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Preface


ME, MYSELF, AND US EXPLORES QUESTIONS THAT ARE rooted in the origins of human consciousness but are as commonplace as the conversation you had at breakfast this morning. The questions are very personal and deal with you, yourself. Am I really an introvert? Why can I motivate my employees but can’t connect at all with my kids? Why am I a completely different person at home from the person I am at work? Do I really control the things that matter to me? I seem to be uncommonly happy—is there something wrong with me? Is there any truth to the ludicrous rumor that I am, in essence, a jerk?


Some of these questions deal with us, the other people in your life, particularly those who matter to you. Why does my ex-spouse do those things he does? Can I trust the new associates in my firm? Why was my grandmother so much happier than my mom? Should I be concerned that my daughter invests more in her online “friends” than in her immediate family?


To answer these kinds of questions we will draw on recent advances in the field of personality psychology and explore several key ways of understanding personality. We will start by examining your “personal constructs,” the cognitive goggles you use to understand yourself and others. We will then examine your traits, your goals and commitments, and the personal contexts of your everyday life. We will show how each of these factors helps shape the course of our lives and how understanding them helps us reflect on where our lives have gone and where they might still go.


Personality psychology emerged as an academic specialty in the 1930s, but its roots extend back to philosophical and medical theories in fourth-century BCE Greece. Influential among these ancient theories were those that emphasized how various bodily humors—air, black bile, blood, and yellow bile—gave rise to four corresponding temperamental types: phlegmatic, melancholic, sanguine, and choleric personalities. Although such views are now thoroughly discredited, for centuries they were the dominant way of thinking about personality. So if your breakfast conversation had taken place during medieval times, the rumor that you were a jerk, ludicrous or not, would likely have been attributed to your surplus of yellow bile—that was your basic nature, and there was little you could do about it. There are echoes today of such a view about personality in theories that emphasize “types” of individuals. You may have already “typed” yourself because of a test you have taken: you think you are an extravert or a Type A, and you’re curious about whether such ways of thinking about yourself have any scientific validity. We will deal in some detail with such issues in the chapters that follow, and the answers might surprise you.


Those of you who have taken courses in psychology will be familiar with theories of personality that emphasize unconscious drives and impulses as the root causes of our behavior. The theories of Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung, which were particularly influential in the early twentieth century, still have an influence in clinical psychology and literary fields but have fallen out of favor among academic researchers in personality psychology. If you have come to believe that the most consequential aspects of your personality are unconscious forces, primarily sexual in nature, what follows will certainly challenge you. Although forces of which we are unaware may well drive our behavior, such influences will not be the prime focus of this book; rather, we will explore how your life is more actively shaped by your goals, aspirations, and personal projects—self-defining ventures that provide meaning in your life. Looking at personality in this way provides you with a vantage point from which to reflect upon your life and think about your future. You are not simply a passive pawn manipulated entirely by forces beyond your control, even though you may have your doubts when you wake up and reflect on what an idiot you were last night.


Another way in which you may have come to think about your personality was through the humanistic psychology of Carl Rogers, Abraham Maslow, and others that flourished in the mid-twentieth century. In contrast with theories that emphasized unconscious determinants of personality, the humanistic psychologists emphasized the more active and growth-oriented aspects of human behavior. A generation that believed deeply in the human capacity, both individually and collectively, to shape our own futures enthusiastically endorsed this human potential perspective. Unfortunately, rigorous science did not match much of the rhetoric of the humanistic movement in psychology. Indeed, scientific objectivity was, itself, seen as a barrier to a true understanding of human nature, a view that was particularly prominent in “new age” approaches to understanding ourselves.


Today this more optimistic view of our capacity for meaningful lives is studied by the field of positive psychology, which explores factors that enhance flourishing in individual lives, communities, organizations, and nations.1 Positive psychology has explicitly committed itself to a scientifically rigorous approach to understanding human well-being and distances itself from some of the more questionable excesses of humanistic psychology. Although Me, Myself, and Us is not a positive psychology book per se, it shares with that field a concern about well-being, happiness, and a sense of meaning in our lives, especially how our personalities influence these aspects of the good life. The application of these lessons from the science of personality to our own personal lives will not be in ten easy steps or formulaic algorithms. It will involve the art of well-being—the creation of a distinctive, singular way of reflecting on your life.


I don’t assume in this book that you have prior knowledge about personality psychology or of psychology, for that matter. I only assume that you are curious about understanding how personality can shape our lives. But some of you might well have taken a course in psychology and are aware that personality psychology went through a crisis in the 1970s as a result of the publication, in 1968, of a book by Walter Mischel, then at Stanford University. Mischel’s book, Personality and Assessment, challenged the whole notion of stable traits of personality. He concluded that there was scant evidence for broad, stable traits of personality, concluding that much of our daily conduct was based instead on the situations we confronted and the ways we construed those situations. Some took this as an indictment of the whole field of personality psychology, and a generation of psychology students was then taught that they should look elsewhere to understand the origins of their behavior. Perhaps you were taught this and thus approach the field of personality psychology with caution.


Today things have dramatically changed. The field of personality psychology is exceptionally buoyant and has expanded into a broad-based personality science studying a considerable range of factors, from neurons to narratives, and drawing contributions from fields as disparate as biochemistry, economics, and literary biography. Within this expanded field the study of traits has been revitalized. I will show you how these enduring aspects of personality have major consequences for your health, happiness, and success in life. We will also see that these traits have a neurobiological base that is, in part, determined by genetic factors. But we will not stop there—personality is more complex than the simple acting out of our biological dispositions. I will introduce you to the distinction between fixed traits and what I call “free traits” of personality, such as when an introverted person acts as an over-the-top extravert, and not only at the office karaoke party. Or a deeply disagreeable person is resolutely pleasant for a whole weekend in October. Perhaps you do this yourself. Why do you act out of character in this way, and what are the consequences for you?


Beyond the revitalization of trait psychology, contemporary personality science has also made advances in four other key areas. First, our understanding of the biological influences on personality, our first natures, has grown enormously in the past decade. The old dichotomy between nature and nurture has given way to a more intricate and intriguing perspective on how we can nurture our natures. Second, our understanding of environmental influences on personality has been transformed. The social, physical, and symbolic contexts of our lives comprise our second natures. These influences, from our iPod playlists to the “personality” of our cities, both reflect and shape our personalities. Third, there has been a sea change in how psychologists have been exploring the links between personality and human motivation. I have coined the term third natures to refer to this shift. Third natures arise out of the personal commitments and core projects that we pursue in our daily lives. Under this new perspective genes influence us as do our circumstances, but we are not hostage to them. Our core projects enable us to rise beyond our first two natures. It is in this distinctively human capacity that the subtleties and the intrigue of human personality are most clearly discerned. Fourth, in contrast with the emphasis on pathology in some of the classic theories of personality, the new personality science is equally concerned with positive attributes like creativity, resiliency, and human flourishing, and in this respect it overlaps with the concerns of positive psychology. The science of personality explores those who are both odd and audacious—strange folks and real characters.


Me, Myself, and Us draws on these advances in the study of personality and examines issues that have consequences for how we think about ourselves and others. Are our first impressions of other people’s personalities usually fallacious? Are creative individuals essentially maladjusted? Are our characters, as William James put it, set like plaster by the age of thirty? Is a belief that we are in control of our lives an unmitigated good? Are there patterns of personality that differentiate hardy, healthy people and those at risk for coronaries? Do our singular personalities comprise one unified self or a confederacy of selves, and if the latter, which of our mini-me’s do we offer up in marriage or mergers? Are some individuals genetically hardwired for happiness? Which is the more viable path toward human flourishing—the pursuit of happiness or the happiness of pursuit?


Me, Myself, and Us explores these questions and provides a new perspective on human natures and the varieties of well-being. It also provides a framework through which we can explore the personal, more intimate implications of the science of personality. Such exploration may clarify some of the stranger aspects of our daily conduct and help you see your very self and other selves as somewhat less perplexing and definitely more intriguing.









chapter one


First Blushes and Second Thoughts


Every person is in certain respects like all other people, like some other people, and like no other person.


Adapted from CLYDE KLUCKHOHN and HENRY A. MURRAY, Personality in Nature, Society and Culture, 1953


Probably a crab would be filled with a sense of personal outrage if it could hear us class it without ado or apology as a crustacean, and thus dispose of it. “I am no such thing, it would say; I am MYSELF, MYSELF alone.”


WILLIAM JAMES, The Varieties of Religious Experience, 1902


When I say that Professor Lindzey’s left shoe is an “introvert,” everyone looks at his shoe as if it were something the shoe was responsible for. . . . Don’t look at that shoe! Look at me; I’m the one who is responsible for the statement.


GEORGE KELLY, Man’s Construction of his Alternatives, 1958


WHO DO YOU THINK YOU ARE? HOW ABOUT YOUR MOTHER, your partner, or that strange person sitting across from you in the restaurant? Why do you think about yourself and others in the way you do? Perhaps you have taken a personality test that “types” you, but you suspect that you and others you care about are more than this. Perhaps you have heard that the situation you’re in, more than the type of person you are, determines your behavior and wonder whether this is true. But types seem too simple and situations too bloodless to satisfy your curiosity about personality. You want new ways of thinking about yourself and others.


Let’s start by looking in some detail at the way you typically think about yourself and other selves, at what personality psychologists call your “personal constructs.” We will find that how you construe others reveals as much about you as it does about them. And we will find that your personal construing has important consequences for your well-being and how you feel and act in your daily life. Your personal constructs serve as both frames and cages.1 They can provide some predictable paths through life’s complexities, but they can also lock you into a rigid way of thinking about yourself and others. It is possible to change our personal constructs, and this gives us hope. But sometimes escaping from them can be difficult. So let’s go back to our initial question: Who do you think you are? Let’s see what you make of the proposition that, in an important sense, you are your personal constructs.


STRANGERS AND SELF: PERSONAL CONSTRUCTS AS FRAMES AND CAGES


Imagine you are sitting in a restaurant observing the people around you. You notice that one of two men at the next table—the younger, spiffily dressed one, sends his steak back for the third time. Based on your observation of this sequence of acts, what is your first-blush impression of him? Which personal constructs do you invoke?


There are three different approaches you could take. First, you might think of him as having a particular personality trait—perhaps assertiveness or extraversion or, less charitably, obnoxiousness. Second, by observing his interaction with his older, grayer table partner, you may infer that the steak returner has an “agenda” or aim beyond procuring meat cooked to his liking: he may be engaged in a personal project involving his dinner companion. Perhaps that project is “impress the boss” or “show I don’t settle for less than I deserve.” Third, you might create a narrative that explains his actions. The poor guy has been so demanding tonight because he had a major disappointment at work, and he is lashing out at a server who apparently doesn’t understand that medium rare means MEDIUM RARE. You might even use all three approaches more or less simultaneously: the guy at the next table is a demanding jerk who is showing off but clearly has a beef with somebody. Through this process you could have learned more about yourself—and how you assess personality—than about this still-hungry diner.


If you and the steak holder are strangers, as we are assuming here, then attributions about his traits, his projects, or his narrative are suspect. One of the well-documented findings in the study of attributions is that we are more likely to ascribe traits to others, whereas we explain our own actions according to the situations we are in.2 You have only seen him in this one situation. He might have been acting uncharacteristically, so ascribing a stable trait to him like obnoxiousness could well be unfair. And you certainly have no reliable information on which to assess accurately whether he is trying to impress his boss or whether—and why—he might be feeling bruised and overly sensitive. These are first-blush attempts to explain someone who caught your attention. They are hypothetical hunches based on your personal constructs.


Such hunches are ubiquitous. As Stanley Milgram has observed, in our everyday lives we often make inferences and construct narratives about strangers on the basis of very little information.3 For example, most of us come in regular contact with “familiar strangers”—people we see in the elevator each morning or in the grocery store or dropping the kids off at school. Our “relationship” with such people is a subtle one. We are aware of each other’s presence, but we collude to remain strangers. It is a frozen relationship. And we sometimes create quite elaborate stories about such strangers: he’s the guy who looks harried each morning and is probably a divorced lawyer who is ticked off because the Giants lost yesterday. She is a lovely, thoughtful woman who wants to live in Paris, but because she cares for her dying sister, she has foreclosed on her own happiness. And, of course, while you are spinning narratives about them, they are creating stories about you too—about your personality and well-being.


What is particularly intriguing about these frozen relationships is how intensely we resist thawing them, particularly if they have been on ice for a long period. Ask yourself, for example, whether you are more likely to approach a familiar stranger or a complete stranger for the correct time. Unless we meet the familiar stranger in a totally different setting, we are likely to approach a real stranger. But occasionally thawing happens, and we then have a chance to confirm or disconfirm the hypotheses we have been making about our familiar strangers. Sometimes our hunches are bang on, and we take pleasure in having them confirmed. Sometimes our inferences are way off. He’s a Green Bay fan, not a Giants fan, and he’s happily married, just exhausted by the sleeping patterns of the new twins. The lovely woman isn’t really that lovely or thoughtful, and she has been dreaming of living in Peoria and doesn’t have a sister. And, again, while you have been creating and revising your construal of these people, they have been doing the same with you. You each have been imputing traits, inferring projects, and weaving narratives.4 Each of these different ways of making assessments about others—through traits, projects, and narratives—helps us understand personality and well-being. But beyond helping us understand others, they also help us understand ourselves.


The way you construe others has consequences for your well-being. Generally speaking, the more numerous the lenses or frames through which you can make sense of the world, the more adaptive it is. Having too few constructs or insufficiently validated ones can create problems, particularly when life is moving quickly and you are trying to make sense of it. Your constructs can cage you in, and then life does not go as well as it might otherwise.


PERSONAL CONSTRUING AND DEGREES OF FREEDOM


The reason personal constructs matter is because they determine, in part, the degrees of freedom we have for shaping our lives. To explore this in more detail it is helpful to understand the view of human nature that is implied when we look at personality in terms of your personal constructs and then provide some more details about the way in which they influence how we feel and what we do in our lives.


Personal constructs were the key concept in an original and insightful theory of personality written by George Kelly in the middle of the last century. In his two-volume work, The Psychology of Personal Constructs, Kelly challenged what were then the two most influential theories about human personality—psychoanalysis and behaviorism. Freudian psychoanalytic theory saw personality as being shaped by the protracted conflict between unconscious, primarily sexual needs and the prohibitions of society. Skinner and the behaviorists believed that what we think of as personality was simply behavior shaped by environmental contingencies of rewards and punishments. Kelly regarded each of these views as providing a far too passive view of the human condition. He proposed instead that each person is like a scientist, actively testing, confirming, and revising hypotheses about people, objects, and events in their lives.5 


From this perspective, when we form impressions of others we are anticipating how those people will act. The labels we use to communicate about our constructs are typically contrasting adjectives. We use them to describe not only ourselves but also our loved ones, professional colleagues, strangers, and the objects we confront in our daily lives. Here are three bipolar personal constructs that you might have used in your daily attempts to make sense of your world: “good-bad,” “introverted-extraverted,” and “has a USB port–doesn’t have a USB port.” Clearly, constructs like “good-bad” apply to a vast range of potential objects and events, including cholesterol, body odor, sirloin steaks, and presidential candidates. We say that they have a broad “range of convenience.” “Has a USB port” has applicability to a far narrower range of objects, notably electronic devices, and is less convenient to use for construing grandmothers or oysters unless you are dangerously deep into metaphor. The construct “introvert-extravert” is somewhere in between the others in terms of its range of applicability. It is very frequently used in construing people, and its range extends to other creatures such as the neighbor’s Maltese terrier. But if someone calls a professor’s left shoe “an introvert,” it would be more instructive to look at the construer than the footwear to determine what is going on, as Kelly’s epigram at the beginning of this chapter so nicely illustrates.


But Kelly also has another point that demonstrates why our personal constructs are central to understanding ourselves. When we construe another person, we create the attribute that we then regard as having emanated from the person we are construing. Our inclination to choose particular sets of constructs that we then apply to others can pose problems when they turn out to be inaccurate or simply different from others’ constructs. The man in the restaurant did not arrive prelabeled with a tag that said “jerk” or “obnoxious.” That was a personal construct the perceiver invoked. Someone else might well have seen the same man and his steak-returning behavior as “classy” or “masculine.” In short, our impressions of others’ personalities are routed through our personal constructs, and these are dynamic, complex, and potentially revisable. Although we might believe that our impressions of others are cool, rational readings of the objects of our construal, personal constructs are frequently hot, emotional expressions of something far deeper.


Consider how personal constructs can influence emotional reactions.6 Anxiety can be seen as the awareness that something—an event or occurrence, for example—is outside the range of convenience of your personal constructs. If you hear a strange sound at night and it doesn’t fit into your typical constructs like “the cat” or “the husband,” a blip of anxiety will occur until you are able to confirm another hypothesis, “It’s the raccoons again,” at which time the anxiety dips. If, however, you sense that it is a burglar, your anxiety will translate into fear, a related but differentiable emotion.


Anxiety may be a more prolonged state, particularly when we are experiencing an unexpected change in our environment, such as the death of a partner, for instance. In this case, life simply can’t be navigated in the same old way. New constructs are necessary to make sense of living on your own, to manage changing finances, and to decide whether to keep the subscription to all those sports channels. Who are you now? Those who have more constructs available for anticipating events or the challenges of changed environments are less at risk for experiencing anxiety. Those with very few personal constructs, particularly if those constructs have a very narrow range of convenience, may frequently be upended in their anticipation of events: their constructs just don’t apply to many of the new situations they need to deal with in life. In other words, the more limited one’s repertoire of personal constructs, the greater the anxiety and the fewer the degrees of freedom one has in anticipating and acting upon events in your daily life. This helps explain why your sister can’t seem to move beyond her divorce, in spite of all your attempts to give her new things to do. She treats everyone in terms of a simple construct, “trustworthy vs. will leave me in a flash like Sam did,” and in so doing she reduces her degrees of freedom and retreats from re-engaging with life and moving ahead.


Hostility, from a personal construct perspective, is the attempt to extort validation for a personal construct you already suspect has been disconfirmed.7 Consider a personal construct that you apply to yourself—you see yourself as “dignified” in contrast to those who, in your eyes, “are pushovers.” You confront a situation in which you are treated as though you were, indeed, a pushover. In such a situation you may behave so as to force compliance with your own way of construing yourself: You won’t back down. You need self-validation. You send back the steak for a second time. And you’ll send it back a third time, if necessary, because what is at stake now is not really the steak.


Threat is the awareness of an imminent change in one’s core personal constructs. The notion of “core” is crucial here and will figure importantly in subsequent chapters. Personal constructs typically do not bounce around as isolated blips of meaning; rather, they form systems with properties that have a profound effect on the way we interpret and act upon events. An important systemic property of personal construct systems is the degree of connection or linkage between each of the constructs in the system. Some personal constructs are relatively peripheral—their use and validation operates independently of other constructs. Others are core constructs in the sense that they have strong interconnections with other constructs in the system. They form the foundation of the personal construct system.


Consider how looking at the personal construct system might explain a common experience of parents whose children have gone off to college. A core construct for many students in the first year of college is “intelligent–not intelligent,” a construct that can be applied both to themselves and to their actual and potential friends. For some students this construct may be tightly linked to other constructs such as “successful-unsuccessful,” “good job prospects–stuck in dead-end jobs,” and even “worthwhile-useless.” It is possible to assess what researchers call the implicative links between constructs in a system to tease out which are core constructs—those with the greatest implications for other constructs—from those that are more peripheral. Let’s assume that “intelligence” is one such highly linked, richly implicative core construct. Consider what happens if an event, such as getting a failing grade on an academic examination, challenges that construct. To the extent that this information disconfirms a person’s core construct of being intelligent, it is likely to be threatening indeed because it isn’t just a single invalidation but rather a challenge to the whole construct system through which that person is navigating life. For a person whose construct of “intelligent–not intelligent” is only loosely linked to other constructs, a failing grade, though disappointing and unpleasant, would not be particularly threatening. Your child is less likely to be devastated by a failed midterm if “achieving well on exams” were not such a core aspect of her construct system. She might learn that being creative and insightful are also worthy features of academic life and incorporate these as core personal constructs.


The emotional consequences of testing and revising personal constructs help us understand how strongly we might resist changing them. The more implications a construct has for other constructs, the more resistance there is to changing it.8 A few years ago I tried out this idea of understanding our self-conceptions through personal constructs with my students at Harvard. What I learned was how intelligence, at least at Harvard, is linked to construing oneself as “sexy.” The class had completed filling out an assessment of their personal constructs and had rated themselves and other people in their social network on each of their constructs. I had told them about a particularly interesting way of looking at resistance to change in their constructs by imagining what would happen to their own self-construal if they woke up tomorrow to find that they were now switched from one end to the other of each of their constructs. You might try this as well: pick the single-most important construct you use to define who you are (e.g., “a good parent,” “a New Yorker,” “creative”), and now imagine that the opposite defines you. For the students I suggested, by way of an almost random example, that they look at how they would feel if they were no longer at Harvard—that they had never been there. How would that influence their status on other constructs like intelligence, attractiveness, and so forth? The result was intriguing. One of the guys in the class told us that not being at Harvard would have a direct negative impact on his being construed as “sexy.” Another student, also a male, agreed, and then another. All males. They all thought they would lose their attractiveness and mate worthiness if they were no longer dressed in crimson. The women in the class looked puzzled and then amused. For two of them the change of status to no longer being at Harvard would increase their attractiveness! Regardless of whether it was true, this thought experiment demonstrates both the power and the subtlety of the dynamics of personal constructs and, perhaps, the invidiousness of gendered identities. As much as it might be difficult for a young woman to think of herself as sexy at Harvard, as one of them said on her way out, “at least it isn’t MIT.”


Gerald: The Man with a Single Construct


Gerald was a student in my class during the early 1970s—a time of peace signs, love-ins, flower power, and an acrid smell of something in the air.9 On the first day of lectures and every day afterward Gerald stood out from the others. In contrast with the rest of the students’ long hair, jeans, and sandals, Gerald (never Gerry) wore a cadet military uniform. He was a blond, husky man who didn’t walk into class but, almost literally, marched in. He was seemingly oblivious to some of the other students’ looks and snickers. He sat bolt upright throughout my lectures, taking copious notes—a big, erect man at a very small desk. One day I spent the class showing students how to assess the personal constructs they used to construe other people and themselves.


Typically students enjoy this opportunity to explore their personal constructs, and this class was no exception. The most demanding part of the exercise was to calculate each personal construct’s interconnections and resistance to change. I walked around the class helping them with the calculations, some of which were quite complicated.


Most students had roughly seven personal constructs that were moderately linked and were, on average, more open to change than resistant. Typical personal constructs the students used in construing themselves and others were “bright–not bright,” “interesting–boring,” “cool–not cool,” “nice-unpleasant” and, in two cases, “groovy-uptight.” When I got to Gerald he looked pleased with his analysis and showed it to me. Instead of the usual seven, he essentially had one core construct to which every other construct was subordinated—”in the army–not in the army.” He applied this construct to relatives, strangers, friends, and, of course, himself. His resistance to changing his own status on the construct was at the highest possible point on the scale. A personal construct approach to personality assumes that, in vitally important ways, “you are your constructs,” and for Gerald this seemed clearly to be the case. His internal construing and his external conduct marched in lockstep. He was, then and forever, an army man. This was his very core.


One day later in the term Gerald missed class. He had been so strikingly present in class up to that point that I certainly noticed his absence, though at that point I wasn’t particularly worried. However, when he was absent for two more classes, including missing an exam, I became concerned. I found out that he had suddenly dropped out of university and had been hospitalized. Apparently he had been discharged from his officer training program for some disciplinary reason and had, within a few days, ended up in the psychiatric ward, being treated for acute anxiety disorder. Although he may have had other frailties and dispositions that might have made him psychologically vulnerable, from a personal construct perspective there is another compelling explanation: his core self-construct had been invalidated, causing his system as a whole to collapse. If he had been able to invoke other constructs—perhaps a “committed student,” “hardworking,” “a devoted son”—that would give him an alternative way of seeing himself and his value in the world, then invalidation of his only core construct of being in the army would not have been so deeply unsettling for him. But he didn’t, and he fell apart.


HOW DO YOU KNOW? CONSTRUING PERSONS, THINGS, AND SELF


If Kelly is right that we are all scientists, erecting, testing, and revising hypotheses about ourselves and other people, what kind of evidence do we use to carry out the construing process? And what about real personality scientists, not just metaphorical ones—what kind of data do they use? From a personal-construct perspective there is no bright line between everyday lay scientists and “real” ones with PhDs, who actually get paid for testing and revising theories of personality. Of course lay scientists do not generally have access to refined psychological tests or fMRIs (functional magnetic resonance imaging) to use in understanding others’ personalities nor do they strive rigorously to obtain consensus about the inferences they are drawing. But there are important overlaps in the data to which they attend when getting to know others. Let’s explore how our basic orientations to the world influence the ways in which we assess personality and well-being.


Remember the restaurant and the steak? Ask yourself whether you would have been noticing what was going on at that particular table. Would it have caught your interest? Do you find yourself spontaneously orienting to people of all sorts, curious about what they are talking about, intrigued by their appearance and actions, and wondering about their motivations for what they are doing? If so, you are what I have called a person specialist, a kind of George Kelly scientist, but one who has specialized in other people as the domain in which you are most engaged. But there are individuals who have a very different orientation, a different specialty. I call them thing specialists. They may be looking at the other table, just like you, but are actually focused on the table itself, not the people at it. They may be wondering whether its spindly legs will support the massive trayloads of food coming from the kitchen. Or they are intrigued by the new color scheme at the restaurant or the plumbing fixtures in the third cubicle. In short, person specialists are fascinated by people and the world of social relationships. They adopt a personalistic style of knowing others. Thing specialists are intrigued by objects and the world of physical relations. They adopt a physicalistic way of construing the world, including the world of other people.10 


Whether we are person specialists or thing specialists has implications for how we assess each other’s personalities. And this holds both for lay and certified scientists. Those who are person specialists tend to look at others psychologically, in terms of their intentions and motivations. Because these are difficult, if not impossible, to discern without actually talking with people, the person specialist is more likely to engage others in conversation. But if this is not possible, because of practical reasons or the more subtle constraints of being familiar strangers, person specialists are still likely to make inferences about others. Under such circumstances of insufficient information they make unwarranted inferences and may totally misconstrue the other person. Conversely, thing specialists tend to stick with the objective data and are not inclined to infer more than meets the eye. But they misconstrue others by sticking resolutely to that which is immediately apparent, often missing the deeper significance of what they only partially see.


This distinction between personalistic and physicalistic ways of knowing applies equally to the “professional” personality researchers. Some adopt physicalistic measurement such as fMRIs, physiological recordings, and genetic techniques to assess personality. Other researchers use more personalistic approaches such as assessing personal constructs, personal projects, and life narratives. These specialist groups seldom talk to each other and can actually get quite grumpy, confrontational, and defensive when presented with the kind of data the other group gathers.11 Sometimes, such as in executive recruiting, it is desirable and even necessary to get a good take on personality from a variety of perspectives, using many different starting assumptions and specialized measurement techniques.


One effective way of doing this in high-level executive recruitment is through the use of assessment centers.12 These are sessions stretching over several days during which candidates go through a diversity of interviews as well as individual and group exercises and social events, all led by a group of assessors (including both experts in personality assessment and senior representatives of the recruiting company). One that I participated in as a consultant was particularly intriguing, as it demonstrated how personal constructs play a key role in how we make decisions.


Derek: Assessing the Tree Whisperer


The client was a giant forest products company that was searching for a senior resource ecologist to join the senior management team. Six candidates had been shortlisted, and the company was holding an assessment center to evaluate them. The position was a big deal. The company was trailblazing a major change in their logging division, with a strong emphasis on sustainable development and what they called ecological awareness, which was a novel idea at the time. The successful candidate was expected to lead this new initiative and, crucially, be able to stand up to the conservative and crusty logging executives who controlled much of the corporate power. But he would also have to stand up to the influential and increasingly radicalized community of antilogging activists. This was an important and highly visible position, and its mandate was daunting.


The assessors set up in the main interview room and prepared for the candidates to arrive. I was seated next to the crustiest of the crusty—Jack Bancroft, a barrel-chested, ham-fisted, fiery-eyed executive who had come up through the ranks and had a considerable reputation for being brusque and blunt. He had once intimidated a consultant who had presented a plan to decrease the acrid smells a pulp mill created by transmitting effluent through underwater channels. “I’m rejecting your proposal because you are obviously a man who has never farted in the bathtub,” said Jack as he dismissed the flustered and somewhat confused presenter. So I looked forward with interest and a certain degree of trepidation to what might ensue when the six candidates arrived.


It didn’t take long for the sparks to fly. The candidates, all men, arrived and took their seats, and one clearly stood out from the rest. His name was Derek. He was pale and skinny with long, flowing hair, a wispy reddish beard, and watery blue eyes. He had been born and raised until the age of seven in Ireland, when his family had moved to Canada. Unlike the other candidates, he didn’t wear a suit; he wore something that resembled a moss-covered smock. Although he didn’t wear sandals, he looked as if he really wanted to. Jack’s first-blush response was predictable: he audibly snorted, turned to me, and declared, “there is no fuckin’ way that hippie is getting this job.” I suggested that he should park his expectations at the door and see what unfolded. He gave me a look of withering contempt. For Jack, first impressions meant final conclusions. This was going to be a challenging three days.


Assessment centers are highly intense affairs, and there is little opportunity during the day for the assessors to reflect on all that has taken place. But because after each exercise or interview we had to record our impressions and evaluate each candidate on several criteria, it was possible in the evening to look back at the recordings for the day and see what kind of patterns were emerging. I was particularly interested in Jack’s appraisals of Derek. Had that first-blush denunciation of Derek endured? The first day’s results confirmed that it had indeed. On each of the first three exercises Jack rated Derek at the very bottom of the group. He was lowest on communication skills, on decision-making ability, and on technical knowledge. In Jack’s eyes the only criterion on which Derek shone was creativity. However, creativity was not something Jack valued; it was not an important personal construct. On the general comment sheet that accompanied the report for each candidate Jack had put this comment: “Dick [sic] is creative for sure. He talked about being a tree planter and developing a relationship with trees as a young boy. Good Lord! He’ll be eaten alive if he gets this position. He is a flake. Mr. Lorax should speak for the trees somewhere else.” Jack was not without a sense of humor.


It is true that when the candidates had been asked to say a few words about their motivation for the job, Derek had talked about his childhood delight with walks in woods and other sylvan pleasures. But he had done it in a lightly humorous, almost self-mocking way, as though he were aware of the fact that some in the room really adored clear-cutting and saw trees primarily as lumber. Derek Lorax was no fool.


On the second morning the results from the ability and personality testing were discussed, without the candidates in the room, and Derek’s profile was distinctive. Predictably, he achieved very high scores on verbal comprehension and on a measure of cognitive flexibility, the ability to see familiar objects in new ways. And, as expected, he scored at the top of the scale on a creativity test. But he also scored well on analytic skills, particularly in visual processing ability. At the coffee break following the testing feedback I asked Jack how things were going. Assessment centers are designed to provide for independent assessments of candidates, and these are then pooled in the final session, so discussion about candidates before that final session is discouraged. But Jack insisted on telling me that one of the candidates—specifically, Derek—was bugging him. This concerned me. With each exercise Derek had been showing a technical capacity and communication skills that had impressed all the assessors, except Jack. Not only had Jack not shifted in his evaluation of Mr. Lorax; he had actually hardened and polarized his appraisal.


On the second afternoon the group was engaged in a role-playing exercise that proved to be a turning point in the whole assessment procedure. Candidates were to imagine they were at a town hall meeting in which they were representing the company in a debate about forestry practice. The assessors played the role of members of the public who were to pepper the candidates with challenging questions. I played the role of a highly impassioned, partially incoherent, but definitely loud heckler who attacked all of the “spokesmen” with great zeal. Jack joined in, and together we were pretty obnoxious. What then happened took us all by surprise. Derek took us on. He delivered a stirring defense of logging practice, questioned our knowledge of sustainable development, and raised some technical issues that clearly undercut our view of clear-cutting. He was superb. Jack was subdued and went outside for a smoke.


The next session involved having two assessors meet with a single candidate, during which a more intensive examination was given of their motivation for the job and their own personal concerns and stories. I had just recently been developing a way of doing this with a psychological assessment tool I called Personal Projects Analysis and had been encouraged to try it out with the candidates.13 The technique had a family resemblance to methods used by George Kelly for the assessment of personal constructs, but it focused instead on what people were doing, what personal projects they were pursuing in their lives. If cognitive theorists were concerned with what you’re thinking and behaviorists with what you’re doing, my approach was essentially asking, “What do you think you’re doing?”14 Jack and I were paired with Derek, and as he began to discuss each of his personal projects he seemed to come alive. He had many projects about which he was enthused, and the content of them ranged from taking a course on financial systems to practicing his bluegrass guitar. It was becoming apparent that although he had some hippie-like characteristics, Derek couldn’t be conveniently slotted into a stereotype. In some respects his concerns and commitments were closer to those of the business community, and he expressed an interest, quite rare at the time, in starting his own entrepreneurial venture someday. Whereas in previous encounters Jack had actually turned away from looking at Derek, now he asked him questions and gave flickering signs of interest. He was cautiously gathering data and, I had suspected, having some second thoughts. But then, when he completed his global ratings, he still placed Derek dead last.


The next morning was the final review session. Each candidate was reviewed in turn, and we collated and discussed all the different pieces of information gathered over the course of the past couple of days. We were about to proceed to our final appraisal and global ratings of the candidates when Jack stood up to speak. I had expected an “Anyone but Mr. Lorax” speech, but what we got was deeply different. “I was wrong,” said Jack. He then proceeded to say how he originally had been down on Derek, but now he thought he was clearly the best candidate. In fact he thought Derek was a superstar and delivered a passionate plea to rank Derek number one.


I must admit my first reaction was absolute delight. I had seen a man with a well-earned reputation for bombast and first-blush stereotyping have second thoughts. When he looked directly at me and said he had learned a lot over the last couple of days, I was really touched. One of our key goals in assessment centers was to provide a developmental experience for the assessors as well as important feedback to the candidates, and Jack had clearly experienced change. But it was not change I entirely believed in.


Derek didn’t get the job. He came in second to a less creative, more reticent, but highly qualified biologist who had impressed the assessors with his blend of technical expertise and soundness of judgment. The candidates didn’t get feedback that day, so as we went out to the lobby for final drinks and farewells, there was a general air of anxious joviality wafting about. I joined a small group where Derek and Jack were engaged in intense conversation about bluegrass guitar music. Something intrigued me about Jack and his change of perspective: Had there really been change? It hadn’t been a gradual shift; it had been extremely sudden, almost like a tipping point, and then Derek was no longer last but was first. He wasn’t a disposable hippie; he was a potential hero of the company. What was going on? Here’s what I think now.


Jack in the Box: Slot-Change


Jack, much like our army cadet, Gerald, seemed to have one particularly dominant personal construct, one that was highly evaluative and that was core to him and, in his case, clearly linked to “hippie–not hippie.” I suspect that if we had explored this construct with Jack, we would have found that it was linked to a variety of other constructs such as trustworthiness, toughness, reliability, and perhaps even cleanliness. If this is a core construct at the heart of a highly interconnected network of related constructs, then we know that it is resistant to change. We know also that if, for whatever reason, the construct becomes unpredictable or unstable, there can be strong emotional consequences. Before entering the assessment center Jack was very comfortable with the construct of “hippie–not hippie.” It had served him in good stead. I had heard that his son had had drug problems and had adopted an alternative lifestyle that had hurt and angered Jack. I knew that Jack had experienced numerous run-ins with environmentalist groups that his division had not handled well, and this had almost cost him his job. I also suspect that Jack was a thing specialist. He was a specialist in machinery. Though not well educated, he was naturally drawn to the more technical side of forestry management. I am pretty sure he didn’t read Proust. One thing we know about thing specialists is that they tend to construe not only objects but also people in terms of physical features.15 Relative to person specialists, they attend to outward appearances, and those images serve as a guide to evaluative judgments. The guy wears a smock and has long hair? He’s a hippie. Period. With all that this entails.


But during the course of the assessment exercises something happens. Jack is exposed to information that is difficult to incorporate into the construct of “hippie.” Derek is excited about his project of taking more finance courses, he stands up to environmentalists, he can figure out mechanical things. Good Lord—he’s just like me!


There is one other feature of personal constructs that helps explain what happened with Jack’s construct system. We call it slot-change. If you have a construct system that is primarily centered around one core construct, this means that you have very little wriggle room when that construct is challenged. In other words, to the extent that you have an overly dominant core construct along which much of your construing is organized, you have limited degrees of freedom in navigating your world. If, however, you have many independent personal constructs or several pairs of goggles through which to anticipate events, when one pair doesn’t work so well or is invalidated, you can switch to a different construct.


But if you only have one core construct, this means you have only one channel or slot along which you can move when it is upended and only one direction to go: you change ends and, over time, rattle back and forth along this same bipolar construct. If you see yourself, for example, strictly along the construct of “intelligent-stupid” and you fail at something, then the only place for you to go is to the “stupid” end of the construct. And like a car stuck on a snowy road, the further one slides back and forth, the deeper the groove gets and the less likely it is that a new construct—a more adaptive one—might be tried out to anticipate events.


So in one sense Jack had indeed changed in his construal of Derek. But if it were merely slot-change, I worried about what might have happened had Derek been offered the job and they had to work together on important projects. The first time there was an unexpected shift in Derek’s behavior there was a good chance he would be slot-rattled back to hippiedom in Jack’s eyes. In an important way Jack was boxed in by a core construct that governed at least some of his key relationships both at work and at home.


SECOND THOUGHTS AND DEGREES OF FREEDOM


What we have been discussing throughout this chapter is the value of second thoughts and the importance of having sufficient degrees of freedom in our comprehension of creatures—including ourselves—that we don’t slot them away, like William James’s crab, as mere crustaceans or, like the above examples, as simply soldiers or typical hippies. Nor ought we see ourselves as merely bright or stupid or David’s wife or a cat lady. We are free to reconstrue others and ourselves. When we assess individuals’ personalities and their well-being we need to take into account information about not only how they are like some other people but also how they are like no other person.


Throughout the following chapters I introduce you to ways of increasing your degrees of freedom to understand yourself and others. We start with looking at people in terms of their relatively fixed stable traits, and we’ll see how these have consequences for a person’s accomplishments and well-being. But we will also look at what I call free traits—the ways we act out of character to advance our core projects. Understanding another person’s free traits and personal projects can’t be done by standing back and looking at that person dispassionately, like we did with the guy in the restaurant. Instead, we need to engage with the people we wish to know. We don’t need a formal assessment center to accomplish this, but we do need to move beyond mere observation and first-blush inference to genuine inquiry and second thoughts.


Is your own way of thinking about yourself centered upon too limited an array of personal constructs? Are there certain constructs that you cling to zealously? Are you threatened when they are challenged? Are you hostile in attempting to validate them? These ways of construing yourself may well be justified and may give you a frame of reference for understanding yourself, but the frame may also limit your capacity for adaptive movement and change when life’s situations require it.16 As you reflect on your own personality and the life you wish to lead, you may also need to explore new ways of seeing and making sense of the other individuals with whom you share your life—your family, friends, and work colleagues. It may be helpful to abandon old constructs, especially for those whom you find confusing or perplexing.


In the chapters that follow I intend to give your personal constructs about yourself and others a good shaking up by having you consider new ways of thinking about personality and well-being. In so doing I hope you experience the satisfaction that comes from increasing your degrees of freedom. In reflecting on your own life and the way you are like all other people, some other people, and like no other person, I want you to be both shaken and stirred.
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