with all advice concerning cross-cultural methods, we
can introduce only a few key points. The references listed at
the beginning of the section “Methodological Concerns”
should be consulted during the design of actual research
projects.

Sampling of Respondents

Always a problem no matter what the psychological study,
the appropriate selection of samples of respondents takes on



additional complications in cross-cultural research. General-
izations to populations from selected samples can be very
dangerous. If researchers sample college students in an Af-
rican or Asian country, they must worry about the represen-
tativeness of this select sample, given that in many countries
very few students go to college. If they use paper-and-pencil
tests that demand high levels of literacy, they must worry
about generalization to nonliterate people from the country
under study. If they sample students in high schools and col-
leges where the curricula and texts are patterned after models
in North America and Europe, they have to worry about
whether they are measuring concepts that students learned
from reading books or whether they learned the concepts
growing up in their cultures. If U.S. or European research is
based on multiple samples from multiple regions within
countries (e.g., research on the five-factor solution), then it
is a mistake for researchers to claim that they are supporting
or refuting earlier research based on one sample of respon-
dents from one part of a country.

Even knowing these caveats, given the expense of random
surveys of a country’s population, and the difficulties of en-
couraging people randomly chosen to complete personality
measures, most research will be based on various samples of
convenience. However, researchers sometimes can choose
samples that are more appropriate than others. When testing
the universality of personality concepts and structures, for
example, Triandis and Suh (2002) suggest that samples be
chosen that are maximally distinct in terms of the types of
cultural dimensions discussed earlier in this chapter. If psy-
chological concepts were developed in highly individualistic
nations, sample from collectivistic cultures. If the languages
used in early research were Indo-European, sample from dis-
tant language-family groups. If there is not an emphasis on
tremendous deference between research psychologists and re-
spondents (as in low-power distant countries such as the
United States), sample from countries where well-educated
researchers attached to universities are revered. Many times,
good research can take place when researchers search for
additional concepts that may have been missed or underem-
phasized in previous research carried out in a limited number
of countries. In work that had, as one aim, to expand on the
five-factor solution, Cheung and her colleagues (1996) felt
there could be a factor that involved a respect for tradition.
Such a concept is not well captured by the Big Five. From
their own socialization and observations, for example, the
researchers were familiar with traditions such as respected
places in the home devoted to ancestors and the emphasis
placed in school on learning the importance of Chinese his-
torical figures and the concepts (e.g., Confucian teachings)
passed down over the generations. They found such a con-
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cept, and also found that this respect for tradition is not as
strong among American respondents.

CONCLUSIONS

People’s orientation to time is a cultural universal. People
everywhere have to answer questions such as, “What is the
best season to perform certain tasks such as farming and hunt-
ing? When should young people marry and start families?
Should we organize our day around standards (position of the
sun, clocks), or should we let events take what seems like a
proper amount of time and then move to another event?” In
making decisions about these questions, people bring their
personality traits to their considerations. Conscientious peo-
ple will be especially attentive to agreed-upon ways of or-
ganizing the day. Extraverted people will look forward to
socializing with others.

The role of cultural influences on personality and time
orientation is still being debated, but there is no disagreement
as to its importance. Certainly, different researchers put em-
phasis on one set of concepts compared to another, but these
differences lead to rich dialogues and healthy debates among
scholars who take different positions. Two of the proponents
of a universal structure for personality argue, “[Culture] is an
essential context for the expression of all personality traits.
Just as verbal fluency cannot exist without a learned language
in which to be fluent, so Extraversion, Openness, and the
other personality factors cannot be manifested except in cul-
turally conditioned thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Person-
ality is expressed through culture, but so far, there is no good
evidence that culture shapes the structure of personality”
(Allik & McCrae, 2004, pp. 264-265).

Other researchers, whose primary interest is cultural influ-
ences, argue that the jury is still out regarding culture as pro-
viding contributions to the structure (in addition to possible
universal aspects) of personality (Triandis & Suh, 2002). Re-
search will continue on cultural aspects such as individualism
and collectivism, respect for historical tradition, time orien-
tations, and sensitivity to power in interpersonal communi-
cation for many reasons. One is to document aspects of the
culture where people were socialized to make predictions
about behavior. A second is to suggest the situation part of
personality-situation signatures because culture determines
various important social contexts in which people are ex-
pected to behave appropriately. A third reason is to provide
guidance for people about to live in a culture other than the
one where they were socialized. Knowing about culture di-
mensions allows people to be on the lookout for differences
that they will inevitably encounter when living in another
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culture (e.g., punctuality, means of organizing the workday).
A fourth reason for research on cultural dimensions is to de-
termine if they have an effect on people’s personality that
explains behavior above and beyond the variance accounted
for by models such as the five-factor solution.
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BROAD-RANGE THEORIES AND SYSTEMS






CHAPTER 4

Psychodynamic Theories

DAVID L. WOLITZKY

INTRODUCTION

First, a few words of clarification about the meaning of the
terms psychodynamic and psychoanalytic. These terms are
used interchangeably by some writers whereas others use
these terms to differentiate Freudian psychoanalysis from
other forms of psychodynamic theory. Some theorists have
used new terms to differentiate their psychoanalytic views
from Freud’s (e.g., Adler’s Individual Psychology, Adler,
1927; Jung’s Analytic Psychology, Jung, 1968). In this chap-
ter, for ease of exposition, I will use psychoanalytic and psy-
chodynamic interchangeably.

The essential defining characteristic of a psychodynamic
approach to personality and psychopathology is a view of
mental life from the perspective of inner conflict, particularly
conflicts outside of awareness. There are many divergent
views that spring from this common ground of emphasizing
conflicting forces in the mind.

As is well known, Sigmund Freud (1856—1939) was the
founder of psychoanalysis as a theory, as a method of inves-
tigating the human mind, and as a method of treatment. As
a theory, psychoanalysis was, and remains, the most ambi-
tious, comprehensive, and complex attempt to understand hu-
man behavior, both normal and pathological. It aims not only
to explain the myriad forms of psychopathology but also is
concerned with key cognitive, emotional, and motivational
aspects of personality development, including the possible
biological bases of these processes. It also ventures into vir-
tually every aspect of human experience, including sexual
and aggressive wishes and behaviors; interpersonal function-
ing; creativity in art, music, and literature; the psychology of
humor, dreams, and fantasies; various aspects of memory (in-
cluding experiences such as déja vu and so-called screen
memories); the repetition of maladaptive patterns of behav-
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ior; the meanings of religion, rituals, politics, and interna-
tional conflict; the psychology of historical figures; reports
of alien abduction; psychoanalytic approaches to anthropol-
ogy, and so on.

Freud changed aspects of his theory many times in his
long, productive career, as one can see from a study of the
23 volumes of his collected works, published as the definitive
Standard Edition. His impact on twentieth-century thought is
unrivaled by any other conception of personality. His influ-
ence has penetrated our cultural experience to the point that
many of his ideas no longer seem radical but commonplace
and are part of our implicit conceptions of personality. At the
same time, certain of his views remain controversial and ob-
jectionable (e.g., the centrality of the Oedipus complex).

In addition to Freud’s own changing theories, shortly after
the turn of the century several clinicians who were initially
attracted to Freud’s ideas began to develop divergent views.
Carl Jung (1968), Alfred Adler (1927), and Karen Horney
(1950) were the main theorists who took issue with what they
felt was Freud’s excessive emphasis on sexuality in person-
ality development and his insufficient appreciation of socio-
cultural determinants of personality. These theorists were
called neo-Freudians. Freudian analysts at the time claimed
that they did not deserve to call their alternative versions
psychoanalytic.

Because these theories also focused on conflict and main-
tained the view that conflicting forces in the mind could give
rise to psychopathology and because they also dealt with the
phenomena of transference and resistance in the treatment
situation, the broader term psychodynamic began to be used.
The neo-Freudians, however, claimed that the basis of inner
conflict was not to be found in biologically rooted sexual and
aggressive instincts but in the context of interpersonal rela-
tionships and sociocultural forces. Virtually all so-called
deviations from Freud’s theory have been based on the ob-
jection to his biological emphasis on instinctual drives.

In the last four decades, shifts in the sociohistorical Zeit-
geist have influenced what is regarded as psychoanalytic ver-
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sus psychodynamic. Theories that, early in the twentieth
century, would have lost their claim to be considered psy-
choanalytic are now part of mainstream psychoanalytic
thought (Eagle, 1987). Given the current state of the field,
the issue of whether a given theory is properly designated
psychodynamic or psychoanalytic is rarely debated, although
as recently as 1999 Westen and Gabbard claimed that the neo-
Freudians “. . . are not, strictly speaking [italics added], psy-
choanalytic” (Westen & Gabbard, 1999, p. 61). Nonetheless,
as noted earlier, for present purposes, we will use the terms
psychoanalytic and psychodynamic interchangeably.

At the present time, we are living in an age of theoretical
pluralism in which the field by and large accepts the theorist’s
own designation of his or her approach as psychoanalytic or
psychodynamic. At the same time, we are more apt to use
the term psychoanalytic when referring to theories that are
most closely linked to Freud’s theories (e.g., contemporary
psychoanalytic theory). In addition to the so-called neo-
Freudians (Jung, Adler, Horney, Sullivan) whose theories still
have influence, we have seen within the evolution of psy-
choanalysis not only elaborations of Freudian theory (e.g.,
ego psychology) but two other major theoretical approaches:
object-relations theories (both in their British and American
versions) and Kohut’s (1971) self psychology (Greenberg &
Mitchell, 1983). None of these theories has been presented
in a comprehensive, systematic set of propositions with
clearly testable predictions, nor have we seen any successful
efforts to integrate the various psychoanalytic theories.
Rapaport (1960) did attempt to synthesize traditional Freud-
ian theory, but that ambitious, elegant effort has been largely
neglected.

STATEMENT OF THE THEORIES

As noted previously, there is no single psychoanalytic theory
to present but a family of theories whose common core dif-
ferentiates them from nonpsychoanalytic theories. The com-
mon ground of a psychoanalytic perspective on mental life
includes an emphasis on the inner life of the individual; the
conflicts, particularly the unconscious conflicts, that are as-
sociated with maladaptive behavior; the central motives,
needs, and wishes of the individual (for Freud, primarily sex-
ual and aggressive wishes) and the compromises made
among conflicting tendencies; the basic anxieties and de-
fenses against them; the implications of these factors for the
person’s interpersonal relationships and for the development
of a cohesive sense of self; and the vital influence of child-
hood experiences with primary caregivers in shaping person-

ality development. These are the major ingredients that
characterize psychodynamic thinking. From this point of
view, psychopathology of any clinical significance (e.g., pho-
bias) reflects inner conflict and is not simply the result of the
person’s reinforcement history and exposure to traumatic
events or frightening experiences.

The psychoanalytic approach to treatment is to help the
patient become aware of and resolve inner conflicts as they
are expressed in transference reactions to the therapist. In
more recent years, insight has been somewhat displaced as
the main therapeutic agent in increased recognition of the
healing powers of the relationship, particularly for patients
with a history of traumatic relationships characterized by
emotionally unavailable primary caregivers.

Psychodynamic theorists have room in their formulations
for the kinds of cognitive and learning processes and struc-
tures (e.g., schemata) that writers like Beck (1976) and Ellis
(1987) emphasize, but they see these as elements in the larger
context of complex motivational aspects of behavior. With
regard to psychotherapy, although some psychoanalytic cli-
nicians incorporate cognitive-behavioral elements in their
work, particularly when they are aiming at the alleviation of
symptoms, they regard the cognitive-behavioral understand-
ing of personality and psychopathology as simplistic (e.g., as
failing to appreciate the tragic and ironic dimensions of hu-
man existence and the power of unconscious conflicts and
fantasies).

Basic Freudian Theory

The biological survival of the infant requires that psychic life
evolves in the context of interaction with a primary caregiver
who serves as the psychobiological regulator of the infant’s
needs and tension states, a task that previously occurred nat-
urally through the homeostatic regulation of the infant’s in-
trauterine existence. Although Freud recognized this state of
affairs, he viewed the infant’s attachment to the mother as
being secondary to her role in the gratification of the infant’s
hunger needs. It is on this issue that all significant psycho-
dynamic theories part company from Freud, although some
have tried to integrate his emphasis on instinctual drives and
an emphasis on interpersonal relationships.

According to Freud, the primary aim of the organism is
to reduce tension states. The diminution of excitation is plea-
surable whereas the increase of excitation is painful.' The
aim of the organism is to live according to the pleasure prin-
ciple. The impossibility of immediate gratification means that
the infant has to take reality into account and learn to sacrifice
immediate pleasure in the service of finding eventual satis-



faction. Thus, a fantasy of eating will bring only partial, tem-
porary gratification compared to finding real food. Survival
requires that the pleasure principle give way to the reality
principle. In his essay “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” Freud
(1920) claimed that there was something even more impor-
tant than seeking pleasure, namely the need to avoid being
rendered helpless by excessive stimulation, as seen in the
mastery efforts involved in the repetitive reenactment of trau-
matic experiences.

The tensions that the organism had to reduce were those
based on the instinctual drives of sex (more broadly and ac-
curately thought of as sensual) and aggression. Drives are
rooted in the body and make a demand on the mind for psy-
chic work in the service of gratification. The thoughts, im-
pulses, feelings, and fantasies in one’s mind are regarded as
drive derivatives, the psychic representation of the instinctual
drives. We can think of these drive derivatives as wishes.
Wishes are psychic experiences that strive toward the fulfill-
ment of the instinctual drives. Technically, they are efforts to
reinstate previous experiences of satisfaction. This is a core
idea in Freud’s theory of motivation (Freud, 1900).

There are four characteristics of an instinctual drive:
source, aim, impetus, and object. The source of the drive is
the endogenous, bodily tensions associated with the sexual
(libidinal) and aggressive drives. The aim is the discharge of
the tension associated with the drive. The impetus is the in-
tensity or force of the drive. The object is the person or thing
that will satisfy the drive. It is the most variable aspect of the
drive in that there are multiple ways of satisfying the drive.
The theory uses the term object to indicate that a person or
an inanimate object can bring at least partial drive gratifica-
tion (e.g., a pacifier used to satisfy orality).

The energy that derives from the drives was called psychic
energy, and cathexis referred to the amount of psychic energy
invested in a particular wish or fantasy. These terms at-
tempted to capture the force and quantitative aspects of be-
havior but are rarely used today, except as metaphors.

Reality presents serious obstacles to the free expression
and gratification of sexual and aggressive wishes, thus pre-
senting the organism with a conflict between inhibiting and
attempting to gratify wishes. The concept of intrapsychic
conflict became a core notion in Freudian theory; insofar as
the person believes that the attempted satisfaction of instinc-
tual wishes are dangerous, an approach-avoidance situation
is created, both on the level of thought as well as on behaviors
that can be construed as attempts to gratify wishes (Freud,
1926). The principal dangers are, in developmental order,
loss of the object (e.g., total abandonment by the mother),
loss of the object’s love (e.g., maternal rejection), castration,
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and guilt. The latter two dangers presuppose loss of the ob-
ject’s love. The anticipation of these dangers gives rise to
signal anxiety, which automatically instigates defenses against
the potential conscious awareness and/or behavioral expres-
sion of the wish in order to stave off the full-blown experi-
ence of traumatic anxiety in which the person is overwhelmed
with panic. Traumatic anxiety can develop if the wish is too
intense and/or the defense against it is too weak, meaning, if
the signal function of the ego has failed to trigger an adequate
defense. In this model, anxiety leads to repression (and other
defenses). (In Freud’s earlier toxic theory of anxiety, undis-
charged drive pressures led to anxiety.) This drive-defense
model was used by Freud to explain a variety of psycholog-
ical phenomena and experiences, including dreams, character
traits, jokes, and psychiatric symptoms (Freud, 1933).

Conflict is inevitable. It can occur between wishes and
external reality, between competing wishes, and between
wishes and the person’s judgment about the negative conse-
quences of being aware of and/or expressing one’s wishes,
including guilt over wishes that are deemed to be wrong or
immoral. Actual interpersonal conflicts that threaten to create
psychological difficulties are considered to do so because of
the intrapsychic conflicts to which they give rise.

In viewing mental life from the perspective of intrapsychic
conflict, Freud described three main aspects of the person-
ality—id, ego, and superego—in what is known as the struc-
tural or tripartite model of mental functioning. These are the
three aspects of personality that often conflict with one an-
other. The concept of the id refers to the libidinal and ag-
gressive instinctual drives; the ego is the part of the
personality that tests reality, that uses perception and judg-
ment to appraise what is safe and what is dangerous, and that
institutes the operation of defense mechanisms in an effort to
ward off anxiety. Whereas the id operates according to the
so-called primary process (i.e., seeks the immediate discharge
of excitation), the ego functions according to secondary-
process (i.e., makes use of reality-testing, judgment, plan-
ning), reality-oriented thinking in the service of allowing the
organism as much pleasure as possible and as little pain as
possible. The third agency of the psychic apparatus is the
superego, the part of the personality that has internalized
standards of right and wrong, good and bad, the violation of
which arouses feelings of guilt, as well as standards of what
the person should strive to live up to (the so-called ego ideal).
The id, ego, and superego are hypothetical constructs by
which the observer organizes aspects of behavior that often
come into conflict with one another. Too often, the psycho-
analytic literature reads as if id, ego, and superego are con-
crete entities doing battle with one another. The main point
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is that if we look at behavior from the standpoint of conflict,
we can say that all behavior, normal and pathological, reflects
a compromise formation among the major aspects of person-
ality, particularly the desire for the gratification of one’s
wishes and the constraints against the immediate, free, and
open pursuit of such gratification (Brenner, 1982).

After Freud’s strong emphasis on the instinctual drives
(sometimes called id psychology) later psychoanalytic theo-
rists paid attention to the functioning of the ego, a period of
theorizing referred to as ego psychology. These theorists,
principally Hartmann, Kris, and Loewenstein (1946), stressed
the idea that not all of mental life was embroiled in conflict
and that ego capacities such as memory and cognition, delay
of gratification, reality-testing, interests, and so forth have an
independent, conflict-free, innate, autonomous basis. In other
words, they have a primary autonomy. Ego functions that do
get caught up in conflict but then become independent of it
were said to have secondary autonomy. These developments
balanced Freud’s emphasis on instinctual drives with a rec-
ognition that not all behavior is always or simply an expres-
sion of sexual and aggressive wishes (Hartmann, 1939).

Freudian theory makes room for the influence and inter-
action of both genetic/constitutional and environmental factors
as determinants of behavior (termed by Freud a complemental
series). The determinants of behavior, both innate and envi-
ronmental, are complex; the same motive can give rise to
myriad behaviors (divergent causality) and a given behavior
can be a function of several motives (convergent causality).
This principle of multiple determination is sometimes mis-
leadingly referred to as overdetermination.

Freud stressed that the major portion of mental life takes
place outside of conscious awareness. This includes not only
preconscious ideas that can readily be brought to awareness
but, more importantly, unconscious wishes and fantasies that
are kept unconscious through mechanisms of defense, most
notably repression. Psychiatric symptoms arise when de-
fenses are ineffective in containing the repressed wishes; this
is referred to as the return of the repressed (Freud, 1915b,
1915¢).

According to Freudian theory, childhood experiences have
a profound impact on personality development. The experi-
ences that are most decisive are traumatic events and conflicts
associated with the various stages of psychosexual develop-
ment. The concept of psychosexual stages refers to the psy-
chological experiences associated with the different erogenous
zones: mouth, anus, and genitals. In order, the psychosexual
stages are oral, anal, phallic, and genital (Freud, 1905). Grat-
ifications, frustrations, and conflicts at each stage influence
the way in which subsequent stages are experienced. Exces-
sive gratification or frustration at a given stage can lead to

fixation or regression. Fixation refers to the persistence of
behavior beyond the stage at which it was age appropriate
(e.g., thumb sucking in a 10-year-old). Regression refers to
the return of stage-related behaviors in reaction to stress or
conflict (e.g., the return of bed-wetting in an eight-year-old
following the birth of a sibling).

Each psychosexual stage has a characteristic anxiety as-
sociated with it. For the oral stage, it is loss of the object, for
the anal stage it is loss of the object’s love, and for the phallic
stage it is castration anxiety. It is during the phallic stage that
the Oedipal complex is at its height. As is well known, the
Oedipus complex refers to the child’s wish for an exclusive
relationship with the parent of the opposite sex. The same-
sexed parent thus becomes a rival. The resolution of the Oed-
ipus complex involves the identification with the parent of
the same sex and the resignation of incestuous wishes toward
the parent of the opposite sex. Freud placed enormous ex-
planatory weight on the Oedipus complex as a determinant
of neurotic behavior (Freud, 1933).

The concept of identification is central to the psychoana-
Iytic understanding of personality development. Identifica-
tion refers to the tendency to take on the characteristics of
another person. This is the principal means of dealing with
separation and loss, but it does not preclude identification on
the basis of modeling. For Freud, the ego, at least its person-
ality traits and patterns, can be described as a precipitate of
abandoned object cathexis, meaning that the personality char-
acteristics of those with whom one has had a significant re-
lationship become part of his or her personality based on the
desire to maintain a bond with the person (Freud, 1914b,
1915a).

A comprehensive psychoanalytic account of behavior
should include a detailed consideration of multiple perspec-
tives: genetic (i.e., developmental), adaptive, dynamic, to-
pographical, structural, and economic (Rapaport & Gill,
1959). These terms refer, respectively, to the psychosexual
stages of development (described previously); the coping and
defensive devices by which the ego mediates between moti-
vational drive pressures, external reality, and superego pro-
hibitions; the nature of the conflicts involved; the relation of
mental contents to consciousness; the id, ego, and superego
aspects; and the energic and quantitative aspects of the forces
in the mind. It has now long been recognized by psychoan-
alytic theorists that the postulation of psychic energies to ex-
plain the economics of mental life is problematic if taken as
more than a metaphor, and psychoanalytic writings in the past
three decades are increasingly devoid of this so-called meta-
psychological concept.

Psychoanalytic theorists since Freud either have totally
abandoned his drive theory or have tried to integrate it with



theories that have a strong emphasis on internalized object
relations and on interpersonal relationships as the key build-
ing blocks of personality (Greenberg & Mitchell, 1983). A
second, important development in psychoanalytic theory has
been a focus on the development of the sense of self (Kohut,
1971, 1977), an area not dealt with in traditional Freudian
theory. According to Pine (1990), object-relations theories
and self psychology followed id psychology and ego psy-
chology as the four main waves of psychoanalytic theorizing.

Ego Psychology

At first, Freud concentrated on the vicissitudes of sexual and
aggressive instinctual drives, whose derivatives came to be
referred to as wishes. As noted previously, this overriding em-
phasis was balanced later on by a concern with the person’s
adaptive functioning and the coping and defensive strategies
that facilitated or impaired effective, relatively conflict-free
ego functioning. Anna Freud (1936) and Hartmann, Kris, and
Lowenstein (1946) were the major theorists who contributed
to the flowering of psychoanalytic ego psychology. Hartmann
(1939), for example, noted that the infant starts life with in-
nate perceptual capacities (what he called primary ego ap-
paratuses) that are not derivatives of sexual or aggressive
conflicts but can become embroiled in conflict (e.g., hyster-
ical blindness), and can emerge with a degree of secondary
autonomy, that is, can function in a relatively conflict-free
manner. Ego and superego development were conceptualized
in the now-anachronistic language of neutralized and deneu-
tralized psychic energy.

Ego psychology, with its emphasis on coping and adap-
tation, incorporated and went beyond id psychology. Ego in-
terests and creativity, for example, became areas of study in
their own right. Kris (1952), for example, advanced the con-
cept of regression in the service of the ego as a way of un-
derstanding the creative use of primary process experience in
an adaptive manner. The work of G. S. Klein (1976) on cog-
nitive style (stable individual differences in the nature of per-
ceptual and cognitive processing and problem solving) was
an outgrowth of the development of ego psychology. Bellak,
Hurvich, and Gediman (1973) developed an ego psycholog-
ical approach to the study of ego functions in schizophrenia.
Erikson’s (1950) work on psychosocial adaptations, on ego
identity, and on the life cycle was a further contribution to
the study of ego psychology. The common thread in these
works, and others, was a view of mental life from the per-
spective of executive ego functions that defended against
anxiety associated with sexual and aggressive drives in at-
tempting to make an adequate adaptation to an average ex-
pectable environment.
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Object-Relations Theories

Relational psychoanalysis is a term that has gained popularity
in recent years. It is not a systematic set of concepts and
treatment techniques. The core notion is that psychic struc-
ture derives “... from the individual’s relations with other
people. This, of course, was intended as an alternative to the
prevailing view that innately organized drives and their de-
velopmental vicissitudes were, at root, the basis of psychic
structure ”” (Ghent, 2002, p. 5). As Ghent points out, “There
is no such thing as a relational theory, but there is such a
thing as a relational point of view, a relational way of think-
ing, a relational sensibility . ...” (p. 5). The impetus for the
development of this perspective was the encounter with pa-
tients who complained not so much of particular symptoms
(e.g., obsessions or compulsions) but of strain, strife, and
unhappiness in their intimate relationships and of earlier,
traumatic experiences in relation to their parents. These the-
orists stressed the vital importance of the pre-Oedipal period
of personality development, beginning with the innate need
for relatedness, nurturance, and a sense of belonging. These
needs are seen as primary rather than as derived from the
mother’s provision of oral gratification. From this perspec-
tive, relatedness rather than sensual pleasure are seen as the
basic motivational striving of the organism. Traumatic anxi-
ety, in this view, is triggered by fear of loss of the object or
the object’s love whereas for Freud it is not the object per se
that is essential but is capacity to enable the infant not to be
overwhelmed by excitation that is not discharged.

The growing infant is assumed to develop an internal
working model of relationships in which self and others are
mentally represented (in terms of good and bad) as are the
interactions between self and others. In this view, the internal
working model is assumed to be primarily an accurate rep-
resentation of the infant’s experiences. From a Freudian per-
spective, the internal working model is in many ways a
fantasy-driven construction, although some object-relations
theorists (e.g., Melanie Klein [1921-1945/1964]) emphasized
the importance of primitive fantasies.

There is no monolithic theory called Object-Relations
Theory. Rather this designation refers to a group of theories
that bear a family resemblance to one another. What is called
Object-Relations Theory is an amalgam of the British object-
relations theorists, principally Klein (1921-1945/1964),
Fairbairn (1941), Winnicott (1965), Sullivan (1953), Kohut
(1971, 1977), and U.S. versions of object-relations theories
(e.g., Mitchell, 1988). There is insufficient space to present
a detailed account of these various theories. I must restrict
myself to a few general comments that will provide the main
flavor of this approach.



70 Psychodynamic Theories

In general, the object-relations approach to understanding
personality and psychopathology starts from the premise that
the . . . libido is object seeking rather than pleasure seeking”
(Fairbairn, 1941). That is, the primary aim of the organism
is not the satisfaction of instinctual urges but the inherent
need for relatedness with others. This aim is not secondary
to the object’s function as a source of drive gratification, as
it is in Freud’s theory. Greenberg and Mitchell (1983) feel
that this approach represents a paradigm shift and draw (an
unnecessarily sharp) distinction between the two views by
referring to the Freudian model as a drive-discharge model
and the object-relations perspective as a relational model.
The relational model places a very heavy emphasis on the
vital importance of social interaction as shaping the devel-
opment of personality. In this regard, relational approaches
have a close affinity with Bowlby’s (1969, 1973, 1975) at-
tachment theory, which focuses on the development of secure
(versus insecure) attachments to primary caregivers, and the
representation of these attachment schemata in the person’s
internal working models of how relationships operate and
what the implicit rules, requirements, and expectations are
regarding the availability and reliability of trustworthy care-
givers. Thus, an important focus of the relational approach is
not only to examine the actual interpersonal relationships be-
tween people but to consider these interactions in the context
of internalized mental representations of self and others and
the interactions between self and others. In contrast to Freud-
ian theory, which sees the intensity and degree of resolution
of the Oedipus complex as the central childhood experience
that decisively influences later relationships, object-relations
theorists stress the importance of the early infant-mother in-
teraction in shaping the personality. As applied to the clinical
situation, this approach looks closely at what each partici-
pant brings to the interaction, whereas in the Freudian model
the analyst focuses on the unfolding of the patient’s inner
conflicts.

Self Psychology

The notion of self and the development of selfhood was ne-
glected in Freudian theory, perhaps because in Freud’s time
people grappled more with repression of unacceptable sexual
and aggressive wishes than with the matter of personal iden-
tity. For Kohut (1971, 1977), who started his career as a tra-
ditional Freudian, the development of a cohesive sense of self
and the actualization of one’s talents, skills, ambitions, and
ideals are regarded as the best perspectives from which to
understand both normal and pathological behavior. At first
Kohut applied his theory only to narcissistic pathology, but
over time he broadened his theoretical explanations to in-

clude all behavior, healthy and pathological, with the concept
of self as the central focus.

Central to Kohut’s (1971, 1977) conception is the view
that healthy development requires that the infant and child
have ample experiences of mirroring self-objects and ideal-
ized self-objects. Mirroring self-object experiences are those
in which the child feels recognized, appreciated, and empa-
thized with by a person who is experienced as a partial ex-
tension of the self. An example would be an appreciative,
loving gleam in the mother’s eye in reaction to some behavior
of the child (e.g., building a tower of blocks), a gleam that
allows the child to feel “I am good and perfect, and you are
validating my feeling through the gleam in your eye.” These
kind of validating experiences are the building blocks for
feeling valued and validated. They lead to a positive sense of
self-esteem. An example of an idealized self-object experi-
ence would be the momentary sense of pleasure and power
that the child feels as he vicariously acquires a sense of
strength from his father when his father holds him on his
shoulders (as in “you are big, strong, and perfect, and I am
part of you”). The development of a solid, cohesive sense of
self with healthy ambitions, values, and ideals stems from
these kinds of experiences. They depend on the parents’ ca-
pacity to be empathically attuned to and responsive to these
basic psychological needs. Chronic failures in parental em-
pathy are seen as the primary cause of psychopathology. The
needs for mirroring and idealized self-objects persist through-
out life, but if they were well met during childhood they are
less vital, relatively speaking, during adulthood. A person
with a more cohesive sense of self can cope better with the
inevitable ruptures of empathic attunement, both in therapy
and in other relationships.

A major characteristic of object-relations theories and self
psychology is the emphasis on the early mother-child rela-
tionship as a critical period for the development of secure
attachments and stable, secure, integrated, cohesive sense of
self. This emphasis, partly the result of treating more dis-
turbed patients, has replaced the primary emphasis given to
the vicissitudes of the Oedipus complex as central to the un-
derstanding of adult psychopathology.

The Common Ground

We can summarize the discussion thus far by a statement of
the main psychoanalytic concepts influencing most dynami-
cally oriented clinicians today:

1. The psychic life of the individual has important uncon-
scious elements.

2. Individuals are motivated to avoid pain and seek pleasure



10.

11.

12.

through the expression of their needs and wishes in re-
lationships with others.

. Seeking such gratification often is associated with anxi-

ety and guilt, triggering tendencies to defend against the
awareness of such desires and to engage in self-
deception.

. People are therefore in conflict (both consciously and

unconsciously) between their impulse to seek gratifica-
tion and their need to inhibit their desire for gratification.

. Ambivalence, though common, is hard to tolerate, lead-

ing people to defensive splitting of mental representa-
tions of themselves and others into good and bad.

. Most behavior can be understood as a compromise for-

mation reflecting the interaction of wishes, needs, anx-
ieties, one’s ego ideal, the demands of conscience,
anticipated guilt and other negative affects, and the re-
quirements of reality.

. People seek safety and security, typically in the context

of relatedness to others, and develop internal working
models that include representations of the nature of rela-
tionships (e.g., security of one’s attachment to caregivers).

. Early experiences, particularly traumas, significantly

shape personality development and influence adult be-
havior. The internalization of an ego-supportive environ-
ment (in the form of a soothing introject) goes a long
way in ensuring the individual’s emotional security and
self-esteem.

. There is a dialectic tension (Blatt & Zuroff, 1992) be-

tween the tendency toward separateness and autonomy
and the need for relatedness (which includes the needs to
belong, to be protected, and to be loved).

The development of a cohesive sense of self requires em-
pathic attunement from caregivers who serve the child as
mirroring and idealized self-objects (Kohut, 1971, 1977).
Part of maintaining a cohesive sense of self includes
one’s sense of identity, which is strongly influenced by
the nature of one’s identifications with significant others.

People have a strong tendency to reenact in their signifi-
cant relationships their unresolved conflicts and child-
hood patterns of behavior, often in neurotic vicious
cycles in which they perpetuate the very problems that
cause them to suffer. The transference patterns seen in
therapy, and in other relationships, express unresolved
conflicts from childhood.

Sociocultural factors must be considered the context that
shapes and influences the nature of the individual’s prin-
cipal anxieties and conflicts in relation to others.
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13. Sexual and aggressive wishes are particularly apt to be-
come involved in intrapsychic conflict.

These propositions have not been systematically inte-
grated into a contemporary psychoanalytic model. Thus,
Holzman (cited in Grunbaum, 1993, p. xvii) regards . . . psy-
choanalysis not as a unified theory, but rather as many the-
ories loosely tied together.” Creating an integrated theory is
problematic in view of the fact that id psychology, ego psy-
chology, object-relations theories, and self psychology, al-
though they are considered useful multiple perspectives from
which to approach clinical work (Pine, 1990), are not com-
patible with regard to their basic assumptions about human
nature and basic human motives.

All the theories mentioned thus far have undergone sig-
nificant extensions and modifications by the generations of
clinicians that followed these early- and mid-twentieth-
century theorists, changes that deserve a book-length discus-
sion. A highly abbreviated list of major contributors to
psychoanalytic theory building in the past half century in-
clude Hartmann, Kris, and Loewenstein (1946), Erikson
(1950), Brenner (1982), Mahler (1968), Mahler, Pine, and
Bergman (1975), Jacobson (1964), Kernberg (1975, 1984),
Loewald (1960), Modell (1984), Sandler (1987), Schafer
(1976), A. Freud (1936), Gedo (1986), Lichtenberg (1989),
Greenberg and Mitchell (1983), and Mitchell (1988). It is
difficult to determine the extent to which the contributions of
these theorists constitute genuine progress toward cumulative
knowledge or whether they mainly reflect changing cultural/
historical trends and/or changes in the kind of psychopathol-
ogy being seen (Eagle, 1987; Eagle & Wolitzky, 1989).
Highly cogent critiques of psychoanalytic theory can be
found in the writings of Klein (1976), Holt (1976, 1991),
Schafer (1976), Gill (1976, 1984), Rubenstein (1976), and
Eagle (1984).

The Neo-Freudians

The neo-Freudians, principally Alfred Adler (1927), Carl
Gustav Jung (1968), Karen Horney (1950), and, later, Sullivan
(1953), would be in general agreement with several of the
propositions stated previously, with the common exception
of rejecting Freud’s overriding emphasis on the importance
of sexuality and aggression in favor of an emphasis on the
sociocultural and interpersonal determinants of personality
development. These theoretical contributions began in the
early 1900s, shortly after the birth of psychoanalysis, but did
not evolve from Freudian theory the way ego psychology,
object-relations theories, and self psychology did. Although
it has been more than four decades since each of these the-
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orists published their major work, they each continue to have
a sufficient group of adherents, as evidenced by the existence
of psychoanalytic training programs and institutes bearing
their names (or closely following their approach to psycho-
analysis). Although they are an influential part of today’s
psychoanalytic world, it is not possible to do justice to the
contributions of these theorists. The interested reader can re-
fer to Munroe’s classic, Schools of Psychoanalytic Thought
(1955).

DEVELOPMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS

Virtually all psychodynamic theories have a strong devel-
opmental perspective in which personality is seen as evolving
through a series of stages or phases, with each stage or phase
being influenced by the preceding phase or phases and influ-
encing the succeeding ones. Regression to earlier stages and/
or fixations at a given stage make the individual vulnerable
to developing psychopathology.

Whether cast in psychosexual terms (e.g., Freud’s oral,
anal, phallic, and genital phases) or in more psychological
terms (e.g., Erikson’s [1950] notion of the life cycle and his
eight stages of man, starting with basic trust versus mistrust),
the negotiation of these stages strongly influences the style
and degree of pathology of adult functioning. Freud, for ex-
ample, stressed the importance of the conflicts involved in
seeking the gratification of sexual and aggressive wishes,
highlighted by the centrality of the Oedipus complex. Later
theorists extended Freud’s view of psychosexual develop-
ment to include psychosocial factors (e.g., Erikson’s [1950]
well-known conception of stages in the life cycle) that par-
allel Freud’s psychosexual stages (e.g., the sense of basic trust
versus mistrust that is associated with the oral stage). Erikson
went beyond Freud’s scheme by postulating adult life stages
that are not directly tied to sexuality (e.g., ego identify versus
ego diffusion in late adolescence or generativity versus stag-
nation in adulthood).

The nature of ego functioning in young adulthood also has
strong predictive power with respect to the psychological ma-
turity, level of satisfaction and effective coping, and even the
longevity of men followed for many years after graduation
from college (Vaillant, 1977).

Anna Freud (1965) described a series of developmental
lines (e.g., from dependence to independence, from amorality
to morality) that each individual traverses in the course of
development. The nature of these developments are believed
to have important implications for various aspects of ego and
superego functioning (e.g., affect regulation, delay of grati-
fication, adequacy of reality testing, etc.).

Other psychodynamic theories emphasize the develop-
ment of selfhood (e.g., Winnicott’s [1965] notions about the
development of a false versus a true self, Kohut’s [1977]
claims about the importance of empathic mirroring and ide-
alized self-objects in the development of a cohesive sense
of self, and Mahler’s [1968] conception of separation-
individuation). Stern’s (1985) concept of Representation of
Interactions Generalized and Fonagy’s (2001) work on men-
talizing and the development of reflective self-awareness (see
also, Fonagy & Target, 1997) point to other essential features
of personality development and interpersonal relationships.

Whatever their different emphases, all psychodynamic
theorists have a very strong developmental viewpoint and
tend to view personality development as continuous. They
vary somewhat in how decisive a role they attribute to the
earliest infant-mother interactions as compared with later
stages of psychological development (e.g., the Oedipal period).

BIOLOGICAL/PHYSIOLOGICAL RELATIONSHIPS

From the beginning, Freud wanted to link the clinical phe-
nomena he described to a neurobiological model of psychic
functioning. He hoped to find out what was going on in the
brain when a person was conscious versus unaware of an
impulse or when the person was defending against the aware-
ness of an impulse. His most ambitious effort in this direction
was his posthumously published “Project for a Scientific Psy-
chology.” Written in 1895, but not published until 1950
(Freud, 1895), it presented what by today’s standards (Pri-
bram & Gill, 1976) is a remarkably sophisticated neurobio-
logical model of mental functioning. As we know, Freud,
recognizing the limited knowledge of brain functioning avail-
able at the turn of the century, abandoned the project as a
premature effort and went on to concentrate on building a
psychological theory. Yet he did not give up the hope that
someday his psychology could be rooted in and explained
by the structure and biochemical processes of the nervous
system.

It was only with the explosion of brain research in the last
two decades that an increasing cadre of psychoanalysts and
some neuroscientists have become excited about finding the
links between brain structure and functioning and the kinds
of phenomena that psychoanalysts have been studying purely
on the psychological level. There is already a sizable litera-
ture on the interface of psychoanalysis and cognitive neuro-
science and, more recently, affective neuroscience. Although
most training in psychotherapy no longer emphasizes a psy-
choanalytic approach, recent work in cognitive and affective



neuroscience is reviving a keen interest in psychoanalysis as
a theory of mental functioning.

Psychoanalysis and Cognitive/Affective Neuroscience

Kandel, a 2000 winner of the Nobel Prize in Physiology and
Medicine, notes that in the first half of the twentieth century,
“... psychoanalysis revolutionized our understanding of
mental life. It provided a remarkable set of new insights about
unconscious mental processes, psychic determinism, infantile
sexuality, and, perhaps most important of all, about the irra-
tionality of human motivation” (Kandel, 1999, p. 505). He is
disappointed that psychoanalysis has not evolved scientifi-
cally “. .. since psychoanalysis still represents the most co-
herent and intellectually satisfying view of the mind”
(Kandel, 1999, p. 505). This lack of scientific progress is one
reason that it has fallen out of favor in most clinical psy-
chology training programs.

Kandel hopes that psychoanalysis will be reenergized by
forging a closer relationship with cognitive neuroscience. This
is consistent with Freud’s vision that psychology would pre-
sumably one day be based on an organic substructure. Freud
developed two theories, a clinical one and a neurobiological
one to explain the clinical one (Klein, 1976). Although, as
noted previously, he expected that our understanding even-
tually would rest on neurobiology, he was forced to proceed
on a psychological level.

Kandel’s (1999) proposed marriage of neurobiology and
psychoanalysis is in the process of being consummated. Ac-
cording to Solms, work groups trying to integrate psycho-
analysis and neuroscience “have been formed in every major
city of the world” (Solms, 2004, p. 84) and are part of the
International Neuro-Psychoanalysis Society that publishes a
new journal called Neuro-Psychoanalysis.

Thus far, apart from controversies concerning Freud’s
theory of dreams (Hobson, 1988), I am not aware of any
neurophysiological evidence that is incompatible with psy-
choanalytic theory, and there is a great deal of evidence that
is consistent with it (Schore, 1994; Solms, 2004). In his Sci-
entific American article summarizing developments in neu-
robiology, Solms (2004) makes a number of points: (1) There
is evidence for unconscious motivation in the studies that
distinguish explicit and implicit memory systems; (2) uncon-
scious memory systems mediate emotional learning; (3) there
is at least a rough correspondence between the limbic system
and the id and between the ego/superego and the ventral fron-
tal region of the brain (which is relevant to selective inhibi-
tion) and the dorsal frontal area of the brain (which is relevant
to self-conscious thought), and the posterior cortex (which is
said to represent the outside world); and (4) clinical case
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studies with neurologically impaired patients support the idea
that the left hemisphere is the seat of the Freudian mecha-
nisms of defense. Solms adduces other neurological evidence
in support of Freud’s pleasure principle and the wishful think-
ing to which it gives rise. He views the dopamine-regulated
seeking or reward system that has been identified by neuro-
scientists as bearing “a resemblance to the Freudian libido”
(Solms, 2004, p. 87). Whether these analogies will stand up
under careful scrutiny remains to be seen, but they do show
us that some prominent neuroscientists are attempting to link
their findings to the psychoanalytic theory of mind.

Cognitive neuroscience, which came of age since the
1980s, has yielded an explosion of information about brain
functioning in relation to various kinds of cognitive processes
(e.g., working memory, implicit and explicit memory, etc.).
Since the mid-1990s, there have been increasing references
to affective neuroscience, a term that refers to the study of
the neural substrate of emotion, an area closer to psychoan-
alytic interests. It is in the integration of the cognitive and
affective aspects of psychological functioning and the neural
networks involved that we probably can learn most about
which aspects of psychoanalytic theory are most supported
by empirical findings in neuroscience.

The understanding of the neural mechanisms that mediate
and regulate emotion will be most relevant to psychoanalytic
concepts. For example, the capacity of the left frontal cortex
to inhibit the activity of the amygdala is relevant to the issue
of gaining rational control over fear. If the reduction of pho-
bic fears is accompanied by lesser amygdala activity and
greater activity in regions of the prefrontal cortex, we have
identified a neural process that corresponds to a psychoana-
Iytic account of phobic fears (LeDoux, 1995). It should be
acknowledged, however, that these brain changes could also
be explained from a cognitive-behavioral perspective.

As another example, consider the recent work on the neu-
ral mechanisms involved in the suppression of unwanted
memories (Anderson et al., 2004). These authors found that
deliberate efforts to suppress the recall of experiences are
related to the interaction of the hippocampus and the dorso-
lateral prefrontal cortex. These results are most relevant to
the Freudian account of suppression in which there is a con-
scious, deliberate attempt to keep certain ideas away from
focal awareness. If we also can find that the degree of acti-
vation in certain areas of the brain corresponds to the sub-
ject’s nonconscious, motivational goal of preventing an
association to a word from entering consciousness, we will
be much closer to the neurological basis for repression in
which motivated forgetting occurs in the absence of the sub-
ject’s conscious desire to bar mental contents from aware-
ness. Such a demonstration should finally quiet the critics
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who deny the presence of the dynamic unconscious (e.g.,
Kihlstrom, 1999). In this regard, Tomarken and Davidson
(1994) reported differential patterns of frontal brain activa-
tion in repressors and nonrepressors.

BOUNDARIES OF THE THEORY
(CULTURAL EFFECTS AND LIMITATIONS)

Most psychodynamic theories have implied that the phenom-
ena and concepts that they address are universal in nature and
thus cut across the boundaries of time and of cultural and
ethnic differences. This tendency is perhaps most clearly seen
in Jung’s (1968) notion of archetypes and the collective un-
conscious and in Freud’s claims concerning the universality
of the incest taboo and of incest wishes. At the same time,
although it is not given much emphasis, psychodynamic the-
ories usually can accommodate differences in an individual’s
cultural and socioeconomic background in their understand-
ing of personality and psychopathology. Broad sociocultural
changes can explain the decrease in certain forms of psycho-
pathology (e.g., hysteria) and the increase in other types of
disorders (e.g., narcissistic disorders). Thus, the cultural em-
phasis on thinness and body shape among educated females
in contemporary U.S. society can help explain the rise in
eating disorders over the past several decades while taking
into account the intrapsychic and familial conflicts and issues
that make some young women more susceptible to anorexia
and bulimia than others.

Emphases within psychodynamic theories have shifted
over the years in accord with changing cultural and societal
factors. For example, in turn-of-the-century Vienna, the re-
pression of sexual and aggressive impulses is what impressed
Freud as a leading cause of pathology. Issues of selfhood and
ego identity were rarely spoken about and had no formal
place in the theory at a time when the culture had fairly well-
defined roles for people. Given the post—World War II ex-
istential uncertainties and the greater flexibility in life style
and career choice, issues of selthood and ego identity became
more prominent clinically and began to be reflected in the
theorizing of the time (e.g., Erikson, 1950; Kohut, 1971).
Another example is provided by Eagle (2004). In Freud’s
Victorian era, agoraphobia was thought to reflect fear of
sexual wishes. In recent formulations, it is regarded in
attachment-theory terms as related to insecure attachment and
fears of separation. Finally, even where there are universal
issues that all children must cope with (e.g., attachment and
separation), the predominant style in which they cope will
differ in different cultures. For example, it has been found
that the preponderance of different insecure attachment styles

differs in different cultures, as does the emphasis on selfhood
and autonomy versus relatedness and family (Shaver, 2002).

In summary, one can say that psychodynamic theories
vary in the extent to which they make explicit provisions for
cultural factors within the central propositions of the theory.
Perhaps the strongest appreciation of the role of cultural fac-
tors is found in Erikson’s classic work, Childhood and So-
ciety (1950), in which he shows quite clearly how personality
development and ego identity are shaped by social and cul-
tural factors. His insightful psychobiographies of political
and historical figures also present very convincing accounts
of the social and cultural forces that shape personality (e.g.,
Erikson, 1958).

Contemporary psychoanalytic theorists understand that in-
trapsychic dynamics do not operate in a social vacuum and
that family dynamics, as well as political and economic con-
ditions, and cultural forces shape the development and ex-
pression of individuality. Thus, not all cultures produce
suicide bombers and only a minority of suicide bombers have
responded in that particular way to the same social condi-
tions. In the United States, the emphasis on physical appear-
ance (e.g., the weight of the women in Playboy centerfolds
has declined over the years; Nolen-Hoeksema, 2004) clearly
is one factor that contributes to eating disorders. At the same
time, the majority of women do not have eating disorders.
Although psychoanalytic theorists are cognizant of these
broad social influences, they are particularly interested in in-
dividual differences in behavior under similar conditions.

There has been a tendency among psychoanalytic theorists
to claim that their discoveries constitute universal truths
about mankind. Freud was guilty of this in his claims about
the Oedipus complex. Although the incest taboo appears to
be universal, it is less clear that the Oedipus complex is uni-
versal. Some (e.g., Malinowski, 1927, 1929) have argued that
it is not universal; others claim that Malinowski’s studies of
the Trobiander islanders was flawed. In my view, it is not
fruitful to debate whether the Oedipus complex is universal.
It probably is more accurate to state that there are certain
universal generalizations that probably can be made and other
universal potentials based on innate tendencies that will be
more or less activated depending on environmental condi-
tions. Thus, children raised in communal settings (e.g., on a
kibbutz in Israel) might be expected to experience the Oe-
dipal period differently from those raised in a more traditional
family structure (Rabin, 1958; see following paragraph). On
the other hand, where we are dealing with universal facts,
like the biological helplessness of the human infant, some
form of attachment to the caregiver has to occur, even though
the form is influenced by cultural factors. In other words, it
seems reasonable to propose that developmental issues that



are less tied to innate tendencies will be more strongly influ-
enced by environmental factors, between or within cultures,
communities, and families. Thus, castration anxiety in the
boy and penis envy in the girl might be fairly commonly
observed phenomena based on innate fears and predisposi-
tions, but the extent to which they pass uneventfully or, in-
stead, become complexes in the young child and go on to
dominate personality development and psychopathology de-
pends on other aspects of personality, temperament, family
dynamics, and cultural factors. For example, factors such as
growing up in a male-dominated society and in a family sit-
uation in which the father devalues females in favor of males
will likely make penis envy more of a salient issue for the
developing girl, all else being equal.

These considerations also apply to the Oedipus complex.
Freud regarded a poorly resolved Oedipus complex as the
central factor in the development of neurosis. Here, Freud
overgeneralized from his experience with neurotics in turn-
of-the-century Vienna. Some have alleged that his views also
were influenced by his need to universalize his own Oedipal
strivings. What can we say about the pervasiveness of the
Oedipal complex? I think it is useful to distinguish between
the Oedipal stage and the Oedipal complex, the former re-
ferring to a relatively mild, uneventful rivalry with the father
for the mother’s affection, the latter to a more intense version
of this scenario in which neurotic symptoms might form. In
other words, if we consider that jealousy and rivalry are com-
mon emotions, then we can say that under conditions where
the father makes himself a rival for the affection that mother
and child share, the child’s Oedipal issues probably will be
more intense. If the mother is not emotionally available to
her son, the boy will be more likely to resent the father and
want an exclusive relationship with the mother. Under these
circumstances, the boy is also more likely to develop an Oed-
ipus complex rather than merely pass fairly harmoniously
through an Oedipal stage. Thus, whereas the incest taboo is
universal, the intensity and pathological potential of incest
wishes in a given individual is a more variable factor. Cultural
factors play a role as well. For example, in Rabin’s (1958)
study, Israeli children raised on a kibbutz seemed to have a
lesser intensity of Oedipal preoccupations.

In considering the relevance of different family dynamics
associated with a greater or lesser significance of Oedipal
issues, we need look no further than the original Oedipal
story itself. Oedipus (the name means “swell-foot” and de-
rives from a spike that his father, Laius, ordered be driven
through his son’s foot) was the son of Jocasta and Laius, king
of Thebes. Laius, who was himself abandoned and persecuted
as a baby, cast his son out and left him to die alone. He had
been warned by an oracle that his unborn son would murder
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him. The oracle also warned Oedipus that he was destined to
murder his father and marry his mother. After Oedipus mur-
dered his father and married his mother, he realized what he
had done and proceeded to blind himself. (As Freud put it,
“It is the fate of all of us, perhaps, to direct our first sexual
impulse toward our mother and our first hatred and our first
murderous wish against our father” [1900, pp. 261-264].)
So, here we have a parricide by a son with a filicidal father.
Sophocles’ play depicts a tragic resonance between Laius’s
acts and Oedipus’s deed. Overall, the play depicts the inter-
generational transmission of psychopathology and the ad-
verse outcome of generations of bad parenting. The clear
implication is that with more benign parenting and intrafam-
ilial dynamics there would not be an attempted resolution of
the Oedipus complex through parricide.

EVIDENCE IN SUPPORT OF AND AGAINST
THE THEORY

We have reviewed several theories that are grouped under the
general rubric of psychoanalytic theory. Each of these theo-
ries is complex and comprehensive as each aims to account
not simply for a small slice of behavior (e.g., some aspect of
memory) but for the nature of person’s overall functioning,
including the developmental processes that shape the adult
personality. Each theory contains core assumptions and nu-
merous hypotheses. It is therefore impossible to present and
evaluate all of the relevant evidence, even if there were to be
good agreement as to what constitutes the relevant evidence.
Furthermore, psychodynamic theories never were pre-
sented in a final, systematic, unified manner. In Freud’s case,
for example, although there are some core propositions, there
are multiple theories to be found in his 23 volumes, often
with revisions and diverse with respect to content and level
of abstraction (e.g., clinical theories and metapsychological
concepts). Thus, there is no monolithic Freudian theory
about which one can call valid or invalid. One has to con-
sider the evidence for particular concepts, or what Fisher
and Greenberg (1996) call Freud’s series of minitheories.
It should be noted that psychoanalytic theory has been
attacked from the start as being unscientific. In response, psy-
choanalysts have made the untenable claim that in conducting
treatment they are simultaneously doing research, like any
other scientists (Brenner, 1982). They have pointed to the fact
that their observations are made under standardized condi-
tions (e.g., the patient lying on the couch and free associat-
ing), that the observations are repeated many times in the
course of treatment and across cases, and that they have tried
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to spell out the criteria for the validity of their interpretations
(Brenner, 1982).

There have been numerous symposia and articles attack-
ing this position. For example, Grunbaum (1993), in a series
of closely reasoned arguments, makes the persuasive point
that the psychoanalytic situation is epistemologically contam-
inated because of the factor of suggestion and that the only
relevant evidence for psychoanalytic assertions is to be found
in validation efforts outside the clinical situation. In other
words, although the case-study method might be a method
par excellence for generating insights about the human mind,
it fails as an arena for subjecting these insights to rigorous
tests. We are talking about the familiar distinction between
the context of discovery and the context of justification.
Some analysts (e.g., Edelson, 1988; Luborsky & Auerbach,
1969) have made the case that clinical data can have proba-
tive value, especially if systematically evaluated. For ex-
ample, Luborsky and Auerbach’s (1969) symptom-context
method showed that reports of certain somatic symptoms
were more likely to appear in the context of particular psy-
chodynamic themes.

One of the main drawbacks in relying on clinical data is
that we have no independent knowledge of the presumed in-
dependent variable, for example, inferring that a particular
unconscious conflict is causally linked to a particular behav-
ior (e.g., a phobic reaction). In recognition of the limitations
of the analytic situation as a scientific laboratory, investiga-
tors turned to studies outside the consulting room, almost
from the inception of psychoanalysis.

Research on Freudian Theory

By now there have been so many thousands of studies of
various psychoanalytic concepts that we have to rely on the
book-length evaluations by Kline (1981) and Fisher and
Greenberg (1977, 1996). It is a safe bet that more than 90
percent of empirical studies of psychoanalytic hypotheses are
based on traditional Freudian theory.

A Sampling of Freudian Concepts

Fisher and Greenberg (1996) review studies in the following
areas of Freudian theory: depression, paranoia, orality, anal-
ity, the Oedipus complex, and the theory of dreams. Even
with this restriction of topics, they could not be expected to
cover all the relevant studies. Furthermore, not all relevant
aspects of theory in the areas they did survey have been tested
and some of those that were tested were not tested adequately.

With these reservations in mind, it is impressive that, with
the exception of Freud’s dream theory, Fisher and Greenberg

(1996) found that many of Freud’s ideas have received a rea-
sonable degree of empirical support. For example, they con-
clude that Freud’s formulations with regard to paranoia and
depression have received fairly solid empirical support as
have his ideas concerning the oral and anal personality char-
acteristics. Similarly, several aspects of Freud’s notions about
the Oedipus complex are considered valid. Overall, Fisher
and Greenberg are “. . . impressed with how robust many of
Freud’s minitheories have shown themselves to be. Signifi-
cant chunks of his theorizing have held up well to probing”
(Fisher & Greenberg, 1996, pp. 266—267). They add that “A
reservoir of experimental data pertinent to Freud’s work cur-
rently exists, and . . . offers support for a number of his major
ideas and theories” (Fisher & Greenberg, 1996, pp. 284—
285).

Fisher and Greenberg (1996) acknowledge that their re-
view of the scientific literature did not focus on unconscious
processes and on repression, yet these are the most distinctive
of Freud’s formulations. Nonetheless, they state that the find-
ings regarding these concepts are generally supportive.

Westen and Gabbard (1999) also have surveyed the aca-
demic research literature that is relevant to psychoanalytic
views. They concluded that there is evidence for some of the
core propositions of contemporary psychodynamic thinking
and indicated that the findings have stood the test of time:

1. A considerable portion of mental life, including cogni-
tions, motives, and feelings, takes place outside of con-
scious awareness.

2. Enduring patterns of personality functioning, particularly
those pertaining to interpersonal relationships, have their
origins in experiences during childhood.

3. Mental representations of the self and others, and their
interaction, influence the nature of interpersonal relation-
ships and the type of psychopathology that one expresses.

4. In the course of personality development individuals move
from helplessness and dependency to a mature interde-
pendent state in the course of which they learn to regulate
their aggressive and sexual feelings.

5. “Mental processes, including affective and motivational
processes, operate in parallel, so that individuals can have
conflicting feelings toward the same person or situation
that motivate them in opposing ways and often lead to
compromise solutions” (Westen & Gabbard, 1999, p. 74).

One might argue that (1) whereas these five propositions
are consistent with psychoanalytic theory, it is the first prop-
osition that is both most distinctively psychoanalytic, and the
most controversial, and (2) omitted from the list of core propo-
sitions are some that have been more central to Freudian the-



ory, for example, the presumed centrality of the Oedipus
complex, the theory of dream formation with its postulation
of latent and manifest contents, the use of symbolism and
displacement in the dream work, and defenses against un-
acceptable sexual and aggressive wishes.

Empirical Studies of Unconscious Influences

Arguably the most central aspect of Freudian theory is the
phenomenon of repression, the phenomenon that Freud
(1915b) regarded as the cornerstone of psychoanalysis. Al-
though Westen and Gabbard (1999) refer to unconscious pro-
cesses, neither they nor Fisher and Greenberg (1996) address
the literature on repression.

According to Freud, unconscious ideas, fantasies, and
conflicts influence conscious thought. In fact, for Freud
(1915b), nonconscious processes are the norm in mental life.
In his famous iceberg analogy he described three aspects of
mental life: a small portion that is in focal awareness at any
one moment; a portion that is preconscious, meaning that a
simple effort of will could readily bring the idea to awareness
(e.g., if asked to state one’s social security number); and an
unconscious realm in which mental contents are inaccessible
to awareness for motivational reasons. That is, certain mental
contents never became conscious in the first place (primal
repression) or did briefly but were banned from awareness
because they were threatening and unacceptable to the person
(repression proper). The mental contents kept out of aware-
ness continue to exert an influence on the person, an influence
that could be expressed in the form of symptoms (what Freud
called “the return of the repressed”).

Until the 1980s, the idea of unconscious influences on
cognition and perception was rejected by most academic psy-
chologists. Now, cognitive psychologists readily demonstrate
and acknowledge that information can be processed outside
of awareness.

Distinctions can be made between a cognitive, emotional,
motivational, and dynamic unconscious (Kihlstrom, 1999).
The cognitive unconscious can be demonstrated with studies
of priming word associates using neutral stimuli (e.g., prim-
ing with the word table makes it easier to perceive chair). It
also is seen in the Nisbett and Wilson (1977) study that found
that subjects are more likely to think of Tide laundry deter-
gent after having learned the word pair ocean-moon, but they
had no idea that their activated associative network led to the
response Tide. Bargh (1997) reported that priming certain
concepts can lead to a behavioral effect. For example, the
subliminal prime old age resulted in subjects walking more
slowly when they leave the experimental cubicle!
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Actually, in one of the earliest attempts to investigate the
influence of the cognitive unconscious, Otto Poetzl (1917/
1960) used stimuli outside of awareness. Subjects described
pictures that were exposed to subjects very briefly. Details
omitted from their reports of what they saw, presumably be-
cause it did not consciously register, were details that often
showed up in their reports of dreams that night, a finding that
was taken as offering some support for Freud’s notion of the
day residue, that is, incidental impressions in waking life
around which the dreamer constructs the dream. This study
was the inspiration for a series of studies over the past several
decades by psychoanalytic investigators that have repeatedly
demonstrated the influence of stimuli outside of awareness
on conscious thought (e.g., Fisher, 1954; Eagle, 1961; Klein,
Spence, Holt, & Gourevitch, 1958).

The emotional unconscious is seen when the tachisto-
scopic exposure of the words happy or sad leads to descrip-
tions of a neutral face in accord with the nature of the
preceding emotional tone of the word presented (Wolitzky &
Wachtel, 1973). Several other studies that used emotionally
loaded subliminal stimuli provided evidence for the emo-
tional unconscious (Dixon, 1971, 1981; Wolitzky & Wachtel,
1973). For example, using a priming technique called back-
ward masking, two stimuli are presented briefly in immediate
temporal succession (the A-B technique). If the A stimulus
is not immediately followed by the B stimulus, the A stimulus
would be seen clearly. The B stimulus, which is clearly a
supraliminal presentation, masks the A stimulus so that the
subject has no awareness that there has been an A stimulus,
yet the A stimulus influences reactions to the B stimulus. For
example, if the A stimulus is a picture of a man with a dagger
(versus a picture of a man holding a birthday cake) and the
B stimulus is a neutral figure that the subject has to describe,
the trait-adjective descriptions of the B stimulus are affec-
tively toned in line with the affective tone of the A stimulus
(Eagle, 1961). Many such studies found that subliminally
presented stimuli influenced conscious thought, often in ways
different from the impact of the same stimuli presented su-
praliminally (see especially, Shevrin, Bond, Brakel, Hertel,
& Williams, 1996).

One of the problems with backward-masking studies
(Wolitzky & Wachtel, 1973) was that when one spoke of
subliminal registration, the only evidence of this claim was
its impact on behavior. Now, we have direct evidence of sub-
liminal registration in the brain. Kandel (2004), a recent No-
bel Prize winner with a keen interest in Freudian theory,
reported a study in which backward masking of a menacing
face activated areas of the amygdala in the absence of con-
scious awareness, but only in subjects high on a measure of
trait anxiety. Furthermore, the area activated was different
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from the area activated with supraliminal presentations. This
is an impressive demonstration of a neurobiological basis for
the unconscious appraisal of threat in those who are already
anxious and hyper vigilant and for differences in the pro-
cessing of stimuli in and outside of awareness.

The motivational unconscious is seen in Silverman’s stud-
ies (Silverman, Lachman, & Milich, 1982) in which the sub-
liminal activation of psychoanalytic themes (e.g., thoughts of
merging with one’s mother, e.g., “Mommy and I are one,” or
competition with father, e.g., “It’s okay to beat Dad”) led to
the predicted outcomes with regard to changes in thinking
and behavior. For instance, the subliminal message “It’s
okay to beat Dad” led to improvements in the accuracy of
dart throwing (Silverman et al., 1982; see also Bornstein &
Pittman, 1992; Dixon, 1981; and Shevrin & Dickman, 1980).

None of these three types of unconscious influence di-
rectly involve the phenomenon of defense per se and there-
fore do not establish the validity of the Freudian dynamic
unconscious, that is, a motivated attempt to avoid awareness
of potentially anxiety-laden mental contents, as in the case
of repression. Kihlstrom (1999) is therefore correct in claim-
ing that Westen and Gabbard (1999) review evidence that
bears primarily if not exclusively on the cognitive, emotional,
and motivational unconscious.

Thus, although he is persuaded that there is overwhelming
evidence for processing outside of awareness of the first three
types, Kihlstrom (1999, p. 435) insists that “THIS IS NOT
THE PSYCHOANALYST’S UNCONSCIOUS” because the
evidence does not deal with repressed sexual and aggressive
urges. Kihlstrom therefore considers it a gambit by Westen
to claim that there is evidence for the Freudian unconscious.
He believes this is a cop out and that Westen and his psy-
choanalytic colleagues should be held to what Freud said in
his 23 volumes, not what has been written since Freud died.
“Culturally, the twentieth century has been the century of
Sigmund Freud, not the century of Heinz Kohut or Melanie
Klein.” Freud’s view of the unconscious, according to
Kihlstrom has “. .. found little or no support in empirical
science” (Kihlstrom, 1999, p. 436).

This is not the place for a detailed debate of what I regard
as Kihlstrom’s narrow view. The fact is that the Freudian un-
conscious includes the cognitive, emotional, and motivational
unconscious (Shevrin, 2004). At the same time, Kihlstrom is
correct in stating that thus far there is less support for the
dynamic unconscious than for the cognitive, affective, and
motivational unconscious.

It also should be noted that even restricting ourselves to
the 23 volumes, as Kihlstrom advises, still allows for a con-
sideration of Freud’s broadening of the concept of defense
beyond repression as well as the broadening of the kinds of

mental contents defended against. On the latter point, Eagle
points out that “. . . both prior to the development of his drive
theory and scattered throughout his writings, Freud did not
limit the application of the concept of repression to instinctual
wishes, but employed it in a much broader context, to refer
to any mental contents inimical to or sharply incompatible
with the ego and with one’s self-image” (Eagle, 2000, pp.
166—167). Thus, it is unnecessarily constraining, even when
confined to Freud’s writings, to insist that (1) we consider
only repression of sexual and aggressive wishes rather than
defenses against unacceptable wishes more broadly con-
ceived and that (2) only anxiety associated with conflicted
wishes be studied and not other negative affects. It is nec-
essary and legitimate to test meaningful extensions and mod-
ifications of Freud’s theories.

Repression

Let us turn specifically to Freud’s concept of repression,
which he regarded as the cornerstone of psychoanalysis. The
core of Freud’s view of repressive defenses and unconscious
conflict can be stated as follows: (1) Repression is the mo-
tivated avoidance of awareness of any potentially dysphoric
affect state; (2) that which is successfully defended against,
that is, kept from awareness, continues to exert an active
influence that can be seen in one or more ways—dreams,
symptoms, behavior; (3) the person cannot voluntarily access
that which has been repressed; (4) defenses include not only
intrapsychic mental mechanisms (e.g., repression, projection,
isolation of affect) but any patterns of behavior motivated by
the desire to avoid conscious awareness of a potentially dys-
phoric affect state; (5) although Freud stressed the operation
of defenses in relation to conflicted sexual and aggressive
wishes (because he observed that the ideational content and
affects associated with such content were most apt to cause
negative affect), there is no theoretical reason to restrict the
concept of defense in this manner; and (6) defensive opera-
tions require an expenditure of mental energy such that these
efforts should have consequences (e.g., behavioral, physio-
logical) for some aspects of behavior.

The essence of defense is self-deception, a desire not to
know that which would produce dysphoric affect. Repression
(motivated forgetting and motivated inability to retrieve men-
tal contents) are not the only means of promoting self-
deception. Thus, it is not always the case that the ideational
component of an unacceptable wish is kept out of awareness.
For example, in the case of isolation of affect, the person is
fully aware of the objectionable idea or wish, but its normally
associated affect is not experienced.



Most studies of defense have focused on repression.
Searching the literature specifically for studies of repression
yields more than four thousand entries, beginning with
Rosenzweig’s (1934) experimental study. I would estimate
that of these four thousand entries about one hundred of them
are experimental studies of repression. A review of this body
of work by Holmes (1990) led him to the conclusion that
there is no convincing evidence for the existence of repres-
sion. Most of the studies reviewed by Holmes, however, used
methods that failed to capture the phenomenon of repression
in an ecologically valid manner. Other authors view the evi-
dence regarding repression as strongly supportive.

Numerous studies, starting in the late 1940s, showed that
subjects had heightened perceptual thresholds for so-called
threatening or unacceptable stimuli. As part of the New Look
in Perception these studies of perceptual defense tried to
show that the very act of perception was a process that was
influenced by the subject’s motives and needs. Many of these
studies were criticized on methodological grounds, primarily
because it was difficult to prove conclusively that the subject
operated without benefit of some partial cues, meaning, par-
tial awareness of the stimuli (Wolitzky & Wachtel, 1973).

Overall, there is adequate evidence that a potentially up-
setting stimulus can be detected before it reaches awareness
and triggers a defensive delay in perceiving it. At the same
time, these studies were not designed to show another aspect
of the concept of repression, that is, the persistent influence
of such stimuli on other aspects of behavior. Realizing that
there is no crucial experiment to be done in this area, it is
nonetheless useful to note a few studies that seem to be
reasonably good approximations to the terms of the theory,
potentially threatening mental contents that activate noncon-
scious defenses against awareness of them and evidence of
their continued influence.

Wolitzky, Klein, and Dworkin (1975) reported an experi-
mental study that meets these criteria. A hypnotic induction
of an experience of rejection, compared to an induction with
neutral content, led to less recall of the distressing material
in the experimental group. At the same time, there was evi-
dence of the continued activation of the rejection theme as
manifested in word associations and in physiological indices.

Shevrin and colleagues (1996) made clinical assessments
of patients who had phobias and selected words that the pa-
tients used that clinicians thought reflected the patient’s hy-
pothesized unconscious conflict as well as the patient’s
conscious experience of the symptom. These words were ex-
posed supraliminally and subliminally. When presented sub-
liminally, frequency features of the recorded brain responses
showed similarities between key words only when the stimuli
were exposed on a subliminal level. Shevrin and his col-
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leagues have amassed impressive evidence that cortical
evoked potentials reflect differences in stimulus content with-
out any awareness on the part of the subject. Theirs is prob-
ably the most persuasive experimental evidence thus far for
the dynamic unconscious.

The two studies just cited are faithful to the concept of
repression in that they demonstrate (1) some kind of defen-
sive activity designed to ward off some kind of dysphoric
affect and (2) the continued activation and influence of that
which was warded off. For other empirical studies of defenses
see Vaillant (1977, 1992) and Singer (1990).

Repressive Style

It is extremely difficult to capture the process of repression
in the laboratory. Laboratory analogues aimed at establishing
operational definitions and proper controls led to experimen-
tal studies that did not resemble real-life clinical phenomena
and have not had any impact on any aspects of psychoanalytic
theory.

Because it is difficult to find ecologically valid measures
of the operation repression in the here and now, investigators
have developed measures that assess the chronic, generalized
use of repression, in other words, repressive style as a per-
sonality characteristic. Investigators then study individual
differences in the degree of repressive style and then expose
subjects to situations in which tendencies to avoid potentially
upsetting stimuli can be studied. Repressive style is measured
by a combination of low scores on self-report measures of
anxiety and high scores on a self-report measure of tenden-
cies to respond in a socially desirable manner (the Crowne-
Marlowe [1964] scale), which is considered a measure of
defensiveness, particularly with respect to protecting one’s
self-image and self-esteem.

This research approach, although not capturing repression
as it operates in the moment, is consistent with clinical ob-
servations of patients who have the following characteristics:
difficulty in accessing memories, particularly emotional mem-
ories, poor recall of their early years, a relatively flat level of
current emotional experience, and a sense that potentially
vivid and important earlier experiences (e.g., their first sexual
experience, their wedding, etc.) never registered in an emo-
tionally vibrant manner when those experiences took place.
In short, their emotional lives seem barren and bland. One
gets the impression that feelings of any kind would rather be
minimized or avoided.

Bringing these kinds of experiences into the laboratory in
studies of repressive style has yielded a fairly consistent set
of findings. The preponderance of the evidence is that those
higher in repressive style show more of the expected corre-
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lates of this style (Eagle, 2000). For example, those high in
repressive style make more errors in forming a concept with
aggressive, compared with neutral, content (Eagle, 2000) and
show slower reaction times to sentences with sexual and ag-
gressive content, poorer recall of negatively toned affective
memories, slower retrieval time in accessing these memories,
and more difficulty in accessing early memories (Davis &
Schwartz, 1987; Singer, 1990). Repressors also show higher
levels of physiological arousal, a decreased immune response
to stress, and poorer health outcomes (Singer, 1990).

Freud (1915b, p. 151) noted repression requires “an ex-
penditure of force” and that this work takes its toll on a so-
matic level. Although the repressive style has the short-term
adaptive advantage of sparing the person the experience of
negative affect, there are likely to be longer term disadvan-
tages to one’s physical health (Eagle, 2000).

The numerous studies of repressive style have greater eco-
logical validity than most studies that try to capture the re-
pressive process as it is happening. Eagle (2000) does not
think that it is fruitful to argue whether the work on repressive
style reflects the precise meaning of repression intended by
Freud and claims that the concept of repressive style . ..
does capture the essence of the repressive process” (Eagle,
2000, p. 167). I agree that this body of work is strongly con-
sistent with Freud’s ideas about repression.

If one had to draw an overall conclusion from the consid-
erable number of studies inspired by psychoanalytic con-
cepts, it would be fair to say that the research supports many
aspects of the theory, including its distinctive emphasis on
unconscious influences and on defense. At the same time,
some hypotheses have not been supported and many aspects
of the theory have yet to be tested.

PREDICTIONS FOR EVERYDAY FUNCTIONING:
A PSYCHOANALYTIC PERSPECTIVE

I believe it is accurate to claim that no competing theory of
personality and psychopathology has attempted to explain as
broad and diverse an array of human experience as has been
offered by psychoanalytic theory. A few key psychoanalytic
concepts have been employed by numerous theoreticians to
understand domains of psychological experience ranging
from dreams, jokes, everyday parapraxes, and psychiatric
symptoms to religious beliefs and ritual practices, art, liter-
ature, music, cinema, love, violence and war, sports, reports
of alien abductions, and the popularity of certain nursery
rhymes and children’s games,” just to mention a few areas.
Psychoanalysts also have tried their hand at psychobiogra-
phy, political psychology, anthropology, the development of

morality, career choice, the nature of romance and marriage,
and the nature of treason (Greenacre, 1969), to add but a few
more topics. It probably is safe to say that there is not a realm
of significant human experience that has been untouched by
psychoanalytic theorizing.

Psychoanalysts always have been interested in the darker
side of human nature and in mapping the terrain of the un-
conscious and the irrational motives that drive human action.
They are drawn to an examination of the nuances of con-
scious experiences. Thus, they inquire into such matters as
the dynamics of envy compared with awe, of shame versus
guilt, and so on.

It is important to acknowledge that few of the topics of
everyday functioning that have engaged psychoanalytic writ-
ers have been approached from the standpoint of systematic,
controlled testing of hypotheses as is the custom in the natural
sciences. It is both the strength and the limitation of psycho-
analytic theory that it has contributed an interesting, often
illuminating, albeit sometimes overly speculative, collection
of insights most of which are refractory to attempts at veri-
fication through experiment. Because psychoanalytic under-
standings of everyday experiences rarely have been put to
any kind of systematic testing, it is more accurate to speak
of psychoanalytic perspectives or implications for everyday
functioning rather than predictions.

A General Psychoanalytic Perspective on the Main
Domains of Everyday Functioning

Freud is said to have declared that the goals of life are to love
and to work. He left out play. Psychoanalysts, based on ex-
trapolation from the consulting room, have had a lot to say
about the psychodynamics of everyday life as they pertain to
the three broad domains of life: love, work, and play.

Contributions that in one way or another bear on the phe-
nomenon of love include an elucidation of various aspects of
family life and interpersonal relationships: forms of love,
friendships, marriage and divorce, infidelity, marital inter-
action, fatherhood and motherhood, sibling relationships,
adoption, and the role of parents and grandparents in the
child’s personality development, the nature of sexuality, and
SO on.

In the realm of work, psychoanalysts have written about
the dynamics involved in such areas as the choice of career,
organizational dynamics, the meanings of work, wishes for
and fears of failure and success, the meanings of money, and
the meanings of psychic work in the analytic situation.

Play is a topic addressed mainly by analysts who by virtue
of their work with children observe firsthand the nature of
symbolic play and the fantasies associated with it. Much has



been written about the development of play in childhood as
well as the adult’s capacity for play, both within and outside
the psychoanalytic situation. The essential point in most writ-
ings in this area is that play occupies an intermediate position
between reality and fantasy that allows for the expression of
wishes and fantasies within some reality constraints and that
it contributes to the mastery of childhood fears and anxieties.

Before proceeding to present a psychoanalytic perspective
on some aspects of everyday life it would be useful to restate
(and to add) a few core propositions that are especially rele-
vant to an understanding of virtually all aspects of daily
functioning:

1. The biological helplessness of the infant and the necessity
for forming an attachment (preferably a secure one) to the
caregiver who serves as a psychobiological regulator of
the infant’s tension states and who is essential to the in-
fant’s survival.

2. The internalization of working models of self, other, and
self-other interactions guides behavior and experience, of-
ten in an unconscious way.

3. Identifications with significant others are crucial in per-
sonality development.

4. Personality development involves strategies of coping, de-
fense, and conflict resolution, which includes attempts to
modulate impulses, guilt, anxieties, and moods.

5. Development and maintenance of a cohesive sense of self
in the context of negotiating dyadic and triadic (includ-
ing Oedipal) relationships is a crucial aspect of one’s
functioning.

6. A flexible, adaptive balance between autonomy and relat-
edness in a way that permits sustained commitments to
love relationships and to work is a basic human striving
and challenge in that it often leads to inner conflict and to
interpersonal tensions.

7. People are largely unaware of the unacceptable, feeling,
fantasies, motives, and conflicts that influence their be-
liefs, attitudes, and behavior.

8. The concepts of compromise formation and the dynamics
of repetitive behavior are important for understanding nor-
mal and pathological behavior (Brenner, 1982).

Even though I will not explicitly draw on these proposi-
tions and concepts in the discussion that follows, they form
an essential backdrop for an appreciation of the psychology
of everyday functioning in the domains we shall discuss: per-
sonal relationships, work, recreation, and retirement. The
discussion that follows will rely mainly on a Freudian per-
spective, although, space permitting, some of the phenomena
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addressed could also benefit from insights offered by object-
relations theories and by self psychology.

To the extent that developmental tasks and challenges pro-
ceed in a nonpathological manner, life experiences such as
falling in love, commitment, family life, career, recreation,
and retirement should be less fraught with interpersonal con-
flict and less impaired. In psychoanalytic terms, adaptive be-
havior reflects adequate sublimation of sexual and aggressive
wishes and needs for love and security. Perhaps the clearest
evidence for this general proposition comes from the exten-
sive studies by Vaillant (1977), who found that college-age
subjects with less mature defenses, compared to those with
more mature defenses, had a much poorer level of psycho-
social functioning and physical health when followed well
into their adult years.

FAMILY LIFE

Although psychoanalysts have written extensively on the dy-
namics of family life, there is no overall theory or body of
research on this topic. Among the issues addressed are:
(1) the dynamics of romantic relationships, (2) mother-infant
interactions, (3) parent-child relationships, and (4) the dy-
namics of family life. As space is limited and the latter three
topics have received a fair amount of attention, I will restrict
myself primarily to a discussion of certain features of ro-
mantic relationships.

As a framework for the discussion to follow I would like
to outline a developmental perspective from which family life
can be understood as a sequence of transitions that activate
and deactivate different conflicts and issues among family
members. Carter and McGoldrick (1989) presented a series of
stages in what they call the family life cycle. Like Erikson’s
life cycle, each stage highlights certain developmental chal-
lenges. The six stages described by Carter and McGoldrick
(1989) are: (1) the single adult leaving his or her family of
origin, (2) getting married and adapting to new families,
(3) having children, (4) dealing with adolescents, (5) coping
with children moving on, and (6) adapting to the shift in
generational roles. Without taking the space to elaborate, one
can see that the psychological issues and conflicts at each
stage would be an interactive function of relatively stable
personality characteristics and the specific meanings evoked
at a given stage in the trajectory of family life. For example,
relatively speaking, the ability to differentiate one’s self from
one’s parents and family of origin without undue separation
anxiety or separation guilt probably is most central in the first
phase in which one leaves home as a single adult. Creating
and maintaining a romantic, committed relationship is a cen-
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tral task in the second phase, and so on. From a general psy-
choanalytic/developmental perspective one would expect that
unresolved issues of childhood would present different chal-
lenges at different points in the family life cycle. Consider,
for example, the challenge of selecting a marriage partner
with whom one will not reenact to a maladaptive extent con-
flicts with one’s own parents. Following mate selection there
is the challenging task of integrating love and sexual desire.
Unresolved Oedipal issues frequently play a role here. For
example, several of my male patients show indications of
regarding the woman they married as a maternal figure to-
ward whom sexual interest felt taboo, evoking feelings of
nausea and disgust. They felt strong affection toward their
wives but their sexual interest was directed toward other
women. These men acknowledged that sex with their wives
felt dirty. From a Freudian perspective, these men either se-
lected women modeled too closely on their mothers or turned
them into maternal figures, which then made it difficult for
them to regard their wives as sexually appealing.

As an example from the next stage in the family life cycle
consider the common maternal preoccupation with new chil-
dren. For the mother, it is important to know to what extent
her own background inclines her to see her new baby as an
extension of herself, to what extent she is determined to give
her child the nurturance and attention that she failed to re-
ceive or make the child suffer the privations she did, to what
extent she views the child as interfering with her life, and so
on. From the father’s perspective one has to consider such
factors as his feeling displaced by the new arrival in terms of
its emotional resonance with his history of rivalry with sib-
lings and/or with his father.

The point of these examples is that unresolved issues,
whether seen from a Freudian, object-relational, or self-
psychological perspective, can color and invade various as-
pects of family life at different stages of the family life cycle.
In this regard, the situation is analogous to the outbreak of
symptoms (e.g., hysterical blindness, obsessive-compulsive
behaviors, eating disorders, etc.) when repressed inner con-
flicts are not adequately defended against.

I now turn more directly to the four areas listed previously
under the heading “Family Life.” As noted, my main focus
will be on romantic relationships. Given the high divorce rate
(50 percent of marriages dissolve within 20 years and 67
percent within 40 years) and the seemingly high rate of un-
satisfactory marriages that continue, it seems safe to say that
creating and sustaining a romantic relationship is an uphill
struggle for many couples (Jacobs, 2004).

The Dynamics of Romantic Relationships

Love, defined in many different ways, generally is acknowl-
edged to be vital to human existence. We all have heard the

phrases “Love makes the world go round” and “What is this
thing called love?” People are preoccupied with love. “Do
you love me?” “Am I lovable?” “How do I know if I'm in
love?” “Can I love?” Insofar as popular cultural forms are
expressions of our central preoccupations, it is apparent, as
one example, how much popular songs focus on love, fre-
quently unrequited love (“Unrequited love’s a bore and I've
got it pretty bad”; “Celia, you’re breaking my heart. . ..”),
sometimes on Oedipal yearnings (e.g., “I want a gal just like
the gal that married dear old Dad”).

Philosophers and poets have described the ecstasy and ag-
ony of love in more profound ways than can be achieved in
any psychological account. Nonetheless, psychoanalysts have
tried their hand at conceptualizing the nature of normal and
pathological love. After all, that is what most patients (and
nonpatients) talk about most of the time.

Any theory of love would have to account for the devel-
opment and interaction of the three main components de-
scribed by Sternberg (1988): commitment, passion, and
intimacy. It would have to explain the conditions necessary
for these qualities, the motivations to express or inhibit these
qualities in the context of a love relationship, and issues and
conflicts in each of these three realms and in their attempted
integration. For example, what are the factors involved in
sexual passion? Why does it sometimes require pain, as in
sexual masochism? Why is sexual desire enhanced by mys-
tery and allure, for example, why is seeing cleavage a turn-
on or seeing a woman in a negligee rather than naked more
inviting, why do some gentlemen prefer blondes, why do
some men prefer or insist on big-breasted sexual partners, why
do some men prefer masturbation even when they have ready
access to an available, willing sexual partner? These are but a
brief sample of the dozens of similar questions that come up
regularly in the context of psychoanalytic psychotherapy.

I will rely on Sternberg’s (1988) triangular theory of love
as the starting point. He depicts the three major components
to love (passion, intimacy, and commitment) on an equilateral
triangle with these components forming the vertices of the
triangle, yielding eight subsets created from the different
combinations of the three components. These are as follows:
If there is intimacy only, then liking is the result; if intimacy
is combined with passion, we get romantic love; if we have
passion alone, we see infatuation; passion plus commitment
leads to fatuous love; intimacy combined with commitment
yields companionate love, and commitment alone results in
what Sternberg calls empty love. The absence of any of the
three components is a state of nonlove. The presence of all
three components to a significant degree—passion, intimacy,
and commitment—is what he calls consummate love. This is
the romantic ideal toward which most people in our culture



strive. Most people are more successful in developing than
in maintaining this kind of love.

Sternberg considers the different time courses of the three
components, the fact that these are not all or none dimen-
sions, the fact that two partners might have different and mul-
tiple triangles, and the difference between real and ideal
triangles. With regard to the latter, Sternberg notes that dis-
crepancies between real and ideal triangles are related to dis-
satisfaction with the relationship. This finding is consistent
with the findings by Murray, Holmes, and Griffin (1996) that
some modicum of idealization is necessary for romantic love
to flourish. From a psychoanalytic perspective, the individual
is in part looking for someone who, among other things, can
fulfill one’s own unattained ideals. It is this normal human
need that leads to the initial idealization of the love object.

Psychoanalysts would argue that although Sternberg’s ac-
count is a useful description of the components of love, it
does not address the dynamic underpinnings of love. Even
though psychoanalysts have not presented a systematic the-
ory of love backed by empirical data other than those from
the consulting room, the privacy of that context leads to rev-
elations that are unique to that setting and unavailable to ac-
ademic psychologists. In the clinical context, psychoanalysts
have addressed questions such as the dynamic basis of partner
selection, the basis for the discrepancy between real and ide-
alized relationships, the personality factors associated with
individual differences in the degree to which a given person
stresses one or another of the three components noted by
Sternberg, individual difference is the decline of passion, the
difficulties in integrating intimacy and passion in relation to
the same love partner, and the reasons love is so important
in the first place. Clinicians also ask to what extent the pa-
tient’s insistence on self-sufficiency is motivated by fear of
intolerable narcissistic injury in love relationships and/or the
conviction that one is unlovable, overly needy and greedy,
and undeserving of love. For some promising efforts toward
a psychoanalytic theory of love see Bergmann (1987),
Kernberg (1995), and Person (1988).

From a psychoanalytic perspective, supplemented by
Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory, the nature of adult love
can be said to have its origins in the earliest mother-infant
relationship that sets the stage for how the child negotiates
the psychosexual phases of development. The earliest love
relationship forms what Freud (1912a) called a stereotype
plate, which means that this first relationship becomes the
prototype for all future love relationships. We can assume
that the prototype includes the implicit conditions for loving,
for example, some notion of the rules of the game: Is my
caregiver sensitive, empathic, reliable? Do I face frustration
when she is in a bad mood or can she take care of me anyway,
and without resentment? Does she encourage or discourage
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bids for attention? Does she hold me in a way that is com-
forting? Does she pick me up when I am too agitated? Of
course, the infant is not verbalizing these questions in the
language indicated previously. Nonetheless, the growing in-
fant is developing, in Bowlby’s (1975) terms, an internal
working model (IWM) of how a love relationship is consti-
tuted. That is, the growing infant, based on experiences of
satisfaction and frustration and the conditions that seem to be
associated with each, forms mental representations of himself
or herself, of the caregivers, and of the affective quality of
interactions with the caregivers. These interactions are posi-
tively and/or negatively colored depending on the nature of
the actual interaction with the caregiver as influenced by the
infant’s temperament and by whatever inner fantasies influ-
ence the actual interactions (Kernberg, 1975). These mental
representations become fundamental constituents of the
child’s anticipation of the nature of further social interaction.
An essential aspect of the IWM is the nature of the child’s
attachment to the caregiver. In the language of Bowlby (1969,
1973, 1975) and Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, and Wall (1978),
the child can be securely attached or insecurely attached. In-
secure attachment takes two main forms: an avoidant at-
tachment style or an anxious/ambivalent attachment style.
Recently, a disorganized attachment style has been observed
(Main, 1995), a style that has carried a poor prognosis for
effective functioning later on.

These attachment styles have been measured in adults and
found to predict experiences in a variety of behavioral do-
mains as well as in a variety of relationships, including ro-
mantic relationships (Shaver, 2002). For example, avoidant
subjects tend to be less invested in relationships, withdraw
from relationships in times of stress, feel distant and bored
during social interactions, and are reluctant to be personally
self-disclosing. They use work to avoid close relationships,
seem less grieved by losses, have more one-night-stand sex-
ual encounters, are more likely to fantasize about someone
else during sex, and are more likely to poach and be poach-
able for short-term relationships. In terms of Sternberg’s
(1988) triangular theory of love, the person with an avoidant
attachment style is more likely to seek passion and less likely
to seek intimacy and commitment. Anxious/ambivalent sub-
jects would be more apt to “buy” closeness via sex, prefer
the cuddly to the directly genital aspects of sex, are more
invested in relationships (even though they show a higher
rate of breakups), and grieve intensely following a loss. The
anxious/ambivalent type tends to become enmeshed in rela-
tionships and worries about being unlovable and rejected. In
this regard, there is a fear of being known too intimately by
the other. The implication is that anxious/ambivalent individ-
uals prefer to avoid passion, use sex in the service of winning
their partner, but worry about rejection and abandonment. In
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Sternberg’s terms, they seek commitment but fear intimacy
and passion. In contrast, securely attached subjects appear to
be highly invested in relationships, enjoy all aspects of sex
(particularly in the context of a long-term relationship), and
are more likely to maintain long-term relationships. Their
relationships are characterized by trust (a quality that Freud-
ian theorists, especially Erikson, believe is formed during the
first year of life). Secure subjects will grieve following a
personal loss but seem to be more resilient in that they sooner
achieve a constructive resolution of the loss. In Sternberg’s
terms, those with secure attachment styles would be the most
likely to seek and achieve the integration of passion, inti-
macy, and commitment—what Sternberg call consummate
love and which includes romantic love (passion + intimacy).

These (and other) kinds of individual differences in ro-
mantic relationships need to be integrated with other aspects
of romantic relationships, for example, the relationship be-
tween love and sexual desire. Eagle (2004), a psychoanalytic
theorist, offers an incisive, illuminating foray into the com-
mon clinical as well as everyday observation: the split be-
tween love and desire. Many years ago, Freud (1912b)
observed that men often seek women who are either sexual
objects or someone to love. As Freud (1912b, p. 183) put it,
“where they love, they do not desire and where they desire
they cannot love.” In his view, such men suffered from psy-
chic impotence based on an incestuous fixation. That is, in-
sofar as the object of love has connotations of Oedipal desire,
it becomes threatening and unacceptable to seek sexual ful-
fillment with that person. Freud and others have referred to
this not uncommon split as the Madonna/Whore complex.

I will illustrate this phenomenon with two clinical exam-
ples from my own work. In the first case, the patient was a
man in his late 20s who was having an affair with a woman
15 years his senior. A few months into the relationship, which
by all accounts was proceeding smoothly, especially on the
sexual level, he spent a weekend with her at his mother’s
country house. As he began having intercourse with his girl-
friend in his mother’s bedroom, he experienced a massive
panic attack, the first one he ever had. From this experience,
accompanied by other associations, it seemed reasonable to
assume that the idea of sex with an older woman in his
mother’s bed activated unacceptable, frightening Oedipal
wishes. The second example, concerns another male patient,
also in his late 20s, who married a woman who, even prior
to their marriage, reminded him somewhat of his mother. She
was bland, conservative, nice, but not at all sexy or exciting.
Over time, these qualities that he perceived in her took on
added intensity, particularly after the birth of their child. Now,
he found the very idea of kissing her to be aversive, to the
point of inducing nausea. Having sexual intercourse with her

was something he felt he must avoid. Even his growing horn-
iness was insufficient to override his sexual aversion toward
her. He preferred to masturbate. Prior to his marriage, the
patient dated a succession of highly sexy women. The prob-
lem was that they rejected him. The appeal of his nonsexy
wife was that she was devoted and reliable, would never leave
him, and thereby provided a secure attachment that helped
calm him and enabled him to function better at work. The
clinical evidence suggested the operation of Oedipal wishes,
wishes that were activated and intensified by the wife’s sim-
ilarity to his mother.

Eagle points out that “. . . insofar as one’s romantic partner
becomes one’s attachment figure, she takes on a role that is,
in important respects, similar to the role played by mother”
(Eagle, 2004, p. 10). He claims that what is triggered or in-
tensified in this situation is not necessarily Oedipal wishes
but the incest taboo. That is, if the woman is seen too much
like the mother then she becomes off limits as a sexual part-
ner. In Eagle’s formulation, it is not that the man really wants
to have sex with his mother but that he knows he should not
do it. Eagle points out that a taboo does not necessarily pre-
suppose a wish, noting that the fact that there is a taboo
against suicide does not automatically mean that there is a
universal wish to commit suicide. The counter to this point
is that although Oedipal wishes or suicidal wishes need not
be universal, the evolution of taboos would seem to serve
the social function of inhibiting the expression of such de-
sires in those people who harbor them. It would be a chal-
lenging research task to devise studies that would allow us
to choose between the Oedipal wish versus the incest-taboo
interpretation.

Eagle’s (2004) central thesis is that attachment and sexu-
ality are functionally separable systems and to some degree
operate in antagonistic ways. He maintains that it is this par-
tial antagonism rather than forbidden incestuous wishes that
constitutes the foundation for the commonly observed split
between love and desire. He adds that this split will be greater
in those who are insecurely attached and presents evidence
in support of this claim, including some of the findings men-
tioned previously.

Eagle notes the general tendency of a contradiction be-
tween safety and excitement. And, insofar as the sexual sys-
tem and the exploratory system operate in concert with one
another, they point, more clearly in the male, toward variety
and novelty as necessary to foster sexual interest and excite-
ment. Men seem to want more variety in their sexual partners
and think more about sex. Relatively speaking, women seem
more drawn to intimacy and commitment. Men are more
prone to sexual jealousy, women are more likely to experi-



ence emotional jealousy. Buss (1994) notes the evolutionary
reasons for this gender difference.

Before presenting Bergmann’s (1987) treatise on love
from a traditional psychoanalytic perspective, it will be useful
to state a few key psychoanalytic propositions that are most
relevant to understanding the nature of romantic love.

1. The infant’s experience contains the precursors of adult
sexuality. Sensual experiences are tied to different bodily
or erogenous zones (e.g., mouth, anus) that produce bodily
sensations (e.g., based on being fed, held, and comforted)
that are pleasurable and/or painful.

2. The infant’s primary caregiver, usually the mother, be-
comes the infant’s first attachment object and first sexual
object. According to Freud, the . .. child sucking at his
mother’s breast has become the prototype of every relation
of love. The finding of an object is in fact a refinding of
it [italics added]” (Freud, 1905, p. 222). Bergmann regards
the previous italicized statement as . . . Freud’s most pro-
found contribution to love” (Bergmann, 1987, p. 159).
(See Appendix A for the lyrics of a popular song that,
although open to other interpretations, seem to capture this
notion quite well.)

3. In normal development, the original object has to be given
up as a means of genital pleasure (the Oedipal phase). In
adolescence, with the advent of sexual maturity, the person
has to find a nonincestuous object. According to Bergmann,
“The newly selected person must in some way resemble
the old, but must not awaken the guilt feelings associated
with the incestuous oedipal object” (Bergmann, 1987,
p. 159). In fact, as Eagle (2004) pointed out, there is evi-
dence to suggest that optimal mate selection involves a
choice that bears some resemblance to the familiar care-
giver of childhood yet is sufficiently different. (Choosing
mates of intermediate similarity operates on an animal
level as well so that it is insufficient to explain it in humans
only on the basis of a compromise solution for Oedipal
wishes.) Some people choose partners who are very dissim-
ilar from themselves (e.g., different ethnic or racial back-
grounds). It is commonly reported that such partners are
more exotic. From a psychoanalytic perspective, such
choices often entail a flight from incestuous wishes yet a
chance to act out such wishes with a forbidden, taboo ob-
ject. Part of the problem is that whomever one marries
becomes a relative and thereby is in danger of taking on
the quality of an incestuous object!

Family Life 85

is more accurate to say that romantic love is not always
based on the refinding of an actual lost love object but on
a nostalgic yearning, often based on fantasy, for a blissful
merger with an object that one imagines will re-create an
earlier state that might never have been experienced or
might have occurred as momentary states of blissful
merger. Thus, it might not be that something actually was
lost that one strives to recapture but that one is looking
for something special (e.g., the fantasy of eternal bliss)
that has felt elusive all along (see Appendix A).

Love that is not burdened or undermined by neurosis
requires that the person has not remained fixated on a
parent as their love object but, as Freud said, “it should
merely take them [parents] as a model, and should make
a gradual transition from them on to extraneous people
when the time for a final choice for an object arrives”
(Freud, 1910b, p. 48). This observation is consistent with
the finding that secure attachment is associated with more
effective adult love relationships (Shaver, 2002). Presum-
ably, securely attached individuals are less apt to remain
fixated on early objects.

. These considerations are relevant to the split between love

and desire and the psychological difficulty of integrating
these two tendencies.

. Operating with a closed-system model of finite psychic

energy, Freud believed that libido was divided between
love for one’s self and love of the other such that the
stronger the latter, the weaker the former. Excessive love
for the other could lower one’s self-esteem unless the now-
idealized love object loves one in return. Falling in love
entails dealing with one’s own sense of dissatisfaction and
inadequacy about aspects of one’s self by projecting one’s
ego ideal onto the love object. The love object then be-
comes idealized (as the parents originally were). This pro-
jection allows the person to narrow the gap between his
actual and ideal self. There is a contradiction here because
rather than lowering self-esteem by idealizing the loved
one, this narrowing of the gap between the actual and the
ideal self should raise it. In any case, the implication of
Freud’s formulation is that falling in love is exhilarating
and raises one’s self-esteem via the projection of the ego
ideal and the idealization that accompanies it. There is the
further implication that processes of partial merger and
identification are involved.

With regard to partner selection, we also need to explain

Bergmann, as suggested previously, claims that for
Freud “Love is the restoration of happiness that was lost”
(Bergmann, 1987, p. 160; i.e., a refinding of the lost object
and a desire for union with that object). I think it probably

why the choice might be of a more narcissistic nature (e.g.,
choosing a partner that reminds one of one’s self or whom
one would like to become). Or, why one might choose a
partner in what Freud (1931) called an anaclitic type, that is,
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modeled on the parent who fed and protected one as a child.
Most choices of love partners are admixtures of the two types
noted previously, but if any of these elements is overly em-
phasized the result can be a pathological one.

Kernberg (1995) has addressed these possibilities. He has
constructed a hierarchical classification system that has direct
implications for love relationships. At the lowest end of the
continuum are pathologically narcissistic personalities who
either find it difficult to fall in love or, if they do, typically
fail in their love relationships. They tend to idealize external
aspects of the love object (e.g., fame, wealth, power, beauty).
For example, a narcissistic man married to a famous actress
is uplifted by the public acclaim accorded his trophy wife,
but he can easily be bored to be with her in private. That is,
his love rests on what his partner can do for his self-esteem.

Borderline personalities are more prone to initial waves of
idealization. But, their tendency toward splitting the other
into good and bad means that their relationships will be un-
stable as their initial enthrallment shifts readily to devaluation.
Compared to neurotics, they will also be more preoccupied
with fears of separation and abandonment. Neurotic individ-
uals find it hard to integrate sexual desire with love, in part
because of fixation at the Oedipal level.

According to Kernberg (1995), the essence of, nonneu-
rotic, mature sexual love is an emotional experience in which
the person integrates erotic desire and tenderness. Tenderness
requires that in dealing with the ambivalence that is a natural
aspect of all human relations, love predominates over ag-
gression. Love entails a “mature form of idealization” of
one’s partner and a commitment to the relationship and to
one’s partner (Kernberg, 1995, p. 32). In line with this view,
Murray and colleagues (1996) found that positive illusions
about their romantic partner were associated with reports of
greater love, trust, and satisfaction and less ambivalence and
conflict in marital and dating relationships as well as a greater
likelihood that the relationship would persist over time.

Even among relatively healthy couples partner selection
often is unconsciously guided by efforts to reenact and/or to
work out unresolved conflicts originating with significant
others in the past. This is one reason that marriages often
exert a regressive pull in which the partner is reacted to in a
parent-child mode. Another way to put this is that each part-
ner is subject to the transference reactions of the other. Based
on his work with married couples, Dicks (1967) noted that
spouses tend to project onto each other disowned aspects of
themselves, making it difficult to perceive and validate the
other’s true nature. In the language of object-relations theory,
splitting and projective identification are used to transform
an internal conflict into an external one that involves the
spouse and attempts to coerce the spouse into taking on one

side of the inner conflict. Consider, for example, a husband
whose development has led to the internalized belief that it
is morally superior to be frugal and, therefore, cannot ac-
knowledge the part of him that wants to spend money more
freely, even impulsively. He relies on his wife to enact this
part of his conflict, but when she obliges him he becomes
upset and critical of her.

I have presented only a limited sampling of psychoanalytic
insights about couples, particularly about the nature of ro-
mantic love. The fact that my discussion of romantic love has
occupied a disproportionate amount of space in this chapter
accords well with the fact that love relationships are central
preoccupations in everyday life and not only in the consulting
room. A more complete account of love from a psychoana-
Iytic point of view would have to include such areas as the
love between parents and children and between friends.

Mother-Infant Interactions

There is a substantial psychoanalytic literature on the impor-
tance of early mother-infant interactions in shaping the per-
sonality of the young child. In recent years, psychoanalytic
notions about this period have become increasingly inte-
grated with Bowlby’s attachment theory. The mother’s sen-
sitive attunement to the infant’s mental states is considered
important in fostering secure attachment (Osofsky, 1982).
One of the more important findings in the literature is that
when pregnant women are assessed using the Adult Attach-
ment Interview, their security of attachment to their mothers
(as measured by certain qualities in their narrative accounts,
e.g., coherence) predicts the security of attachment to their,
as yet unborn, infants (Main, 1995). This work gives us some
insight into the issue of the intergenerational transmission of
personality patterns. In the Adult Attachment Interview, one
obviously is not measuring the woman’s actual security of
attachment when she was an infant but rather what her de-
scriptions and memories of her early experience suggest re-
garding how well she has come to terms with whatever she
recalls having experienced. This kind of self-reflective pro-
cessing will enable the mother to avoid automatically having
her child relive what she experienced. Everyday clinical
work, as well as research findings (Fonagy, 2001), strongly
suggests that the introspective reexamination of one’s past
often has beneficial effects on one’s children.

Several authors point to the importance of reciprocity
(Osofsky, 1982) in the mutual regulatory cycles of mother-
infant interaction (Beebe & Lachman, 1988; Fonagy, 2001;
Sander, 1980; Stern, 1985) and the implications of these
interactive patterns for eventual emotional self-regulation,
self-awareness, the development of a sense of self, and



mentalization (the awareness of the other person as a separate
center of initiative). Fonagy (2001), for example, views the
budding awareness that the behavior of others (as well as of
the self) is motivated by internal states as a decisive step
forward in development, a step taken incompletely by pa-
tients who have borderline personality disorder. In general,
perhaps more than any other theory, psychoanalytic theory
stresses the importance of the quality of mother-infant inter-
actions in the shaping of personality.

Parent-Child Relations

The interaction of parents and children beyond infancy is also
considered extremely influential in personality development.
As with mother-infant interactions, there is a vast literature
on this topic. By and large, the findings from empirical stud-
ies are consistent with psychoanalytic observations. Some
studies of child psychopathology have focused on the vari-
ables of warmth and aversive control. It has been found that
mothers who warmly and responsively engage in mutual
turn-taking have children who show secure attachment, good
school adaptation, and social competence (Sroufe & Fleeson,
1988). That infants with secure attachments to primary care-
givers are later characterized by more effective self-
regulation is not surprising because an essential aspect of
secure attachment is the experience of well-modulated dyadic
regulation of emotion and arousal. In other words, in the case
of secure attachment, the mother has served as an effective,
external psychobiological regulator of the infant’s tension
and need states. From a psychoanalytic perspective, this en-
ables the child to internalize an ego-supportive environment,
or what has been called a soothing introject (Adler, 1993).

Clinical observations are entirely consonant with these
views. In the case of repeated traumatic experiences, the child
is not protected in a way that would allow for the internali-
zation of a soothing introject. It is said that persons with
borderline personality disorder suffer from not having
achieved this kind of internalization. From the standpoint of
self psychology, one could say that the caregivers failed to
provide sufficient experiences of being mirroring self-objects
or idealized self-objects, thus depriving the child of oppor-
tunities for the development of a cohesive sense of self and
a sense of inner strength.

The Dynamics of Family Life

Family therapists have helped us understand some central
aspects of family dynamics. If we regard boundaries and hi-
erarchical structure as two essential characteristics of family
interaction, then we can look at impaired individual and fam-
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ily functioning in relation to these factors. For example, op-
timal permeability of boundaries allows for an avoidance of
enmeshment on the one hand versus rigid, overcontrol on the
other hand (Bowen, 1978).

Bowen (1978) also describes how triangulation contrib-
utes to the development of maladaptive family patterns and
how it results from the tensions in the couple and is an at-
tempt to decrease those tensions. In an emotional triangle,
different coalitions and collusions are possible—for example,
the parents lessening their conflicts with one another by unit-
ing against a bad child. Or, if either spouse takes a lover, a
triangle is created that might lend some stability to the
marriage.

Another important concept developed by Bowen is self-
differentiation, that is, the degree to which there are clear
boundaries among family members. Difficulties in optimal
self-differentiation, in concert with other personality issues,
can create a variety of family problems. For example, where
the mother and son feel weak in relation to a father perceived
as powerful and controlling, a cross-generational coalition of
mother and son can develop. Finally, one could say that find-
ing the optimal balance between autonomy and intimacy is
perhaps the couple’s and the family’s greatest challenge. A
psychoanalytic perspective would examine the intrapsychic
factors in each person (e.g., fear of submerging one’s identity)
that interfere with finding a suitable balance between inti-
macy and autonomy.

Applying the concepts of splitting and projective identi-
fication to family dynamics, psychoanalytic clinicians (e.g.,
Dicks, 1967; Scharff & Scharff, 1987) see the so-called iden-
tified patient as the carrier of the symptom for the family,
that is, as expressing the unacceptable, split-off aspects of
other family members. For example, impulsivity on the part
of a child might be subtly encouraged and influenced by par-
ents who consciously insist on attitudes of restraint and self-
control.

Psychoanalytic theories can shed light on many other as-
pects of family life (e.g., sibling rivalry, sexual abuse, incest,
child abuse and neglect, motivations for parenthood, capacity
to parent, extramarital relationships, relationships with in-
laws, etc.). The central theme in all these domains would be
that unresolved intrapsychic conflicts and personality deficits
can invade and impair any and all aspects of family life.

A separate chapter would be required to described the per-
vasive, profound influence that these deficits and conflicts
exert by way of transference reactions, that is, distorted cog-
nitions and inappropriate feelings in current relationships that
are reenactments of unresolved issues with significant others
in the past (Dicks, 1967; Freud, 1912a). There is now a sub-
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stantial experimental research literature on transference in ev-
eryday life (Andersen & Berk, 1998).

WORK OR SCHOOL

In the area of work and school, psychoanalysts are interested
in motivations for these activities: What goes into the choices
made, the degree of commitment, the adequacy of one’s cop-
ing resources in the face of stressful situations in work or
school, attitudes toward authority, feelings and fantasies
about success and failure, strivings toward activity and pas-
sivity, achievement motivation, and competition, to mention
only some of the salient issues.

There are a multitude of dynamic issues relevant to all of
the previous topics. Broadly speaking, from a Freudian per-
spective, the extent to which one can function in a relatively
conflict-free manner with good ego strength and in a reason-
ably adaptive manner in school or work depends on such
factors as: (1) how brittle one’s defenses are, (2) one’s level
of self-esteem and capacity to tolerate blows to self-esteem
(narcissistic injuries) without decompensating, (3) ability to
compete in a healthy manner (which includes attitudes to-
ward authority and preoccupation with issues of power and
prestige), (4) the match between one’s ego interests and the
work or academic situation, (5) capacity to delay gratifica-
tion, (6) the organizational dynamics of the institution as they
resonate with an individual’s personal issues, (7) one’s ca-
pacity for sublimation of sexual and aggressive wishes, and
(8) freedom from disabling symptoms, notably anxiety and
depression, as well as grandiosity or masochistic trends.

Aside from basic abilities and talents, and luck, the quality
of a person’s work, persistence in the face of frustration, en-
joyment of the work, and the sense of fulfillment in doing it
will be a joint interaction of the factors noted previously. For
example, a patient complained bitterly that he was painfully
bored with his work. He had an MBA from a prestigious
university but he had no compelling desire to get this degree.
He earned excellent grades by being bright but not studying
very much. Coworkers who had been with his organization
for several years but had not advanced to higher executive
positions were regarded by him as losers. The patient hated
competition when there was any chance that he might lose.
He also resented anyone in authority over him, in large part
because he felt inferior to such people. His sense of boredom
was a symptomatic expression of the factors noted previ-
ously. It was a way of disengaging from the competitive na-
ture of his job. It was akin to getting good grades without
studying so as not to face the prospect of not getting an A if
he studied. In the work situation, however, this strategy failed

and the patient was fired. One could present numerous clini-
cal examples of how attitudes toward work and the effec-
tiveness of one’s work are influenced by unresolved conflicts
of various kinds.

Clinical work has led to the formulation of different char-
acter types, that is, enduring styles of personality functioning
that have implications for interpersonal relationships, for ca-
reer choice, and career success. Because the clinical situation
naturally focuses on maladaptive behavior patterns, the ana-
lyst is attuned to the blatant and subtle ways in which people
unconsciously undermine their own conscious efforts to suc-
ceed. Early on, Freud (1916) wrote about Those Wrecked by
Success, noting that an unconscious sense of guilt can lead a
person to wrest defeat from the jaws of victory. In more re-
cent years, Schafer (1984) offered an illuminating account of
the motives that could lead someone to unconsciously pursue
and prefer failure rather than success. Many clinicians have
noted that factors such as separation guilt, survivor guilt, and
guilt about a sense of Oedipal triumph can lead a person to
believe that it is wrong for them to surpass their family of
origin.

RETIREMENT

The issues involved in deciding whether, when, and how to
retire obviously are emotionally loaded. As with any other
phase of the life cycle, the meanings of retirement are the
key factor in determining the adequacy of the person’s func-
tioning during the retirement years. The meanings are likely
to be influenced by such factors as (1) whether the retirement
was forced or involuntary, (2) the age at which it occurred,
(3) the degree of loss of status, income, and other perks of
the job, (4) the degree to which the person’s identity and
sense of worth was linked to the job and the extent to which
the person has other interests and resources to embark on new
activities, (5) the reactions of family members and of those
in the community, (6) the person’s ability to cope with what-
ever physical illnesses or disabilities are accompanying the
aging process, (7) general flexibility and adequacy of ego
resources, and (8) attitudes toward mortality. In Eriksonian
terms, the life cycle phase most relevant to one’s typical re-
tirement age is ego integrity versus despair. In this stage, a
positive outcome is one in which the person reflects on his
or her life with a sense of fulfillment and satisfaction rather
than a sense of despair and regret over lost or missed oppor-
tunities or a life not well led. Being at the positive end of this
continuum would seem to enable the person to enter the re-
tirement years with a sense of opportunity to cultivate inter-
ests and activities that might not have been possible earlier.



In this, as in earlier phases of life, strong ego interests can
sustain the person as much as solid interpersonal relationships
(Eagle, 1982).

Presented previously are commonsense considerations
that are not distinctively psychoanalytic. A psychoanalytic
perspective is relevant in that unresolved conflicts, particu-
larly unconscious ones, and self-esteem issues related to
narcissistic vulnerabilities can readily influence how one
copes with retirement. Here are two brief clinical examples.
A 72-year-old man with a history of several major depressive
episodes was forced into retirement by a company that em-
ployed him for 25 years. He was hired without the credentials
ordinarily required for the job, but his determination and talent
led him to excel beyond the level of his peers who had the
prior training ordinarily required for the job. His job also
brought him into frequent contact with famous people. Out-
side his job when he flashed his ID card he received favored
treatment (e.g., in restaurants). The patient had a severely
traumatic childhood, marked by humiliating experiences and
forced separations in which his mother placed him in foster
care. He grew up feeling rejected and abandoned and had
chronically low self-esteem. The forced separation from his
job was experienced as a serious narcissistic injury that res-
onated with his feelings that his mother abandoned him.
Within a short period of time his functioning deteriorated,
marital tensions escalated, and he became so depressed that
he required hospitalization and a course of electroconvulsive
treatment. In contrast is the case of a 54-year-old man who
voluntarily retired from his career as an accountant following
the receipt of a substantial inheritance. He had not enjoyed
his work, was not motivated to do the work, was leaving work
early, and had been fired from several jobs. His sense of
identity and feelings of self-worth were not tied to his career.
Quitting was a relief. He enjoyed his leisure time (reading
and playing sports) and only occasionally had twinges of guilt
about not being a productive member of society. Retirement
suited him well. Thus, the premorbid personality adjustment
plays a significant role in one’s reaction to retirement.

RECREATION

A psychoanalytic perspective on recreation and leisure activ-
ity would include a focus on the motivation and meanings of
different recreational activities. Among the factors involved
are: (1) the person’s capacity to suspend their working activ-
ities in order to enjoy some guilt-free leisure time, (2) the
ability to engage in play, that is, to suspend a strict reality
orientation and allow an adaptive regression, (3) the ego re-
sources and flexibility to have non-work-related interests,
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(4) the capacity for sublimation of instinctual impulse, and
(5) the relative absence of depression and anhedonia.

Recreation, of course, can take many forms. For example,
one might prefer active participation (e.g., competitive sports,
gambling, making furniture) to relatively more passive ex-
periences (e.g., watching TV and movies, reading, going to
antiques shows and museums, listening to music). From a
psychoanalytic perspective one would view the preferred
forms of recreation (e.g., relatively active versus passive) and
the preferred content of the activity (e.g., the Friday-night
poker game, engaging in a competitive sport) as reflecting
the interaction of the person’s conflict-free ego interests, tem-
peramental inclination, and underlying, usually unconscious,
personality conflicts.

Perhaps the main contribution of a psychoanalytic per-
spective on recreation and leisure, as well as all aspects of
behavior, is the idea of normal compromise formation. Fol-
lowing Brenner (1982), all behavior (whether dreams, psy-
chiatric symptoms, play, and other forms of leisure activity)
is a compromise formation in that it is (simultaneously) mo-
tivated by the desire for gratification of sexual and aggressive
wishes, sometimes openly expressed, but more often de-
fended against to avoid anxiety and other dysphoric affects,
and sublimated in conformity with the requirements of one’s
conscience and ego-ideal and the constraints of reality. Com-
promise formations also reveal one’s ego interests, desires
for mastery and pleasure, and interpersonal goals. Of course,
temperamental factors also play a role. As a common ex-
ample, some people can lie on a beach for hours at a time in
a kind of reverie whereas others become restless after a few
minutes and must engage in some kind of activity (even if it
is only reading) to avoid becoming tense and uncomfortable.
In some cases, however, this is not simply a difference in
temperament. Here I am thinking of patients who are unable
to engage in prolonged reverie for fear of the eruption of
unwelcome thoughts and fantasies and who need to be active
in order to stave off awareness of troubling mental contents.

Play, of course, originates in childhood. It occupies a zone
between reality and fantasy. It both expresses and promotes
ego development in that it exercises ego functions of plan-
ning, imagination, and so forth as well as facilitating inter-
personal relatedness when it calls for cooperation and
competition. Both interactive and parallel play are important
in developing ego capacities (e.g., the growth of symbolic
capacity), in providing experiences of ego mastery, and in
allowing a balance between gratification and rule-governed
behavior.

Socialization experiences force us to shift the balance of
our activities from play to work, with the latter often having
the connotation of an activity that is onerous. For some work
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is a necessary but unwelcome impediment to play. For those
with an overdeveloped work ethic, and a generally harsh su-
perego, play is an unacceptable escape from reality. To the
extent that the individual enjoys his or her work, and has an
intrinsic interest in it, it becomes more akin to play, and the
discrepancy between work and play is less pronounced.

As noted previously, different forms of adult play and lei-
sure activity can be selected for dynamic reasons. Myers
(1989) presents a case in which spelunking was uncon-
sciously motivated and represented a counterclaustrophobic
activity based on an attempt to deal with the death of a brother
who had fallen from a high place. In a case of the present
author, a male patient clearly used leisure activity as a thinly
veiled sublimation of his aggressive, competitive strivings.
He was down on himself for his lack of career success and
did not have a secure sense of his masculinity. He was a
decent golfer, and when he played against a friend of his he
would chide him for missing an easy shot by calling him Mrs.
Smith (“Way to go, Mrs. Smith!”). This attempt to demas-
culinize his golf partner led his friend to refuse further golf
outings and eventually to a deterioration of the friendship.
The patient was unaware of the unconscious sources of his
remarks and regarded them as merely playful teasing. Com-
petitive strivings and a strong desire to avert any sense of
being a loser can become manifest in varied ways. In one
case, a patient did not engage in any competitive sports for
fear that he would not win, but when he realized that he could
excel at Internet poker he became semiaddicted to that rec-
reational activity.

Patients with strong oral wishes are more prone to become
engrossed in passive forms of leisure, as in the TV couch
potato. In fact, watching movies and television obviously is
a major form of leisure activity for both children and adults.
Psychoanalysts have presented many analyses of the appeal
of television and the movies. I refer the interested reader to
Greenberg’s (1993) Screen Memories and Gabbard’s (1999)
Psychiatry and Cinema as well as to Gabbard’s (2002) anal-
ysis of The Sopranos.

Let me offer a couple of additional clinical examples of
personality dynamics that can influence leisure activities and
the way in which one experiences them. A male patient who
insisted on frequent golf weekends with his buddies, despite
his wife’s protestations, seemed motivated by (1) his desire
to preserve his sense of his own space and autonomy (Blatt
& Zuroff, 1992), (2) his unconscious homoerotic desires to
hang out with his buddies on these all-male weekends, and
(3) the opportunity to at least flirt with other women when
the golf day was done. Another male patient was generally
inclined to solitary forms of leisure activity (e.g., watching
golf on TV, exercising alone, etc.). On summer vacations at

the beach, he would spend hours floating on his surfboard
far from shore while his wife was sitting on the beach feel-
ing abandoned. His leisure activity during vacation was
very much in line with his generally noninteractive style
with his wife during the rest of the year. Put in terms of
play, he preferred parallel play while his wife preferred in-
teractive play and, in general, was much more playful than
her husband.

As another example, consider the case of a male patient
who spends a significant chunk of his leisure time searching
the Internet for pictures that match his image of women with
perfect breasts. For this patient, perfect breasts are large,
round, upright, with small areolae. These pictures are his pre-
ferred visual input while masturbating. The activity has a
distinctly compulsive quality, and he prefers it to having sex
with his wife. In fact, it is his favorite form of leisure activity.
It frees him from the pressure of sexual performance and
sexual intimacy. Based on his associations, it seemed that the
unconscious fantasy underlying this activity was one of bliss-
ful merger with a maternal, nurturing figure.

From a psychoanalytic perspective, a central, underlying
factor in leisure activity is that it temporarily frees one from
the stringent demands of reality and gives freer rein to one’s
conscious and unconscious fantasy life. This tends to be true
even when the leisure activity involves serious intellectual
engagement as in appreciating art, literature, and music.

Almost from the start, psychoanalysts have attempted to
extend their understanding of the individual psyche as ob-
served in the consulting room to a probing of the dynamics
of a variety of other human experiences. Most, but not all, of
the work in applied psychoanalysis is based on traditional
psychoanalytic theory, sometimes with its ego-psychological
emphases (e.g., Erikson, 1950).

The application of psychoanalysis (called applied psycho-
analysis) started with Freud’s 1910 study of Leonardo da
Vinci in which he felt challenged to explain Mona Lisa’s
enigmatic smile. His excursions into applied analysis ex-
tended to the speculations put forth in such works as “Moses
and Monotheism” (Freud, 1939), “The Future of an Illusion”
(Freud, 1927), “Civilization and Its Discontents” (Freud,
1930), and a number of shorter essays focused mostly on
works of art and literature. Freud’s approach, continued by
numerous theorists, is both illuminating and problematic. The
approach has generated insights into vital aspects of the in-
dividual psyche and of cultural and historical phenomena,
including artistic creations, but it does not readily lend itself
to attempts at empirical validation. It has been argued, how-
ever, that such an approach commands our interest in that it
can deepen our understanding of the essential tendencies of
the human mind (Panofsky, 1939).



For purposes of this chapter, the point to be made is that
in devoting one’s leisure time to experiencing works of art,
music, or literature, one is selecting works that have an emo-
tional resonance that often derives from unconscious con-
flicts or fantasies, many of them of a universal nature. In other
words, the enduring appeal of certain works of art, myths,
and fairy tales across cultures and generations appears to be
based on their capacity to arouse in the audience, viewer, or
reader the same (or similar) dynamic issues and themes (e.g.,
fears of loss and abandonment). There is the further assump-
tion that these dynamic themes also inspired the artists who
created works that have stood the test of time. Bettelheim’s
(1976) treatise on The Uses of Enchantment is a stimulating
account of why children in each generation are drawn to the
same fairy tales (e.g., “Jack and the Beanstalk™). It is a sepa-
rate but equally interesting issue as to why emotional reso-
nances of this kind are more profound when activated in the
context of an esthetic, symbolic experience than when con-
veyed in more direct, nonartistic forms.

One can cite countless examples of the dynamic impact
of art on the esthetic sensibilities of adults. The interested
reader might start with Freud’s interpretation of the Michel-
angelo’s sculpture Moses (Freud, 1914a), which posits that
the postural elements evoke in the viewer a sense of inhibited
rage (see also Liebert, 1982; Oremland, 1978).

In conclusion, I have attempted to present some essential
features of a psychoanalytic view of personality and how it
can inform our understanding of everyday behavior, or to
paraphrase Freud’s (1901) Psychopathology of Everyday
Life, an account that one might call the “Psychodynamics of
Everyday Life,” which is really what Freud meant to convey
in his title. I have only been able to introduce the topic but I
hope the reader appreciates the depth, complexity, and po-
tential for understanding that a psychoanalytic perspective
can offer.

APPENDIX A

Where or When

It seems we stood and talked like this before

We looked at each other in the same way then

But I can’t remember where or when

The clothes you’re wearing are the clothes you wore
The smile you are smiling you were smiling then
But I can’t remember where or when

Some things that happened for the first time
Seem to be happening again
And so it seems that we have met before
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And laughed before
And loved before
But who knows where or when

Some things that happened for the first time
Seem to be happening again

And so it seems that we have met before
And laughed before

And loved before

But who knows where or when

Lorenz Hart and Richard Rodgers (1936)

NOTES

1. Freud’s theory typically is depicted as a quantitatively based
drive-reduction theory. Yet, in his paper on masochism (Freud,
1924), he referred to a qualitative factor that also determined plea-
sure and unpleasure that might have to do with the sequence of
stimuli, their rhythm, or the nature of their fluctuation in intensity.
2. Consider the game of peekaboo. Interest in this game is seen as
motivated by a desire to master the issue of separation by gaining
control over the temporary disappearance and reappearance of the
adult.
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CHAPTER 5

Trait and Factor Theories

PAUL T. COSTA JR. AND ROBERT R. MCCRAE

THE TRAIT PERSPECTIVE ON PERSONALITY

The trait perspective is perhaps the oldest approach to an
understanding of human personality. The Sumerian Epic of
Gilgamesh, the earliest surviving narrative in world litera-
ture, describes the ‘“‘courage,” ‘“arrogance,” and ‘‘stormy
heart” of its hero, although it also depicts him as “wise,
comely, and resolute.” These are trait attributions, suggesting
that Gilgamesh had distinctive qualities that reliably charac-
terized him. To be sure, the trait psychology of the Sumerians
was not what we would consider a scientific approach: Con-
temporary trait psychologists debate the roles of heredity and
environment in trait development, whereas the Sumerians
considered Gilgamesh’s courage a gift from Adad, the god
of the storm.

The trait approach is also the most widespread of person-
ality theories, as attested by the lexicon of trait terms found
in every human language (Dixon, 1977). It is apparently nat-
ural to the human mind to attribute enduring characteristics
such as fearfulness, joviality, curiosity, kindness, and dili-
gence to oneself and other people. Social psychologists who
study trait attribution processes have sometimes concluded
that people are all too ready to attribute behavior to such
traits, even when situational factors may be more important
(Ross, 1977). Indeed, in the 1970s, following Mischel’s
(1968) influential critique, many psychologists thought traits
were mere cognitive fictions, as quaintly mythological as
Adad, god of the storm.

In the last quarter century, however, rigorous empirical
research has clarified the nature, structure, origins, and con-
sequences of personality traits. The data now provide ample
justification for humanity’s predilection for trait explana-
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tions, because traits do indeed explain much of human be-
havior (McCrae & Costa, 1995).

Phenotypic Definitions of Traits

It is possible to give purely descriptive definitions of person-
ality traits that make no assumptions about their origins or
their development over the life course. Such definitions are
of two types: intensive, which explain what is required to be
considered a trait, and extensive, which point out the full
range of traits. McCrae and Costa defined traits intensively
as “dimensions of individual differences in tendencies to
show consistent patterns of thoughts, feelings, and actions”
(McCrae & Costa, 2003, p. 25). This definition is consistent
with most contemporary views of traits, and fits well with
their operationalization in personality trait measures. For ex-
ample, items from the Revised NEO Personality Inventory
(NEO-PI-R; Costa & McCrae, 1992a) ask respondents if they
“have a wide range of intellectual interests” (a pattern of
thoughts), “rarely experience strong emotions” (feelings),
and “often try new and foreign foods” (actions).

The terms rarely and often in these items—Iike the term
tendencies in the definition of traits—emphasize the fact that
traits have a probabilistic influence on behavior. We should
not expect that people who possess a trait will be unfailingly
consistent in expressing it—as even the Sumerians understood,
who related that courageous Gilgamesh was terrified by a
dream sent by the gods. Fleeson (2001) has recently docu-
mented the hour-to-hour fluctuations of personality character-
istics, while simultaneously showing that people are highly
consistent when their behavior is averaged over occasions.

The definition offered previously does not explicitly de-
fine the scope of personality traits; it does not provide an
extensive definition. Is intelligence a personality trait? It does
contribute to consistencies in behavior, but most psycholo-
gists regard intelligence as outside the scope of personality
traits proper, chiefly because it involves abilities rather than
dispositions (cf. Goff & Ackerman, 1992). Again, Gilgamesh



is described as comely, and physical attractiveness is a pow-
erful variable in human interactions, but physical traits are
also not normally considered aspects of personality. Very
general attitudes such as authoritarianism (Altemeyer, 1981)
may be regarded as personality traits, but specific attitudes
(“medicinal marijuana should be legalized,” “NAFTA should
be repealed”) are not.

As much as anything, this ambiguity about the scope of
personality traits led to divisions among differential psy-
chologists. Some studied needs (Jackson, 1984; Murray,
1938), some psychological types (Jung, 1923/1971; Myers &
McCaulley, 1985), some folk concepts (Gough, 1987), some
temperaments (Buss & Plomin, 1975), some personality dis-
orders (Millon, 1981). It was not clear for many years
whether these different categories of psychological variables
were related, or equivalent, to traits or which system most
adequately covered the entire territory. Eysenck (1960) had
long argued that many commonly used psychological con-
structs could be subsumed under two broad factors he called
Neuroticism (N) and Extraversion (E); Costa and McCrae
(1980) suggested the addition of a third factor, Openness to
Experience (O).

There was, in fact, widespread (though not universal)
agreement among personality psychologists that the solution
to this problem lay in the use of factor analysis. Mathematical
complexities aside, factor analysis is simply a technique for
summarizing data. It begins with correlations between indi-
vidual variables (for example, the positive correlation of
anxiety with depression or the negative correlation of quar-
relsomeness with modesty) and seeks to identify clusters of
variables that covary, and are unrelated to other clusters of
variables. These clusters each define a factor. In the NEO-
PI-R, for example, the E factor is defined by scales that
measure Warmth, Gregariousness, Assertiveness, Activity,
Excitement Seeking, and Positive Emotions.

In principle, then, the organizing taxonomy that would
bring order to the field of personality psychology required
only the application of factor analysis to a representative sam-
ple of personality measures. But representative of what?
Needs? Folk concepts? Temperaments? How many scales
should be included, and where should the borders be drawn?

Historically, the solution to this problem first came from
lexical studies inaugurated in the United States by one of the
fathers of trait psychology, Gordon Allport. With a graduate
student, Henry Odbert, he produced the first comprehensive
listing of traits by consulting an unabridged dictionary
(Allport & Odbert, 1936). Lexical researchers have argued
that traits exist in natural languages because they are useful
in social interactions (we can warn our friends that so-and-
s0 is deceitful, or advance our candidate by calling her hard-
working). If trait information is useful, surely trait names will
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have been invented to communicate it over the course of the
centuries. Thus, an enumeration of traits in the dictionary
should give a comprehensive census of traits.

The first problem with that strategy was that Allport and
Odbert had identified more than seventeen thousand trait
names, of which at least four thousand appeared to be mean-
ingful descriptions of people—not mere evaluations like swell
or objectionable. Some scheme was necessary to reduce this
to a manageable number. Over the years, several were tried;
suffice it to say that factoring the reduced sets consistently
led to the identification of five factors (John, Angleitner, &
Ostendorf, 1988).

But many psychologists were not convinced that these
findings had resolved the problem of trait taxonomy. In the
first place, it was relatively simple to identify traits that had
not, in fact, been encoded in natural language. For example,
the English language lacks single terms to express “is sen-
sitive to art and beauty” or “prefers variety” or “has wide
interests” (McCrae, 1990). In addition, many researchers be-
lieved that trained psychologists, using sophisticated psycho-
logical theories and psychometric methods, might identify
important traits overlooked by laypersons. The Big Five
might suffice for lay vocabulary, but it might be insufficient
for a full scientific description of personality traits.

The first test of that hypothesis came when lay-adjective
measures of the Big Five were correlated with McCrae and
Costa’s (1985b) three-factor model. That analysis showed
that three of the lexical factors corresponded well to N, E,
and O but that two lexical factors, Agreeableness (A) and
Conscientiousness (C), appeared to tap new dimensions of per-
sonality. A follow-up article included new questionnaire mea-
sures of these two factors and showed multitrait, multimethod
validation of the Five-Factor Model (FFM; McCrae & Costa,
1987).

A broad consensus on the value of the FFM came as a result
of empirical studies showing that needs (Costa & McCrae,
1988), types (McCrae & Costa, 1989), folk concepts (McCrae,
Costa, & Piedmont, 1993), temperaments (Angleitner &
Ostendorf, 1994), and personality disorders (Costa & McCrae,
2005) were all understandable in terms of the FFM. Although
some researchers continue to argue for additional factors
(e.g., Cheung & Leung, 1998; Piedmont, 1999), most per-
sonality psychologists now agree that the broadest themes in
individual differences in personality are described by the fac-
tors of the FFM.

STATEMENT OF THE THEORIES

We can now describe traits as relatively enduring dispositions
related to five broad factors, N, E, O, A, and C. But how do
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we explain traits, account for their origins and operation?
Although trait psychology is sometimes considered “dustbowl
empiricism,” there is in fact a strong tradition of theorizing
associated with the trait perspective, and it has flourished in
recent years (Wiggins, 1996).

Gordon Allport

Understandably, many introductory psychology textbooks
devote much of their discussion of traits to the work of Gor-
don Allport. His 1937 classic, Personality: A Psychological
Interpretation, established personality psychology as a dis-
cipline, and it was largely concerned with personality traits.
As recently as 1998, Caspi based a review of personality
development on Allport’s theorizing, because “by and large,
Allport had it right” (Caspi, 1998, p. 312). Allport’s theory,
however, was essentially an exposition of what a trait was.
He noted that traits were relatively enduring dispositions, that
they influenced the frequency and intensity of actions and
experiences, that they could be expressive or motivational.
Perhaps most importantly, he insisted that traits were not
mere evaluations, that they were instead real neuropsycho-
logical structures that contributed to each individual’s action.
Far from being static entities, traits are dynamic organizers
of behavior in transaction with environmental circumstances.
As stated by Caspi, “Personality traits are thus organizational
constructs; they influence how individuals organize their be-
havior to meet environmental demands and new challenges”
(Caspi, 1998, p. 312). During the long decades when behav-
iorism dominated U.S. psychology and B. F. Skinner advo-
cated an empty organism, Allport defended the reality of
traits: “the person who confronts us possesses inside his skin
generalized action tendencies (or traits) and . . . it is our job
scientifically to discover what they are” (Allport, 1966).
Allport was keenly aware of what was to become a pe-
rennial criticism of trait psychology, namely, that it offered
only circular explanations of behavior: We observe that John
acts aggressively, infer that he has a trait of aggression, and
explain his behavior as due to his trait. That would, of course,
be simplistic, as Allport perfectly well understood. He distin-
guished between the facile attribution of traits and the diffi-
cult science of personality assessment, and he has been
followed in this respect by generations of trait psychologists
schooled in the concept of construct validity and the practice
of psychometrics. Despite this, the view still prevails in many
contemporary textbooks that trait explanations are “primarily
descriptive” (Morris & Maisto, 2002, p. 462) rather than ex-
planatory or that the explanations they offer have a “circular
quality” (Coon, 2004, p. 533). Although this may be true of
casual lay attributions of traits, especially first impressions,

it rather cavalierly dismisses the prodigious quantity of thought
and research that has gone into the development and vali-
dation of contemporary trait-assessment instruments and the
evidence that traits are real entities that can be considered
true causes of behavior (McCrae & Costa, 1995). Claims that
cognitive approaches are needed to help identify “mecha-
nisms that map abstract dispositions onto specific outcomes”
(Cantor, 1990, p. 735) were anticipated by Allport: ‘“Person-
ality is and does something. . . . It is what lies behind specific
acts and within the individual. The systems that constitute
personality are in every sense determining tendencies, and
when aroused by suitable stimuli provoke those adjustive and
expressive acts by which personality comes to be known”
(Allport, 1937, pp. 48—49).

Allport’s most distinctive contribution to trait theory was
his distinction between common traits and personal dispo-
sitions. The former are those “dimensions of individual dif-
ferences” that McCrae and Costa noted and correspond to
such traits as aggressive, serious, and cautious. These traits
are common not in the sense of being widespread but rather
in the sense of being relevant to all people. Everyone can be
considered more or less aggressive or serious or cautious. By
contrast, personal dispositions are concrete tendencies found
in individuals that may not be relevant to any other person.
These are discovered by an analysis of single case studies
(for example, from a collection of letters; Allport, 1965), and
because they are concretely located in the behavior of a single
individual, one can be sure that they are real. By contrast,
common traits are statistical abstractions from groups of peo-
ple and may or may not correspond directly to the psycho-
logical functioning of any one given individual—just as no
family has the statistically average 2.5 children. Allport’s
preference for personal dispositions that are unique to indi-
viduals has recently been