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Introduction


Not only is psychology one of the fastest-growing subjects to study at university worldwide, it is also one of the most exciting and relevant subjects. Over the past decade the scope, breadth and importance of psychology have developed considerably. Important research work from as far afield as the UK, Europe, the USA and Australia has demonstrated the exacting research base of the topic and how this can be applied to all manner of everyday issues and concerns. Being a student of psychology is an exciting experience – the study of mind and behaviour is a fascinating journey of discovery. Studying psychology at the degree level brings with it new experiences, new skills and knowledge. As the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) has stressed:




psychology is distinctive in the rich and diverse range of attributes it develops – skills which are associated with the humanities (e.g. critical thinking and essay writing) and the sciences (hypotheses-testing and numeracy).


(QAA, 2010, p. 5)





Recent evidence suggests that employers appreciate these skills and knowledge of psychology graduates, but in order to reach this pinnacle you need to develop your skills, further your knowledge and most of all successfully complete your degree to your maximum ability. The skills, knowledge and opportunities that you gain during your psychology degree will give you an edge in the employment field. The QAA stresses the high level of employment skills developed during a psychology degree:




due to the wide range of generic skills, and the rigour with which they are taught, training in psychology is widely accepted as providing an excellent preparation for many careers. In addition to subject skills and knowledge, graduates also develop skills in communication, numeracy, teamwork, critical thinking, computing, independent learning and many others, all of which are highly valued by employers.


(QAA, 2010, p. 2)





This book is part of the comprehensive new series, Psychology Express, which helps you achieve these aspirations. It is not a replacement for every single text, journal article, presentation and abstract you will read and review during the course of your degree programme. It is in no way a replacement for your lectures, seminars or additional reading. A top-rated assessment answer is likely to include considerable additional information and wider reading – and you are directed to some of these in this text. This revision guide is a conductor: directing you through the maze of your degree by providing an overview of your course, helping you formulate your ideas, and directing your reading.


Each book within Psychology Express presents a summary coverage of the key concepts, theories and research in the field, within an explicit framework of revision. The focus throughout all of the books in the series will be on how you should approach and consider your topics in relation to assessment and exams. Various features have been included to help you build up your skills and knowledge, ready for your assessments. More detail of the features can be found in the guided tour for this book on page viii.


By reading and engaging with this book, you will develop your skills and knowledge base and in this way you should excel in your studies and your associated assessments.


Psychology Express: Personality and Individual Differences is divided into 11 chapters and your course has probably been divided up into similar sections. However, we, the series authors and editor, must stress a key point: do not let the purchase, reading and engagement with the material in this text restrict your reading or your thinking. In psychology, you need to be aware of the wider literature and how it interrelates, and how authors and thinkers have criticised and developed the arguments of others. So even if an essay asks you about one particular topic, you need to draw on similar issues raised in other areas of psychology. There are, of course, some similar themes that run throughout the material covered in this text, but you can learn from the other areas of psychology covered in the other texts in this series as well as from material presented elsewhere.


We hope you enjoy this text and the others in the Psychology Express series, which cover the complete knowledge base of psychology:




	
Biological Psychology (Emma Preece): covering the biological basis of behaviour, hormones and behaviour, sociobiology and evolutionary psychology and so on.


	
Cognitive Psychology (Jonathan Catling and Jonathan Ling): including key material on perception, learning, memory, thinking and language.


	
Developmental Psychology (Penney Upton): from pre-natal development through to old age, the development of individuals is considered. Childhood, adolescence and lifespan development are all presented.


	
Personality and Individual Differences (Terence Butler and Laura Scurlock-Evans): normal and abnormal personality, psychological testing, intelligence, emotion and motivation are all covered in this book.


	
Social Psychology (Jenny Mercer and Debbie Clayton): a critical perspective on social psychology is presented and includes attributions, attitudes and group relations (including close relationships).


	
Statistics in Psychology (Catherine Steele, Holly Andrews and Dominic Upton): an overview of data analysis related to psychology is presented along with why we need statistics in psychology. Descriptive and inferential statistics, and both parametric and non-parametric analysis, are included.


	
Research Methods for Psychology (Steve Jones and Mark Forshaw): research design, experimental methods, discussion of qualitative and quantitative methods and ethics are all presented in this text.


	
Conceptual and Historical Issues in Psychology (Brian M. Hughes): the foundations of psychology and its development from a mere interest into a scientific discipline. The key conceptual issues of current-day psychology are also presented.





This book, and the other companion volumes in this series, should cover all your study needs (there will also be further guidance on the website). It will, obviously, need to be supplemented with further reading and this text directs you towards suitable sources. Hopefully, quite a bit of what you read here you will already have come across and the text will act as a jolt and to set your mind at rest – you do know the material in depth. Overall, we hope that you find this book useful and informative as a guide for both your study now and in your future as a successful psychology graduate.




Revision note




	Use evidence based on your reading, not on anecdotes or your ‘common sense’.


	Show the examiner you know your material in depth – use your additional reading wisely.


	Remember to draw on a number of different sources: there is rarely one ‘correct’ answer to any psychological problem.


	Base your conclusions on research-based evidence.





Before you begin, you can use the study plan available on the companion website at www.pearsoned.co.uk/psychologyexpress to assess how well you know the material in this book and identify the areas where you may want to focus your revision.
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All this and more can be found at
www.pearsoned.co.uk/psychologyexpress
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Essential points you should know:




	What the term ‘Individual Differences’ refers to


	The aims and scope of Individual Differences


	Methodology associated with Individual Differences


	What the term ‘personality’ refers to


	Why psychologists study Personality and Individual Differences


	Criteria that can be used to evaluate personality theories








Introduction


Studying Individual Differences is a requirement of all British Psychological Society accredited degrees, but why is it such an important topic?


Individual Differences focuses on the whole person and their experiences. It seeks to understand the major sources of variation in behaviour, through exploring latent (hidden) constructs, such as personality and intelligence. Its influence across psychology is demonstrated in the following ways:




	It provides psychological constructs that are useful as ‘dependent variables’ across psychology.


	Statistical techniques and methodology have been developed through researching Individual Differences (e.g. factor analysis) and have subsequently been applied across psychology.


	Psychological tests developed through studying Individual Differences are widely used across applied settings, including: educational, clinical, occupational, counselling, health and forensic psychology.


	Findings from Individual Differences research have been used to help inform and refine theories across psychology.





Personality is one of the most dominant topics in Individual Differences; hence the majority of this book will focus on this area. However, other important topics such as intelligence, mood, motivation and creativity will also be explored.


Before we go any further we need to define exactly what the term Individual Differences actually means.


Assessment advice


Since Individual Differences is a broad subject, you are unlikely to be asked to consider all theories and models. Questions typically come in one of three formats: an area of Individual Differences is specified (e.g. personality or intelligence), a particular theory is specified (e.g. Eysenck’s PEN model) or you are given the opportunity to make your own selection. In the first two instances the question is likely to give you an insight into the debates and evidence which should be evaluated. In the latter case you will be assessed against the soundness of your choice of topic (and your coverage and evaluation of it) regarding the degree to which it allows you to address the assessment.


A problem-based learning question in this area would seek to explore your appreciation of the way in which a specific approach would be much more able to contribute to solving a problem than other approaches.


Sample question


Could you answer the question below? It is a typical essay question that could arise on this topic. Guidelines on answering the question are included at the end of this chapter, whilst a sample problem question and guidance on tackling it can be found on the companion website at www.pearsoned.co.uk/psychologyexpress.
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Essay


Critically discuss the ways in which Individual Differences psychology has contributed to our understanding of human nature.





Defining ‘Individual Differences’


The term ‘Individual Differences’ has come to mean various things, which can be confusing. For example, it is widely used to refer to both an approach to studying phenomena of interest, and the phenomena of interest themselves (Mahoney, 2011). Adding to the confusion is the fact that ‘Individual Differences’ is also used interchangeably with other related (but subtly different) terms (Lubinski, 2000), including:




	Differential psychology


	Personality psychology


	Intelligence





In this book ‘Individual Differences psychology’ will be used to refer to the field of study. Individual Differences psychology seeks to understand how we should best describe the ways in which people vary and how and why such variations in behaviour come about (Cooper, 2002, p. 1).


‘Individual Differences’ will denote the characteristics of interest to psychologists. These characteristics (e.g. personality, intelligence, ‘likeability’) can be conceptualised at different levels of detail, or bandwidth.



Aims of Individual Differences psychology


Cooper’s (2002) definition highlights the core aims of Individual Differences psychology as identifying the general characteristics which can be used to predict similarities and differences in the way people think, feel and behave (Mahoney, 2011). These similarities and differences are referred to as variation.


There are two types of variation of interest to Individual Differences psychologists:




	
Inter-individual variation: the ways in which people differ from each other;


	
Intra-individual variation: the ways in which a person’s own behaviour, thoughts and feelings can vary (e.g. seem out of character, or change across time or situations).





The aims of many Individual Differences theorists are to identify the structure, determinants (causes) and processes (Caprara & Cervone, 2000) underpinning inter- and intra-individual variability.




	Historically the focus has been on identifying the structure of Individual Differences, such as personality. This has led to the criticism that the field has become bogged down with the task of description, resulting in the proliferation of disparate taxonomies (classification systems).


	More recently, theorists have placed greater emphasis on explaining Individual Differences, to understand how and why similarities and differences exist.


	The challenge for contemporary theories of Individual Differences is to integrate these three aspects cohesively and comprehensively.





Identifying variation


Many Individual Differences constructs are latent (not directly observable), posing a problem for their identification and measurement. To resolve this issue theorists seek to identify observable features which are believed to reflect or indicate the presence of the latent variable. This represents the accessibility debate, which is highly contentious (Mahoney, 2011) for the following reasons:




	Do latent constructs actually exist or are they superficially imposed by theorists?


	Is it actually possible to identify and measure latent constructs?


	How can we assess the accuracy of our representations and measurements of latent constructs?





The accessibility debate is fundamental to the field of psychometrics (see Chapter 10).


It is important to recognise that the aims of Individual Differences psychologists may differ according to the approaches they adopt.




CRITICAL FOCUS





Nomothetic and Idiographic approaches to studying Individual Differences


The majority of Individual Differences theories, such as the personality theories of Cattell (1943; Cattell & Kline, 1976) and Eysenck (Eysenck & Eysenck, 1975, 1976) and the Intelligence theories of Spearman (1904) and Thurstone (1934, 1935, 1938), follow the nomothetic approach; they seek to identify personality characteristics which are universal. This approach typically involves making statistical comparisons across individuals and groups to identify how they differ on these characteristics. The nomothetic approach is also associated with making norm group comparisons. In the statistical sense, norms are numbers, values, levels or ranges that are representative of a group, which can be used as a basis for comparison with individual cases. This allows you to see where an individual’s score falls in relation to the norm group (e.g. above or below average). This is similar to comparing the latitudinal and longitudinal coordinates of different cities in the world and looking at whether they lie above or below the equator.


The nomothetic approach has been criticised by some, such as Gordon Allport (1961), who argued that it has limited predictive value for how individuals will behave in specific situations. For this reason, some theorists adopt the idiographic approach to studying Individual Differences. This approach usually focuses on a single individual and builds up a detailed account of their life, or an event of interest. For example, Allport (1961) employed this approach to explore what makes individuals unique in terms of their personality. Theorists adopting this approach argue that it can provide a more meaningful and holistic understanding of human nature. However, the terms used to describe one individual are only appropriate to that specific individual, and should not be used to describe anyone else. This makes comparisons difficult, if not impossible.







Test your knowledge




	How do the nomothetic and idiographic approaches to studying Individual Differences differ?


	What are the key strengths and limitations of the nomothetic approach to Individual Differences?


	What might the key strengths and limitations of the idiographic approach to Individual Differences be?








Scope of Individual Differences psychology


The scope of Individual Differences psychology is vast. To help appreciate the topics of interest in this field we will use Larsen & Buss’ (2010) six domains of knowledge. Larsen and Buss discussed these domains in relation to personality psychology, but they are relevant to all Individual Differences.


Table 1.1 Six domains of knowledge
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Domains of knowledge refer to the boundaries of psychologists’ knowledge, expertise and interests, and therefore represent the individual’s ‘specialism’ (Larsen & Buss, 2010). Many psychologists operate within one or two domains and are therefore interested in a specific and limited set of aspects of human nature. Ultimately this means there are few theories which seek to account for all domains of knowledge, which limits our understanding of Individual Differences.




CRITICAL FOCUS





Micro-, grand and ultimate theories


Historically there have been shifts in the emphasis placed on the scale of Individual Differences theories:




	Until the mid-twentieth century emphasis was placed on grand theories (often referred to as ‘schools of thought’), which aimed to understand the whole person (Engler, 2008). An example of a grand theory is Freud’s psychoanalytic theory of personality, which seeks to understand the development, stability and mechanisms of personality.


	Since (roughly) the 1950s, micro-theories have gained prominence. Micro-theories are more fine-grained and narrow in focus. They seek to understand specific features of phenomena, such as aiming to explain ‘conscientiousness’, rather than personality as a whole.


	More recently there has been increasing speculation about whether an ‘ultimate’ theory of Individual Differences is possible. An ultimate theory would need to provide a comprehensive conceptual framework that unifies pre-existing grand theories and provides direction for future exploration. It would need to provide an explanation of the phenomenon at each level of the domains of knowledge.










Test your knowledge




	Why might an ultimate theory of Individual Differences be difficult to develop?


	How might a theory of Individual Differences that focuses on the biological and dispositional domains of knowledge differ from (and be similar to) a theory that focuses on the adjustment and sociocultural domains?


	Why do you think there may have been historical shifts in the focus on types of theory (e.g. dispositional to sociocultural, and grand to micro-theory?










Further reading







	Topic
	Key reading








	Critical discussion of the aims and scope of Individual Differences psychology
	Chapter 1 (Individual Differences: aims, methods and ethics) in B. Mahoney, (2011). Critical thinking in psychology: Personality and individual differences. Exeter: Learning Matters.











Methods of enquiry in Individual Differences psychology


Historically, there have been shifts in the methodology associated with Individual Differences psychology. Early research (e.g. in radical behaviourism) was more strongly associated with experimental research conducted in laboratory settings:




	
True experiments require the researcher to be able to manipulate some variables whilst holding all others constant (controlling them) and usually uses random group designs.


	True experiments are often seen as the ‘gold standard’ of research because if control is properly exercised (and the experiment is said to have internal validity) you can be more confident that any changes you record in your dependent variable(s) are due to the manipulations you made to your independent variable (Bryman & Cramer, 2011).


	That is, you can more legitimately make causal inferences about the relationship between the variables you are studying (Bryman & Cramer, 2011).





True experimental research has been criticised in relation to Individual Differences psychology because it often took place in artificial, sterile and unrealistic conditions (Lisney, 1989). This raises the question of whether research findings accurately reflect ‘real life’ (Lisney, 1989). For this reason later research attempted to take into account more ecologically valid settings. This, coupled with the difficulties associated with conducting true experiments in Individual Differences psychology, means that this field more frequently employs correlational and case study research designs.




	Problems arise because Individual Difference variables are usually confounded (tangled up with) with person variables (Robins, Fraley & Krueger, 2007). Person variables (also called participant variables) are characteristics which cannot be isolated or manipulated (e.g. a person’s gender). So, when designing an experiment on intelligence, we are not able to exclude other person variables such as motivation. For this reason quasi-experimental methods and correlational designs tend to be adopted.


	Correlational research designs accompanied by statistical techniques such as regression, factor analysis and structural equation modelling are particularly useful tools for exploring the ways in which different variables interact to influence thinking, feeling and behaviour.


	
Correlational designs tend to involve studying non-manipulated variables (Bryman & Cramer, 2011), and is common in personality and intelligence research.


	
Quasi-experiments are similar to true experiments, but lack their rigorous control and frequently involve non-equivalent groups (Heppner, Wampold & Kivlighan, 2007). Basically, this means that you are not able to randomly assign people to groups, but must group people on some naturally occurring variable (e.g. gender). Researchers then use statistical techniques to try to compensate for this lack of physical control, and may then manipulate other variables to explore the interactions between variables.





Although quasi-experiments and correlational designs exert less control over the variables of interest, they may have greater external validity (Sizkmund & Babin, 2005).




KEY STUDY





Example of a quasi-experiment designed to examine the causal relationship between exposure to media violence and increase in violent behaviour


The links between violence in the media and acts of violence have long been of interest to psychologists. Much research on this topic has involved attempts to conduct true experiments, which usually take place in laboratory settings, such as Bandura’s ‘bashing bobo’ study (Bandura, Ross & Ross, 1961) and Liebert and Baron’s ‘help or hurt’ study (1972). Although these studies could exert a strong degree of experimental control (required for good internal validity and therefore the capacity to infer causality), they involved artificial scenarios. For this reason, some researchers, such as Leyens et al. (1975), have attempted to conduct quasi-experiments in the field. Leyens et al. (1975) observed the behaviour of individuals living in four cottages which were part of a minimum-security institution for adolescent boys in Belgium. Initially the researchers observed ‘normal’ behaviour in the cottages (a baseline) and identified two cottages in which more aggressive inmates lived and two cottages in which less aggressive inmates lived. Next, for a period of a week one cottage from each of the two groups (more versus less aggressive) were shown either violent films or neutral films. Following these movies the number of verbal and physical displays of aggression were observed by the researchers.


The results indicated that more aggressive acts were recorded after the violent, compared to the neutral films, and that this increase was more noticeable for the groups of participants who already displayed a greater tendency towards aggression than the other participants. These effects were also observed to continue through to a post-treatment week for the inmates who had displayed aggressive tendencies at baseline, but not the participants from the less aggressive group.







Test your knowledge




	What other factors may have affected Leyens et al.’s study?


	What ethical issues do you think this study may raise?










	
Case studies feature prominently in Individual Differences psychology and allow you to explore a particular phenomenon and an individual’s functioning as a whole (Robins, Fraley & Krueger, 2007). By studying individuals holistically across situations or across time, we are able to learn about their responses, experiences and behavioural outcomes.


	The case study methodology was championed by Gordon Allport, George Kelly and Sigmund Freud (amongst others) and has strong ties with the idiographic approach.





Appropriately chosen and implemented research designs help us to demonstrate the validity of our results and theory. It is important to ask questions of the suitability of the methods used in research, as this helps us identify areas for improvement that could have implications for the application, comprehensiveness and coherence of theories.


The technique of ‘cross validation’, which is particularly valued in Individual Differences psychology, involves examining multiple approaches to establishing validity. The different types of validity that we may need to consider depending on the designs we employ are outlined in Table 1.2 below. These concepts are also explored in Chapter 10 (Psychometrics).


Ensuring theories and measures are based on robust and accurate research is of both practical and ethical importance (see Chapter 10 for further discussion), because the findings of research and tools developed (e.g. measures of personality) are frequently used for important purposes, such as job selection and recruitment or therapeutic decisions.


Table 1.2 Types of validity







	Types of validity
	Explanation








	Empirical validity
	Does the evidence support the propositions?




	Predictive validity
	Occurs when a theory/concept is able to make satisfactory predictions of an outcome.




	Criterion validity
	The extent to which the outcomes of a theory/concept can be judged against some external measure.




	Face validity
	Does the theory/concept recognised have widespread recognition?




	Construct validity
	The theory is constructed such that it corresponds to the field in which it is to be employed.




	Content validity
	Is the content of the theory/concept applicable to the topic?




	Convergent validity
	Does the theory make satisfactory predictions of constructs which should be related to each other?




	Discriminant validity
	Does the theory make satisfactory predictions of constructs which should not be related to each other?
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Problem-based learning


You are asked to develop a piece of research to examine whether listening to music with ‘violent’ lyrics causes an increase in displays of aggressive behaviour in adolescent boys and girls. What information will you need (and where can this be found) in order to design this research effectively? What theoretical, methodological and ethical issues will you need to consider and how might you overcome them? See Chapters 10 and 11 for a discussion of ethical issues in Individual Differences research.





Psychometrics


Psychometrics is the field concerned with the scientific measurement of psychological phenomena (Individual Differences). This represents the predominant approach within Individual Differences psychology (Mahoney, 2011), and much of our knowledge of Individual Differences generated by this approach is used to help make important decisions in applied settings (see Chapters 10 and 11 for further discussion). This approach is controversial owing to the key assumptions which define it:




	
Scaling: Individual Differences data can be reduced to numbers or quantities.


	
Error: Data collection and scaling will involve some error (systematic and random), but this error can be dealt with sufficiently through experimental control and statistical control.


	
Statistical models: statistical techniques can be used to develop models of Individual Differences.







Test your knowledge




	What research methodologies are commonly associated with Individual Differences psychology?


	Why is it important that research findings in Individual Differences psychology are accurate and valid?


	What issues might researchers have to overcome when studying Individual Differences?










Further reading







	Topic
	Key reading








	Overview of methodology
	Revelle, W., Wilt, J. & Condon, D. (2011). Methodological advances in differential psychology. In T. Charmorro-Premuzic, S. Stumm & A. Furnham (eds), Handbook of Individual Differences, Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 39–74.




	
	Lear, M. & Hoyle, R. (2009). Methods for the study of Individual Differences in social behaviour. In M. Lear & R. Hoyle, Handbook of Individual Differences in social behaviour. New York: Guilford Press.











What makes the Individual Differences approach unique?


Although theories and research in Individual Differences are concerned with similar topics to other branches of psychology (e.g. behaviour and cognition), it goes about studying them in a different way. Whereas most other fields start from the assumption that people are basically the same and therefore attempts to identify universal laws of behaviour, Individual Differences psychology seeks to identify what makes people unique, by identifying how people differ from one another (Cooper, 2002).


Individual Differences psychology is also broadly underpinned by several assumptions which, when combined, set it apart from other fields in psychology:




	
Enduring patterns: people can be characterised by their ‘typical’ thoughts, feelings and behaviours (e.g. dispositions, personality), which are relatively stable. These enduring patterns can be used to infer similarities and differences between people or groups.


	
Scientifically measurable: similarities and differences between people can be measured scientifically.


	
Aggregate data: data collected from research can be aggregated in meaningful ways, although this has implications for the way it can be interpreted.


	
Consequences: The way in which Individual Differences are studied, the format in which Individual Differences data are collected and used to develop theory and psychometric tests, has significant consequences for people. For example, theory, psychometric tests and therapy developed through the Individual Differences approach will impact on people in clinical, counselling, health, occupational, forensic and educational contexts.


	
Person–environment interaction: recently there has been a recognition of the way that an individual’s characteristics affect, and are affected by, environmental, situational and cultural factors. However, the Individual Differences approach assumes that these interactions have the potential to be understood through continuing scientific investigation.







Test your knowledge




	In what ways is Individual Differences psychology different from other fields in psychology?


	What are the key interests and concerns of Individual Difference psychologists?


	What might the key contributions of Individual Differences psychology be to other fields in psychology?










Further reading







	Topic
	Key reading








	Overview of Individual Differences
	Chapter 1: Introducing Individual Differences – from everyday to psychological questions. In T. Chamorro-Premuzic (2011). Personality and Individual Differences, 2nd edn. Chichester: BPS Blackwell.




	Overview of the history of Individual Differences
	Revelle, W., Wilt, J. & Condon, D. (2011). Individual Differences and differential psychology: A brief history and prospect. In. T. Chamorro-Premuzic, S. Stumm & A. Furnham (eds), Handbook of Individual Differences, Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, pp. 3–38.
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