Chapter 12

Cognitive Approaches to Personality

Chapter Outline

Introduction

· Cognitive approaches to personality focus on differences in how people process information

· Cognition refers to awareness and thinking as well as to specific mental acts such as perceiving, interpreting, remembering, believing, anticipating

· Three levels of cognition of interest to personality psychologists

· Perception: Process of imposing order on information received by our sense organs

· Interpretation: Process of making sense of, or explaining, events in the world

· Beliefs and desires: Standards and goals people develop for evaluating themselves and others

· Fourth cognitive domain of interest: Intelligence

Personality Revealed Through Perception

Field Dependence-Independence

· Field independent (relative to field dependent) people have the ability to focus on details despite the clutter of background information

· Measures used to assess field-dependence

· Rod and Frame Test (RFT)

· Embedded Figures Test (EFT)

· Field dependence-independence and life choices

· Education: Field independent people favor natural sciences, math, engineering, whereas field dependent people favor social sciences and education

· Interpersonal relations: Field independent people are more interpersonally detached, whereas field dependent people are attentive to social cues, oriented toward other people

· Current research on field dependence-independence

· Field independent people are better able to screen out distracting information and focus on a task

· Field-independent students learn more effectively than field dependent students in hypermedia-based instructional environment


Pain Tolerance and Sensory Reducing-Augmenting

· Aneseth Petrie’s reducer-augmenter theory of pain tolerance

· People with low pain tolerance have a nervous system that is amplified or augmented by subjective impact of sensory input

· People with high pain tolerance have a nervous system that is dampened; they experience reduced effects of sensory information

· Reducers seek strong stimulation, perhaps in order to compensate for lower sensory reactivity

· Reducers may use substances (nicotine, caffeine, alcohol, other drugs) to artificially “lift” their arousal level

Personality Revealed Through Interpretation


Kelly’s Personal Construct Theory

· Human nature: Humans-as-scientists; people attempt to understand, predict, and control events

· Personal constructs: Constructs a person uses to interpret and predict events

· Kelly and post-modernism: Post-modernism is an intellectual position grounded in the notion that reality is constructed, that every person and every culture has a unique version of reality, with none having privilege

· Fundamental Postulate: “A person’s processes are psychologically channelized by the ways in which he anticipates events”

· Commonality corollary: If two people have similar construct systems, they will be psychologically similar

· Sociality corollary: To understand a person, we must understand how she/he construes the social world

· Anxiety: Not being able to understand and predict life events

· Assessing personal constructs

· Repertory Grid Technique, e.g., Role Construct Repertory Test

Locus of Control

· Locus of control describes a person’s interpretation of responsibility for events

· External locus of control: Generalized expectancies that events are outside of one’s control

· Internal locus of control: Generalized expectancies that reinforcing events are under one’s control, and that one is responsible for major life outcomes

· Rotter’s “expectancy model” of learning behavior

· Learning depends on the degree to which a person values a reinforcer—its reinforcement value

· People differ in their expectations for reinforcement—some believe they are in control of outcomes, whereas others do not


Learned Helplessness

· Animals (including humans) when subjected to unpleasant and inescapable circumstances, become passive and accepting of a situation, in effect learning to be helpless

Personality Revealed Through Goals

· People differ in their goals, and these differences reveal and are part of personality

· Different names and approaches for these goals: Personal strivings, current concerns, personal projects, life tasks

Personal Projects Analysis (Little)

· Personal project: Set of relevant actions intended to achieve a goal a person has selected

· Personal Projects Analysis was developed to assess personal projects

· What people believe about their projects (how important they are, how stressful, how much success they are having in achieving their goals) is useful for understanding how personality works in everyday life

· Personality can be manifested in everyday projects people have


Life Tasks, Goals, and Strategies (Cantor)

· Emphasizes the “doing” of personality over the trait approach’s “having” of personality

· Emphasizes active nature of personality

· Personality is what structures a person’s daily life through the selection of goals and desires, that then determine specific strategies that people use

· Life tasks: Personal versions of culturally mandated problem-solving goals; problems that people work on in day-to-day lives

· Strategies: Characteristic ways people respond to challenges of making progress on a particular life task

· Three strategies have been studied extensively

· Social constraint: Taking the lead from other people in social situations

· Defensive pessimism: Preparing for failure ahead of time; set low expectations for own performance and focus on worst-case outcomes

· Outcome focus: Reassurance-seeking in particular life task domain

Intelligence

· Achievement versus aptitude views of intelligence

· “g” or general intelligence versus domain-specific intelligences

· Widely accepted definition of intelligence (Gardner, 1983): Application of cognitive skill and knowledge to solve problems, learn, and achieve goals valued by the individual and the culture

· Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences

· Emotional intelligence (Goleman)

· Traditional measures of intelligence predict school performance, but not outcomes later in life, such as occupational attainment, salary, marital quality

· Emotional intelligence strongly predicts these life outcomes

· Emotional intelligence includes a set of five specific abilities

· Awareness of our own feelings and bodily signals, being able to identify our own emotions, and make distinctions

· Ability to regulate emotions, especially negative emotions, and to manage stress

· Ability to control one’s impulses, direct attention and effort, delay gratification, and stay on task toward goals

· Ability to decode social and emotional cues of others, empathy

· Ability to influence and guide others without incurring anger, resentment

· Cultural context of intelligence: We should view intelligence as being those skills valued in a particular culture

SUMMARY AND EVALUATION

· Cognitive approaches to personality focus on differences in how people process information

· People differ in how they think, perceive, interpret, remember, believe, desire, and anticipate events in their lives.

· Personality psychologists are interested in these differences as well as characteristics of cognition that all humans share
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Chapter Overview

This chapter introduces students to several key cognitive topics in personality psychology. Cognition refers to awareness and thinking as well as to specific mental acts such as perceiving, interpreting, remembering, believing, and anticipating. These behaviors add up to “information processing,” or the transformation of sensory input into mental representations and the manipulation of such representations. The authors introduce three key levels of cognition that are studied by personality psychologists: Perception, interpretation, and beliefs and desires. Personality psychologists are interested in differences among groups and individuals in these three levels of cognition, as well as in defining the characteristics of cognition that all humans share. The authors first review work suggesting that personality can be revealed through perception. The authors review historical and modern work on field-dependence, and pain tolerance and sensation reducing-augmenting. Next the authors review work suggesting that personality can be revealed through interpretation. The authors review historical and modern work on personal constructs, locus of control, learned helplessness, and explanatory style. Next the authors review work suggesting that personality can be revealed through conscious goals, the third level of cognition. Here the authors review personal projects analysis and research on life tasks, goals, and strategies. The authors next review historical and modern work on intelligence—an important individual difference at the interface of cognition and personality. The authors highlight the many different controversies surrounding intelligence, including the achievement and aptitude approaches to intelligence, whether there is a single, general intelligence, or multiple intelligences, and the cultural context of intelligence.

Learning Objectives

1. Define cognition, including an identification of the key levels of cognition that are of interest to personality psychologists.

2. Define and differentiate personalizing cognition and objectifying cognition.

3. Compare and contrast human information processing and computer information processing.

4. Define field dependence, and review recent and historical work on this personality variable.

5. Discuss the key assumptions and concepts of Kelly’s Personal Construct Theory.

6. Discuss historical and modern work by personality psychologists on pain tolerance and sensation reducing-augmenting.

7. Define locus of control, and discuss historical and modern work on this personality variable. 

8. Differentiate generalized expectancies from specific expectancies.

9. Define learned helplessness, and discuss historical and modern work on this personality variable.

10. Discuss explanatory style, and identify how it is a reformulated theory of learned helplessness.

11. Discuss and differentiate the explanatory style dimensions of internal/external, stable/ temporary, and global/specific.

12. Discuss the key elements of optimistic and pessimistic explanatory styles, and provide examples of each type of explanatory style.

13. Discuss work on the relationship between explanatory style and health.

14. Discuss Personal Projects Analysis as a strategy for studying personality.

15. Discuss personality research focusing on life tasks, goals, and strategies.

16. Discuss intelligence as an individual difference variable.

17. Differentiate the achievement and aptitude approaches to intelligence.

18. Discuss general intelligence and specific intelligences.

19. Discuss the cultural context of intelligence.

Lecture Topics and Lecture Suggestions

1. Developing a personality profile of the bomb-disposal expert: The role of sensation seeking and field dependence-independence. (Glocksohn & Bozna, 2000). This lecture presents the results of a fascinating study designed to examine the personality profile of bomb-disposal experts. Students will find this research intriguing, and it is an excellent example of the applied nature of research in personality psychology. Use this lecture as a springboard for discussing field-dependence versus field-independence, in particular, and other cognitive topics in personality psychology, more generally. Challenge students to consider other personality attributes that bomb-disposal experts are likely to display, including traits reviewed in previous chapters of the textbook.

· According to Glocksohn and Bozna (2000), the high-risk, prosocial professional should score highly on sensation seeking, particularly on the Thrill-and-Adventure-Seeking subscale (TAS)

· However, the TAS subscale does not permit differential prediction of who will prefer which high-risk job

· The cognitive style of field dependence-independence (FDI) could have predictive faculty

· The present study compared 42 bomb-disposal experts and 45 anti-terror operatives, all of whom were males aged 23–35 years

· The authors examined both personality (sensation seeking and the Eysenckian Big Three) and cognitive style

· It was predicted that whereas both groups would score high on TAS, they would differ on FDI

· Relevant data taken from published norms are provided for comparison

· The personality profile of the high-risk, prosocial professional was found to conform to that of the non-impulsive sensation seeker who is emotionally stable

· As hypothesized, bomb-disposal experts were found to be markedly more field independent than were anti-terror operatives

Reference:

Glocksohn, J., & Bozna, M. (2000). Developing a personality profile of the bomb-disposal expert: The role of sensation seeking and field dependence-independence. Personality and Individual Differences, 28, 85–92.

2. Occupations and well-being: A study of personal projects (Christiansen, Backman, 

HYPERLINK "/WebZ/FSQUERY?searchtype=hotauthors:format=BI:numrecs=10:dbname=PsycFIRST::termh1=Little%5C%2C+Brian+R.:indexh1=au%3D:sessionid=sp03sw01-49344-coldwf5g-ichjig:entitypagenum=144:0:next=html/records.html:bad=error/badsearch.html"
Little, & 
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Nguyen, 1999). This lecture presents the results of an interesting study on the relationship between occupation and subjective well-being or happiness. The researchers employ personal projects analysis to assess current goal-directed pursuits. Students are likely to find this research interesting and with “real-world” relevance. Use this lecture as a springboard for discussing personal projects analysis, the relationships between occupation and happiness, and the use of personal projects analysis to study these relationships.

· The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between occupation and subjective well-being

· A convenience sample of 120 adults (aged 19–79 years) completed a personal projects analysis, a method of rating their current goal-directed pursuits

· Participants also completed measures of subjective well-being (Affect Balance Scale, Life Satisfaction Index Form A) and personality traits (Myers-Briggs Personality Inventory)

· Characteristics of personal projects were correlated with subjective well-being scores

· Multiple regression analysis was used to investigate possible predictors of well-being from among the characteristics of personal projects, personality traits, and demographic variables

· The stress associated with personal projects was significantly and negatively correlated with well-being, as was project difficulty

· Perceived progress in completing projects was significantly positively correlated with well-being

· The strongest predictors for well-being were the composite project factors of stress and efficacy (worth and value of project to participant)

· Two personality traits, sensing and extraversion, interacted with the project dimension of stress to emerge as significant predictors of well-being

· Together, these four variables explained 42 percent of the variance in well-being scores

Reference:

Christiansen, C. H., Backman, C., Little, B. R., & Nguyen, A. (1999). Occupations and well-being: A study of personal projects. American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 53, 91–100.

Classroom Activities and Demonstrations

1. Humans are in many ways similar to computers, and these similarities spurred a revolution in psychology that focuses on human cognition and information processing. This activity is designed to guide students to think deeply about the similarities and differences between human cognition and computer “cognition” or information processing. Distribute Activity Handout 12-1 (“Similarities and Differences in Human and Computer Cognition”). Give students about five minutes to complete the handout. Ask students to volunteer some of the similarities and differences they identified. Use this activity as a springboard for discussing why there exists a field of human personality psychology, but not a field of computer personality psychology.

2. Larsen and Buss review the personality dimension of reducing-augmenting. First, ask students to identify the defining features of this dimension. Guide students to the conclusion that reducing-augmenting refers to individual differences in reaction to sensory stimulation—some reduce sensory stimulation, whereas others augment sensory stimulation. This activity is designed to encourage students to apply this idea to themselves, by completing an abbreviated version of a survey measure of reducing-augmenting. Distribute Activity Handout 12-2 (“Reducing-Augmenting”). Give students about three minutes to complete the handout. Once students have completed the handout, explain that students who prefer many of the stimulating (left-hand) choices are likely to be reducers, whereas students who prefer many of the less stimulating (right-hand) activities are likely to be augmenters. Use this activity as a springboard for discussing the dimension of reducing-augmenting. For additional discussion, ask students whether they think there might be a sex difference on this dimension. After soliciting a few opinions, assess by a show of hands the proportion of men versus the proportion of women who scored as reducers. If a sex difference is displayed, challenge students to think about why this might be.

3. Larsen and Buss review research on personal projects and Little’s Personal Project Analysis. First, ask students to define and briefly describe personal projects. Guide students to the conclusion that a personal project is a set of actions intended to achieve a goal that a person has selected. Next, ask students to identify what personal projects reveal about personality. Guide students to the conclusion that, according to Brian Little, personality can be manifested in the everyday projects that people work on. Ask students to discuss this idea. Finally, distribute Activity Handout 12-3 (“Personal Projects Analysis”). Give students about 10 minutes to complete the handout. Ask students to volunteer one or a couple of their personal projects, and to discuss the ratings they gave each of those projects. Use this activity as a springboard for discussing the possibility that personal projects reveal important facets of a person’s personality.

Questions for In-Class Discussion

1. Larsen and Buss present research and theory on three levels of cognition that are of interest to personality psychologists. Ask students to identify and discuss a few examples of each of these three levels of cognition (perception, interpretation, and belief and desires). Encourage students to think of examples in which their perceptions, interpretations, or goals differed from another person’s perceptions, interpretations, or goals, even though the situation or event was objectively the same.

2. Larsen and Buss review the concept of learned helplessness, using it as an example of how interpretations can affect behavior. Larsen and Buss present several examples of learned helplessness, including the original empirical work in which dogs were exposed to electric shocks. Ask students first to define the key components of learned helplessness. Next, ask students to review findings from the original empirical work in which dogs were exposed to electric shocks. Then encourage students to think of other examples in which a person might develop “learned helplessness.” Encourage students to generate examples that were not provided by Larsen and Buss.

3. Larsen and Buss present several definitions of intelligence. Ask students to generate their own definitions of intelligence. What are the key components of intelligence? How can one identify an intelligent person—what do they do, say, think, or feel, for example, that would lead one to decide that they are intelligent? To what extent is intelligence dependent on the culture in which one lives? Larsen and Buss state that we should view intelligence as being those skills valued in a particular culture. Do the students agree? Why or why not? Are there some elements of intelligence that might be cross-culturally regarded as part of what it means to be “intelligent?”

Critical Thinking Essays

1. Larsen and Buss review historical and modern work on three levels of cognition, along which individuals differ: Perception, interpretation, and goals. First, review the key elements of each level of cognition. Discuss the results of research relating each level of cognition to other personality traits and to socially relevant outcomes such as health. Next, address the possibility that one of these three levels is more central to personality than the other two levels. Alternatively, address the possibility that one of the three levels is less central to personality than the other two levels. Or perhaps the three levels of cognition are equally central to personality. Make a case for one of these positions, and include clear reasoning to support your position.

2. Larsen and Buss review empirical work on explanatory style. First, review this research, and identify and describe the three key elements of explanatory style. Next, think of a recent negative event in your life, such as receiving a lower grade on a test than you would have liked to receive. Analyze the explanatory style you used in identifying the cause of this event. Be sure to include reference to each of the three elements of explanatory style in your analysis.

3. Should intelligence be considered an element or dimension of personality? Why or why not? Provide clear reasoning and logic for your response.

Research Papers

1. Larsen and Buss identify three levels of cognition that are of interest to personality psychologists: Perception, interpretation, and goals. Conduct a review of the personality psychology research literature. Identify three articles published in the past five years, each of which primarily addresses one of these three levels of cognition and has direct relevance to personality or individual differences. These articles can be identified in an electronic search by using such key words as “personality and perception,” “personality and interpretation,” and “personality and goals.” For each article, summarize what the researchers investigated, how they investigated it, and what they found.

2. In its original formulation, learned helplessness refers to the finding that animals (including humans), when subjected to unpleasant and inescapable circumstances, become passive and accepting of their situation, in effect learning to be helpless. Conduct a review of the psychological literature. Identify three articles published in the last five years that examine learned helplessness as a personality dimension. Select articles that were not discussed or cited by Larsen and Buss. For each article, summarize what the researchers investigated, how they investigated it, and what they found.

3. Larsen and Buss review some of the historical and recent work on intelligence. One widely accepted definition of intelligence is that it is the application of cognitive skill and the knowledge to solve problems, learn, and achieve goals that are valued by the individual and the culture. Conduct a review of the psychological literature. Identify three articles published in the last three years that address intelligence as an individual difference variable. One excellent source of scholarly work in this area is the journal Intelligence. Select articles that were not discussed or cited by Larsen and Buss. For each article, summarize what the researchers investigated, how they investigated it, and what they found.
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Activity Handout 12-1:

Similarities and Differences in Human and Computer Cognition

Instructions: In the spaces provided below, identify five similarities in human cognition and computer cognition. Next, identify five differences in human cognition and computer cognition.

Similarities in Human Cognition and Computer Cognition:

1. ___________________________________________________________________________

2. ___________________________________________________________________________

3. ___________________________________________________________________________

4. ___________________________________________________________________________

5. ___________________________________________________________________________

Differences in Human Cognition and Computer Cognition:

1. ___________________________________________________________________________

2. ___________________________________________________________________________

3. ___________________________________________________________________________

4. ___________________________________________________________________________

5. ___________________________________________________________________________

Activity Handout 12-2:

Reducing-Augmenting

Instructions: For each pair of activities or events, circle a number that best indicates your preference.

1. Hard rock music

1
2
3
4
5
6
Soft pop music

2. Action movies

1
2
3
4
5
6
Comedy movies

3. Contact sports

1
2
3
4
5
6
Non-contact sports

4. A drum solo

1
2
3
4
5
6
A flute solo

5. Too much exercise

1
2
3
4
5
6
Too little exercise

Activity Handout 12-3:

Personal Projects Analysis

Instructions: Begin this activity by listing five “personal projects” you are currently working on. These can be short-term or long-term. Next, for each personal project, indicate how important the project is (0 = Not at all important, to 7 = Extremely important), how difficult the project is (0 = Not at all difficult, to 7 = Extremely difficult), how much you enjoy working on the project (0 = Do not enjoy at all, to 7 = Enjoy very much), and how much progress you have made on the project (0 = Very little progress, to 7 = Very much progress).






Ratings for Personal Project





Personal Project


Importance
Difficulty
Enjoyment
Progress

1. _________________________








2. _________________________








3. _________________________








4. _________________________








5. _________________________
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