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Preface
We have devoted our lives to the scientific study of personality. We believe this sub-
discipline, the scientific study of what it means to be a person, is one of the most exciting 
parts of psychology. Thus we were enormously gratified to see the volume of e-mails, 
letters, and comments from satisfied consumers of our first through seventh editions. 
At the same time, preparing the eighth edition proved to be a humbling experience. The 
cascade of exciting findings in the field of personality is formidable, requiring not merely 
updating but also the addition of major sections of new material. Moreover, in important 
ways, our first edition proved prescient in terms of changes in how the field is organized 
and taught.

Rather than organize our text around the traditional grand theories of personality, 
we devised a framework of six important domains of knowledge about personality func-
tioning. These six domains are the dispositional domain (traits, trait taxonomies, and per-
sonality dispositions over time), the biological domain (physiology, genetics, evolution), 
the intrapsychic domain (psychodynamics, motives), the cognitive-experiential domain 
(cognition, emotion, and the self), the social and cultural domain (social interaction, 
gender, and culture), and the adjustment domain (stress, coping, health, and personality 
disorders). We believed these domains of knowledge best represented the state of affairs 
in personality psychology in the year 2000, as we were writing the first edition of this 
text. Progress in the field since then has continued to bear out that belief as new knowl-
edge has accumulated in each of these domains.

In addition to major organizing themes (the six domains), our previous editions 
also differed from other personality texts in the importance placed on culture, gender, 
and biology, and these areas of personality have shown substantial growth in recent 
years. But we have also been fascinated to witness and describe growth in each of the six 
major domains of personality that form the organizational core of the book.

We have always envisioned our text as a reflection of the contemporary personal-
ity psychology. Our desire is to capture the excitement of what the science of personality 
is all about. For the eighth edition, we did our best to remain true to that vision. We 
believe that the field of personality psychology has entered a golden age, and we hope 
that the changes we’ve made to the eighth edition convey a discipline that is vibrant in a 
way it never has been before. After all, no other field is devoted to the study of all that it 
means to be human.

For this edition, each chapter has been streamlined through judicious trimming. 
This provided room for discussing new research conducted within the past three years, 
making length of this edition similar to the previous. Significant additions to the seventh 
edition are described below.

Chapter 1: Introduction to Personality Psychology
 • Editing to streamline the writing and update the goals of personality research.

Chapter 2: Personality Assessment, Measurement, and Research Design
 • Experience sampling used to identify the negative effects of being indoors and 

computer screen time usage on loneliness during the COVID-19 pandemic.
 • A spouse or lover has access to privileged information often inaccessible through 

other sources, such as their sexual behavior.
 • Even the facial expressions displayed during these laboratory conflicts predict 

subsequent marital outcomes.

Color changes
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 • T-data enable experimenters to test specific hypotheses, such as the predicted effect 
of Extraversion on social decision making.

 • Actometer measures have been used to assess hyperactivity and ADHD in 
children.

 • Traits such as Narcissism and Psychopathy are positively correlated with 
pornography consumption.

 • Sensation seeking successfully predicted a variety of gambling behaviors, such 
as playing the lottery, betting on sporting events, playing video poker, using slot 
machines, and addiction to cocaine.

Chapter 3: Traits and Trait Taxonomies
 • Frequency of suicidal ideation, for example, is a good predictor of depressive 

symptoms.
 • One study found as many as eight factors from an analysis of personality nouns, 

including Dummy (twit, trash), Doll (beauty, sweetie), Philosopher (bookworm, 
nonconformist), Goof (joker, clown), Chatterbox (flirt, loudmouth), and Ladies’ 
man (stud, hunk).

 • New exercise assessing the degree to which people are currently seeking short-
term mating (casual sex) versus long-term committed mating relationships.

 • New book recommendation on the strengths of introverts: Cain, S. (2013). Quiet: 
The power of introverts in a world that can’t stop talking. Broadway Books.

 • High-N scorers tend to express more dissatisfaction with their romantic 
relationships.

 • Introverts also seem to cope better with being alone during the COVID-19 
pandemic, cope better with chronic pain, and suffer fewer sleep disturbances 
compared to extraverts.

 • A recent review of 152 studies found that the HEXACO model provided broader 
coverage of the personality domain compared to the five-factor model.

Chapter 4: Theoretical and Measurement Issues in Trait Psychology
 • Updated information and links on dating sites that use personality testing to 

match people
 • Clarified how personality tests can be used in selection settings, and how 

measurement accuracy (reliability and validity) can influence success in selection 
efforts.

 • Improved description of how a few primary traits can combine to create unique 
personalities.

 • Introduce how a high test-retest correlation does not mean people did not change 
between testing, instead it confirms that people maintained their rank order over 
time.

 • Include recent references to person–situation interaction.
 • Since Walter Michel and Seymour Epstein recently passed away, reference to 

their important work and ideas is now described in the past tense.
 • Clarified the concept of “aggregation” and added it as a key term in this edition.
 • More detail provided on Barnum statements in personality feedback, using 

astrology and Bradley Cooper’s “mentalist” character in the movie “Nightmare 
Alley” as examples of how overly general statements can be believable.

 • Provide a link to a Big Five assessment site where students can take the 
questionnaire and obtain personal testing feedback that is quantitative, specific, 
and based on empirical research.
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 • Updated research on the female underprediction effect with a report by the 
College Board (2019) on their SAT underpredicting college GPA for women 
compared to men.

 • Material on using personality tests to select police officers is updated with 
reference to the George Floyd murder, plus newer references to specific scales in 
the 16PF that are used in police screening tests is provided.

Chapter 5: Personality Dispositions over Time: Stability, Coherence, and Change
 • Cohort changes in sex ratio: In the United States, more than 56 percent of 

college students are women.
 • Subsequent studies confirm that neuroticism predicts divorce.
 • High conscientiousness is linked to later income and net worth.
 • A study of 272 Japanese centenarians found that these long-lived individuals 

score high on extraversion and low on neuroticism.
 • High conscientiousness and low neuroticism are linked to better coping with 

anxiety surrounding COVID-19.
 • New section reporting research designed to effectively change personality traits, 

such as increasing one’s level of extraversion and decreasing one’s level of 
neuroticism, in desired directions.

Chapter 6: Genetics and Personality
 • Many would-be parents are very interested in findings from genetic research. 

Some express a desire not to have children if they knew they would carry a 
genetic disposition for a mental disorder.

 • A study of 12,117 dogs found that they differed greatly in boldness versus 
timidness, with bolder dogs exploring more, positively approaching unfamiliar 
people, and showing low levels of fear.

 • A large-scale study of the HEXACO personality traits, which includes the Honest-
Humility factor, found heritabilities ranging from 34 to 58 percent.

 • Genotype–environment correlations are becoming increasingly important in 
understanding the complex processes of how personality and social environments 
are connected.

 • A recent study implicated DRD2, DRD4, and two other genes linked to sensation 
seeking among adolescents.

Chapter 7: Physiological Approaches to Personality
 • Reference to some of Damasio’s recent work on the mind–body connection.
 • New details on the case of Phineas Gage and the 2009 discovery of his photo 

with the iron rod that inflicted his head wound.
 • Discussion of “wearable” technology sensors (e.g., watches, rings, micro-

recorders) that can monitor several physiological and behavioral systems, and 
their recent inclusion in personality research.

 • Cautionary note attached to discussion of digit ratio, advising that empirical 
research published in peer-reviewed research should be weighted more heavily 
when evaluating results.

 • New research on skin conductance and neuroticism.
 • New material on heart rate variability (HRV) in section on cardiac measures, and 

the meaning of heart rate variability for research on stress and personality.
 • New citations to studies on brain structure (volume) and personality as well as 

with intelligence.
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 • Update on the Human Connectome Project and its role in facilitating research on 
personality and brain connections between regions.

 • New references to extraversion research and to MAO and sensation seeking.
 • New example of a computer game to illustrate approach motivation by reward 

and avoidance motivation by punishment.
 • Review of research on coping with the COVID-19 pandemic, with emphasis 

on punishment sensitivity relating to avoiding risks (e.g., not taking public 
transportation) and reward sensitivity relating to a reluctance to socially distance 
or isolate.

 • Reference to studies on going against one’s chronotype (morningness or 
eveningness), and now have “chronotype” as a key term.

Chapter 8: Evolutionary Perspectives on Personality
 • Characteristics that were probably adaptive in ancestral environments—such 

as xenophobia, or fear of strangers—are not necessarily adaptive in modern 
environments. This is an example of an evolutionary mismatch, a feature adaptive 
in the past that is no longer adaptive in the modern world.

 • The need to belong theory has been used to explain a wide range of phenomena, 
including cheering for sports teams, joining religious groups, forming online 
gaming communities, conformity to the group, social identity, reputation 
management, creating political coalitions, and even the increased political 
polarization currently witnessed in some countries.

 • Humans, of course, help people who are not close kin. We form friendships 
with non-kin, which sometimes can last a lifetime. We help friends who are in 
need, and they in turn help us when we are in need. This is the defining feature 
of reciprocal altruism—incurring costs to self to deliver benefits to other with the 
expectation that those benefits will be reciprocated or returned now or at some 
future time. The personality trait Agreeableness has been linked with a strong 
proclivity to be a good reciprocal altruist.

 • A recent test of the universality of emotion expression examined the facial 
expressions of 63 sculptures created in the Americas dating back to 1500 
BCE prior to any contact with Western civilization. The authors conclude that 
modern Westerners share with ancient pre-contact peoples the links between 
facial expression of emotion and the social contexts in which these expressions 
commonly occur.

 • Emotions can also be expressed by nonverbal body language. A prime example 
is the emotion of pride. When people win an athletic contest, for example, they 
commonly thrust both arms in the air, forming a V, perhaps symbolic for victory. 
The nonverbal expression of triumph appears to be recognized across cultures. 
The nonverbal V is also displayed by congenitally blind individuals who win 
athletic contests.

 • Individual differences in the fearfulness facet of neuroticism are predicted 
by physical strength. Weaker people are more fearful, presumably because 
they are more vulnerable to threats and fear motivates them to avoid social 
confrontations.

Chapter 9: Psychoanalytic Approaches to Personality
 • Update on the case of Ross Cheit described in chapter opening.
 • Updated description of, and references to, research on blindsight and deliberation 

outside of awareness.
 • New material on the scientific status of the ego depletion concept, including 
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 • Introduce a fourth form of anxiety, introduced by students of Freud, called self-
esteem anxiety, and include this as a new key term.

 • Moved some material around to improve the flow of the chapter.

Chapter 10: Psychoanalytic Approaches: Contemporary Issues
 • Update on the Holly Ramona case.
 • New material on, and link to, the False Memory Syndrome Foundation, and its 

role in helping patients, families, and legal teams dealing with potentially false 
memories of abuse.

 • New references to Loftus’ recent work on false memories (imagination inflation 
effect) as well as the effects of misinformation on beliefs in conspiracy theories.

 • Include links to examples of subliminal advertisements.
 • Reference to new work by Jonathon Bargh on unconscious priming effects.
 • Report on a meta-analysis on narcissism and high levels of interpersonal conflict.
 • Update on Kamala Harris, who is now the first female Vice President of the 

United States.
 • More clear description of what are the “objects” in object relations theory.
 • Include several new links to sites where students can take an assessment of their 

adult attachment style.
 • Mention family separations in the current Ukraine conflict as an example of adult 

attachment disruption.
 • “Caregiver” now used, along with mother or parent, in discussing childhood 

attachment.
 • Clarify the connection between childhood separation anxiety and adult 

relationship disruption, and provide the example of couples in the current 
Ukraine conflict having to split up, with mothers (and children) leaving the 
country while fathers stay behind.

 • More discussion of the possibility of change in adult attachment styles, with 
reference to current research.

Chapter 11: Motives and Personality
 • Link to videos of Michael Johnson setting the 200-meter world record.
 • New citation to definition of motives.
 • Updated research on implicit and explicit motives.
 • Include replication studies on gender differences in need for intimacy motive.
 • Include research on Vladimir Putin’s high level of need for power, and suggest 

this motive may underly his 2022 war on Ukraine, and include studies that use 
politician’s motive scores from speeches to predict the start or end of wars.

 • Update on Pete Buttigieg as an example of a high need for achievement person.
 • Updated TAT references.
 • New research on need for achievement and children’s beliefs that intelligence is 

fixed or malleable (from Carol Dweck’s theory).
 • Mention social media use, instant messaging, and e-mail behaviors that relate to 

need for intimacy.
 • Update research on Kenrick’s re-interpretation of Maslow’s need hierarchy.

Chapter 12: Cognitive Topics in Personality
 • Updated research on racial bias and lethal force errors among police officers.
 • Newer research on Field Dependence/Independence described.
 • Reducer/augmenter section has three new studies cited.
 • Current research linking locus of control to the COVID-19 pandemic (internals 

report less stress, more compliance with mitigation guidelines, and more likely to 
take the vaccine).
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 • Explicitly distinguish locus of control (pertains to positive/rewarding events) and 
attributional style (pertains to negative events).

 • Newer citations for attributional style.
 • Update on personal projects analysis and introduce the concept of well-doing.
 • Newer studies establishing the Flynn Effect in college students, and another 

documenting that this trend has reversed (called the negative Flynn Effect) in the 
past two decades.

 • Added birth and death dates for major figures in this area, and in other chapters 
as well.

Chapter 13: Emotion and Personality
 • Newer citations for measuring positive emotions.
 • Update with latest (2022) United Nations survey data on world happiness.
 • New key term: eudaimonia—the view that happiness is attained by living a life of 

meaning and purpose.
 • Numerous updates to happiness research.
 • Several link errors fixed.
 • New research presented on positive illusions.
 • New research on personality trait predictors of happiness, plus the role of pro-

social behaviors.
 • New research on treating depression with exercise.
 • New research on the relation between violence and brain abnormalities, with new 

citations to work of Jonathan Pincus and Adrian Raine.

Chapter 14: Approaches to the Self
 • Self-esteem is now a key term.
 • Use of social media acronyms (e.g., IRL for In Real Life, FOMO for Fear of 

Missing Out).
 • Several references to the COVID-19 pandemic in examples.
 • New studies on social comparison as the toxic element of problematic social 

media use.
 • New research on “helicopter parenting” and its effects on adolescent self-esteem.
 • New “Application” on an Asian elephant in the Bronx Zoo who passed the dot-

and-mirror test of self-awareness.
 • New studies on self-complexity, defensive pessimism, self-handicapping, self-

esteem variability, and domain-specific self-esteem.
 • Updated links within the chapter.
 • Connected self-schema to the concept of associative networks in memory first 

introduced in Chapter 10.
 • Link the topic of social identity to the concept of “reputation.”
 • Mention studies that question the concept of implicit self-esteem.
 • Since Jerome Kagan passed away in 2021, reference to his work changed to past 

tense.

Chapter 15: Personality and Social Interaction
 • Personality also influences our selection of friends. People high on extraversion 

and agreeableness, for example, tend to choose a larger number of friends on 
social networking sites compared to more introverted and disagreeable people.

 • Vulnerable narcissists, who have somewhat shaky self-esteem, are especially 
prone to the hostile attribution bias.
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 • When marital conflicts arise, emotionally unstable partners tend to use avoidance 
rather than compromise to deal with it, thus perpetuating the conflict.

 • The link between agreeableness and social likability has been documented as 
early as adolescence.

 • People sometimes try to manipulate their prospective in-laws for the goal of help 
in solidifying their mateship with their offspring.

 • Dark Triad men are apt to use coercion as a tactic of manipulation to obtain sex 
from reluctant or unwilling women.

Chapter 16: Sex, Gender, and Personality
 • Gender differences in emotional stability are especially important because they 

are linked with important life outcomes such as risk of eating disorders such as 
binging and purging, which are much more common in females.

 • Low self-esteem in women predicts vulnerability to depression in adolescents and 
college students.

 • Although the sexes differ overall in sexual aggression, it really appears to 
be limited to a subset of men—those who are high on Dark Triad traits, lack 
empathy, and display hostile masculinity, especially if they also pursue a short-
term mating strategy.

 • Gender differences in empathizing, in turn, are linked to altruistic behavior such 
as helping those in need and sharing their belongings.

 • Women score higher than men on objectified body consciousness, which involves 
becoming observers and critics of their bodies and feeling shame when their 
bodies to not match up with cultural idealized body standards.

 • The current movement toward using gender-neutral pronouns such as they, them, 
and theirs, or novel ones such as ze and xe, reflect people who do not identify 
with the gender binary.

 • Most reviews conclude that gender stereotypes are well-calibrated to actual 
gender differences and are not exaggerated.

 • Fetal exposure to hormones can have lasting effects on gender-linked interests 
and abilities.

Chapter 17: Culture and Personality
 • A cultural perspective on personality is critical for testing the generalizability of 

both findings and theories of personality functioning.
 • Cultural variation in the number of children a woman has appears to be evoked 

partly as a consequence of the cultural level of economic development and the 
cultural level of social support provided to women.

 • A longitudinal study found that Australian children who experienced harsher and 
more unpredictable cultural environments engaged in more and earlier sexual activity.

 • Experiments conducted in China and Canada show that when the threat 
of disease is made salient to people, they are more likely to conform on 
experimental tasks.

 • Self-enhancement, which is culturally variable, shows up in considering oneself 
“better than average” and over-claiming credit for successful group outcomes.

 • Higher exposure to culturally credible cues of religious commitment in others 
increases religious beliefs—an illustration of transmitted culture.

 • A study in Spain concluded that beliefs about the traits of men being more 
agentic and the traits of women being more communal show remarkable stability 
over more than three decades, from 1985 to 2018.
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Chapter 18: Stress, Coping, Adjustment, and Health
 • COVID-19 is used to illustrate that, while many diseases are caused by microbes, 

their transmission is often through specific behaviors that can be modified.
 • We streamlined content throughout in order to make room for a new section on 

personality and the COVID-19 pandemic. We now illustrate how the five models 
of the personality–illness link have been applied to the COVID-19 pandemic as 
well as to the restrictions recommended by public health officials.

 • New key term: Allostatic Load, which refers to the total accumulated “wear and 
tear” on the body produced by stress over time.

 • Covered new research on optimistic attributional style as a mediator of the effects 
of character strengths on risk for depression.

 • Added a link to Carver and Scheier’s optimism questionnaire.
 • Discuss research that separates the presence of optimism from the absence of 

pessimism to examine their separate effects on health.
 • Describe an application of the Pennebaker expressive writing paradigm applied to 

college students’ personal struggles with the COVID-19 pandemic.
 • Shortened the Closer Look on the role of positive emotions in coping with stress.
 • Added a new study on Type A illustrating how this individual difference 

conforms more to a dimension (normally distributed) than to a true typology.
 • Cite CDC data showing that heart disease remains the number one cause of 

death in the United States (though in 2022 COVID-19 was a close second).

Chapter 19: Disorders of Personality
 • Update to the case of Kody Scott, which opens this chapter. Mr. Scott passed away 

from natural causes in 2021, a few months after release from a prison sentence 
following a 2017 assault conviction. While he had several opportunities to change 
his life of violence, his repeated convictions throughout his life illustrate that, for 
most people with a personality disorder, change is difficult and unlikely.

 • Updated research on a dimensional (versus categorical) model of personality 
disorders.

 • Description of the minor update to the DSM, which is now titled DSM 5-TR (for 
Text Revision).

 • While the DSM 5-TR continues the categorical approach to personality disorders, 
we now describe the World Health Organization’s (WHO) International 
Classification of Diseases (ICD) system. In 2022 the ICD fully adopted a 
dimensional approach to personality disorders. The ICD was ratified by all 193 
member nations of the WHO, whereas the DSM is a product mainly of one 
country—the United States. For now, the DSM 5-TR is the standard for diagnosis 
in the United States, and so we present this approach to personality disorders. 
However, we wanted students to be aware of the alternative—the ICD—which is in 
use in most other developed countries around the world.

 • Added detail to Table 19.11 describing the self-concept, emotional, behavioral, 
and social relationship disturbances associated with the 10 DSM 5-TR 
personality disorders.

Chapter 20: Summary and Future Directions
 • Understanding the role of situations will generate efforts to form a taxonomy of 

situations, similar to how the field has developed a taxonomy of traits.
 • Genetics of personality turning out to be more complex than initially envisioned.
 • Progress in linking the six domains of human nature to each other via research 

collaborations.
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A
Each person is, in certain 

respects, like all other 

persons, like some other 

persons, and like no other 

person.

Ingram Publishing/SuperStock

Those who carry humor to excess are thought to be vulgar buffoons, striving after 
humor at all costs, not caring about pain to the object of their fun; . . . while those who 
can neither make a joke themselves nor put up with those who do are thought to be 
boorish and unpolished. But those who joke in a tasteful way are called ready-witted 
and tactful . . . and it is the mark of a tactful person to say and listen to such things as 
befit a good and well-bred person.

Source: Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle. K. Paul, Trench, Trubner & Company, Limited, 1893.  ristotle, in The Nicomachean Ethics, expressed these wise observations 
on the subject of humor and the ways in which people do or do not express it. In 
this quote, we see Aristotle behaving much as a personality psychologist. Aristotle is 
analyzing the characteristics of persons who have an appropriate sense of humor. He 
is providing some details about what features are associated with a sense of humor. 
Aristotle adds to this description by comparing people who are extreme, having 
either too much or too little sense of humor. In his book on ethics, Aristotle analyzed 
many personality characteristics, including truthfulness, courage, intelligence, self- 
indulgence, anger-proneness, and friendliness.

We might conclude that Aristotle was an amateur personality psychologist. But 
aren’t we all amateur personality psychologists to some extent? Aren’t we all curious 
about the characteristics people possess, including our own? Don’t we all use person-
ality characteristics in describing people? And haven’t we all used personality terms 
to explain behavior, either our own or others’?

I N T R O D U C T I O N 1

Final PDF to printer



4

lar31869_ch01_002-021.indd 4 11/30/22  11:12 AM

Introduction

When we say that our friend goes to a lot of parties because she is extraverted, we 
are using personality to summarize and explain her behavior. When we refer to another 
friend as conscientious and reliable, we are describing features of his personality. When 
we characterize ourselves as thoughtful, intelligent, and ambitious, we are describing 
features of our personalities.

Features of personality make people different from one another, and these fea-
tures usually take the form of adjectives, such as John is lazy, Mary is optimistic, and 
Fred is anxious. Adjectives that can be used to describe characteristics of people are called 
trait-descriptive adjectives. There are nearly 20,000 such trait-descriptive adjectives in 
the English language. This astonishing fact alone tells us that, in everyday life, there are 
compelling reasons for trying to understand and describe those we interact with, as well 
as ourselves.

Notice that the adjectives describing personality refer to several very different 
aspects of people. Words such as thoughtful refer to inner qualities of mind. Words such 
as charming and humorous refer to the effects a person has on other people. Words such 
as domineering are relational and signify a person’s position, or stance, toward others. 
Words such as ambitious refer to the intensity of desire to reach our goals. Words such 
as creative refer both to a quality of mind and to the nature of the products we produce. 
Words such as deceitful refer to the strategies a person uses to attain his or her goals. All 
of these features describe aspects of personality.

Think of someone you know well—say, a friend, family member, or roommate. Consider the 
many characteristics that make this person unique. List the five adjectives you think best cap-
ture this person’s personality. For example, if you were to describe this person to someone, 
what five adjectives would you use? Now, ask your target person to list the five adjectives he or 
she thinks best describe himself or herself. Compare your lists.

Exercise

Personality Defined
Establishing a definition for something as complex as human personality is difficult. The 
authors of the first textbooks on personality—Gordon Allport (1937) and Henry Murray 
(1938)—struggled with the definition. The problem is how to establish a definition that 
is sufficiently comprehensive to include all of the aspects mentioned earlier, including 
inner features, social effects, qualities of the mind, qualities of the body, relations to oth-
ers, and inner goals. Because of these complexities, some textbooks on personality omit 
a formal definition entirely. Nonetheless, the following definition captures the essen-
tial elements of personality: Personality is the set of psychological traits and mechanisms 
within the individual that are organized and relatively enduring and that influence their 
interactions with, and adaptations to, the intrapsychic, physical, and social environments. 
Let’s examine the elements of this definition more closely.
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Personality Is the Set of 
Psychological Traits . . .
Psychological traits are character-
istics that describe ways in which 
people are different from each other. 
Saying that someone is shy is to 
mention one way in which he or she 
differs from others who are more 
outgoing. Traits also define ways in 
which people are similar to some 
others. For example, people who 
are shy are similar to each other in 
that they are anxious in social situa-
tions and perhaps blush easily, par-
ticularly when there is an audience 
focusing attention on them.

Consider another example—
the trait of talkativeness. This charac-
teristic can be meaningfully applied  
to people and describes a dimension 
of difference among them. Typically, a talkative person is that way from day to day, 
from week to week, and from year to year. Certainly, even the most talkative person 
can have quiet moments, quiet days, or even quiet weeks. Over time, however, those 
with the trait of talkativeness tend to emit verbal behavior with greater frequency than 
those who are low on talkativeness. In this sense, traits describe the average tendencies 
of a person. On average, a high-talkative person starts more conversations than a low-
talkative person.

Research on personality traits asks four kinds of questions:

 • How many traits are there?
 • How are the traits organized?
 • What are the origins of traits?
 • What are the correlations and consequences of traits?

One primary question is how many fundamental traits there are. Are there dozens or 
hundreds of traits, or merely a few? The second research question pertains to the orga-
nization, or structure, of traits. For example, how is talkativeness related to other traits, 
such as impulsivity and extraversion? A third research question concerns the origins of 
traits—where they come from and how they develop. Does heredity, our genetic makeup, 
influence talkativeness? What sorts of cultural and child-rearing practices affect the 
development of traits such as talkativeness? A fourth key question pertains to the cor-
relations and consequences of traits for the experiences we have, the behavior we engage 
in, and the life outcomes we achieve or fail to achieve. Do talkative persons have many 
friends? Do they have a more extended social network to draw upon in times of trouble? 
Do they annoy people who are trying to study?

The four research questions constitute the core of the research program of many 
personality psychologists. Psychological traits are useful for at least three reasons. First, 
they help to describe people and help to understand the dimensions of difference among 
people. Second, traits are useful because they help explain behavior. The reasons people 

People are different from each other in many ways. The science of personality psychology provides 

an understanding of the psychological ways that people differ from one another.

Rawpixel.com/Shutterstock
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act may be partly a function of their personality traits. 
Third, traits are useful because they can help predict 
future behavior—for example, the sorts of careers indi-
viduals will find satisfying, who will tolerate stress better, 
and who is likely to get along well with others. Thus, per-
sonality is useful in describing, explaining, and predicting 
differences among individuals. All good scientific theo-
ries enable researchers to describe, explain, and predict 
in their domains. Just as an economic theory might be 
useful in describing, explaining, and predicting fluctua-
tions in spending habits or the broader economy, per-
sonality traits describe, explain, and predict differences 
among persons.

And Mechanisms . . .
Psychological mechanisms are like traits, except that the 
term mechanisms refers more to the processes of per-
sonality. For example, most psychological mechanisms 
involve an information-processing activity. Someone 

who is extraverted, for example, may look for and notice opportunities to interact with 
other people, such as in elevators or coffee shops. That is, an extraverted person is pre-
pared to notice and act on certain kinds of social information.

Most psychological mechanisms have three essential ingredients: inputs, decision 
rules, and outputs. A psychological mechanism may make people more sensitive to certain 
kinds of information from the environment (input), may make them more likely to think 
about specific options (decision rules), and may guide their behavior toward certain cat-
egories of action (outputs). For example, an extraverted person may look for opportunities 
to be with other people, may consider in each situation the possibilities for human contact 
and interaction, and may encourage others to interact with him or her. Our personalities 
contain many psychological mechanisms of this sort—information-processing procedures 
that have the key elements of inputs, decision rules, and outputs (see Figure 1.1).

Courage is an example of a trait that is activated and reveals itself only 

in specific situations. The current president of Ukraine, Volodymyr 

Zelensky, was an actor and comedian prior to his election as his 

country’s president. His high level of courage only became apparent when 

his country responded to widespread attacks by its neighbor, Russia.

Geopix/Alamy Stock Photo

Figure 1.1
Psychological mechanisms have three essential ingredients. Our personalities contain many such mechanisms. 

Input OutputDecision rules
IF, THEN

Psychological mechanisms:
three key ingredients

Danger

Confront source
of danger.
Run from source
of danger.

If courageous, then face danger.
If cowardly, then run from danger.

Final PDF to printer



7

lar31869_ch01_002-021.indd 7 11/30/22  11:12 AM

CHAPTER ONE Introduction to Personality Psychology  

This does not mean that all of our traits and psychological mechanisms are acti-
vated at all times. In fact, at any point in time, only a few are activated. Consider the trait 
of courageousness. This trait is activated only under particular conditions, such as when 
people face serious dangers and threats to their lives or the lives of others in their group. 
Some people are more courageous than others, but we will never know which people are 
courageous unless and until the right situation presents itself. Look around next time you 
are in class: Who do you think has the trait of courageousness? You won’t know until 
you are in a situation that provides the potential for courageous behavior.

Within the Individual . . .
Within the individual means that personality is something a person carries with them 
over time and from one situation to the next. Typically, we feel that we are today the 
same people we were last week, last month, and last year. We also feel that we will con-
tinue to have these personalities in the coming months and years. And, although our per-
sonalities are certainly influenced by our environments, and especially by the significant 
others in our lives, we feel that we carry with us the same personalities from situation to 
situation in our lives. The definition of personality stresses that the important sources of 
personality reside within the individual. Hence, they are at least somewhat stable over 
time and somewhat consistent over situations, issues we will examine empirically in sub-
sequent chapters.

That Are Organized and Relatively Enduring . . .
Organized means that the psychological traits and mechanisms for a given person are 
not simply a random collection of elements. Rather, personality is organized because the 
mechanisms and traits are linked to one another in a coherent fashion. Imagine the sim-
ple case of two desires—a desire for food and a desire for intimacy. If you have not eaten 
for a while and are experiencing hunger pangs, then your desire for food might override 
your desire for intimacy. On the other hand, if you have already eaten, then your desire 
for food may temporarily subside, allowing you to pursue intimacy. Our personalities 
are organized in the sense that they contain decision rules that govern which needs or 
motives are activated, depending on the circumstances.

Psychological traits are also relatively enduring over time, particularly in adult-
hood, and are somewhat consistent over situations. To say that someone is angry at 
this moment is not saying anything about a trait. A person may be angry now, but not 
tomorrow or may be angry in one situation, but not in others. Anger is more of a state 
than a trait. To say that someone is anger prone or generally hot tempered, however, is 
to describe a psychological trait. Someone who is anger prone is frequently angry, relative 
to others, and shows this proneness time and time again in many different situations. For 
example, the person might be argumentative at work, hostile and aggressive while play-
ing team sports for recreation, and quarrelsome with family members.

There may be some occasions when this generalization about the consistency 
of personality from situation to situation does not hold. Some situations may be over-
powering and suppress the expression of psychological traits. People who are gener-
ally talkative, for example, may remain quiet during a lecture, at the movies, or in an 
el evator—although you undoubtedly have experienced someone who would not keep 
quiet in any of these circumstances!

The debate about whether people are consistent across situations in their lives 
has a long history in personality psychology. Some psychologists have argued that the 
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evidence for consistency is weak (Mischel, 1968). For example, honesty measured in one 
situation (say, cheating on a test) may not correlate very highly with honesty measured 
in another situation (say, cheating on income taxes). We will explore this debate more 
fully later in the book. For now, we will simply say that most personality psychologists 
maintain that although people are not perfectly consistent, there is enough consistency 
to warrant including this characteristic in a definition of personality.

The fact that personality includes relatively enduring psychological traits and 
mechanisms does not preclude change over time. Indeed, describing precisely the ways 
in which we change over time is one goal of personality psychologists.

And That Influence . . .
In the definition of personality, an emphasis on the influential forces of personality means 
that personality traits and mechanisms can have an effect on people’s lives. Personality 
influences how we act, how we view ourselves, how we think about the world, how we 
interact with others, how we feel, how we select our environments (particularly our 
social environments), what goals and desires we pursue in life, and how we react to our 
circumstances. People are not passive creatures merely responding to external forces. 
Rather, personality plays a key role in affecting how people shape their lives. It is in this 
sense that personality traits are forces that influence how we think, act, and feel.

Their Interactions with . . .
This feature of personality is perhaps the most difficult to describe, because the nature 
of person–environment interaction is complex. In Chapter 15, we examine interactionism 
in greater detail. For now, however, it is sufficient to note that interactions with situa-
tions include perceptions, selections, evocations, and manipulations. Perceptions refer 
to how we “see,” or interpret, an environment. Two people may be exposed to the same 
objective event, yet what they pay attention to and how they interpret the event may be 
very different. And this difference is a function of their personalities. For example, two 
people can look at an inkblot, yet one person sees two cannibals cooking a human over 
a fire, whereas the other perceives a smiling clown waving hello. As another example, a 
stranger may smile at someone on the street; one person might perceive the smile as a 
smirk, whereas another person might perceive the smile as a friendly gesture. It is the 
same smile, just as it is the same inkblot, yet how people interpret these situations can be 
determined by their personalities.

Selection describes the manner in which we choose situations to enter—how we 
choose our friends, romantic partners, hobbies, college classes, and careers. How we go 
about making these selections is, at least in part, a reflection of our personalities. How 
we use our free time is especially a reflection of our traits. One person may take up the 
hobby of parachute jumping, whereas another may prefer to spend time quietly listen-
ing to a podcast alone. We select from what life offers us, and these choices are partly a 
function of personality.

Evocations are the reactions we produce in others, often quite unintentionally. To 
some extent, we create the social environment that we inhabit. A child with a high activ-
ity level, for example, may evoke in parents’ attempts to constrain the child, even though 
these attempts are not intended or desired by the child. A person who is physically large 
may evoke feelings of intimidation in others, even if intimidation is not the goal. Our 
evocative interactions are also essential features of our personalities.
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Manipulations are the ways in which we intentionally attempt to influence others. 
Someone who is anxious or frightened easily may try to influence their group to avoid 
scary movies or risky activities. Someone who is highly conscientious may insist that 
everyone follow the rules. Or, someone who is very neat and orderly may insist that 
their spouse pick up their messy things. The ways in which we attempt to manipulate the 
behavior, thoughts, and feelings of others are essential features of our personalities. All 
of these forms of interaction—perceptions, selections, evocations, and manipulations—
are central to understanding the connections between the personalities of people and the 
environments they inhabit.

And Adaptations to . . .
An emphasis on adaptation conveys the notion that a central feature of personality con-
cerns adaptive functioning—accomplishing goals, coping, adjusting, and dealing with the 
challenges and problems we face as we go through life. Few things are more obvious 
about human behavior than the fact that it is goal directed, functional, and purpose-
ful. Even behavior that does not appear functional—neurotic behavior such as excessive 
worrying, for example—may, in fact, be functional. For example, people who worry a 
lot may be better at detecting social signs of danger and correctly anticipating ways to 
cope with threat. Consequently, what appears on the surface to be maladaptive (exces-
sive worrying) may, in fact, have some adaptive functions. In addition, some aspects of 
personality processes represent deficits in normal adaptations, such as breakdowns in 
the ability to cope with stress, to regulate one’s social behavior, or to manage one’s emo-
tions. Although psychologists’ knowledge of the adaptive functions of personality traits 
and mechanisms is currently limited, it remains an indispensable key to understanding 
the nature of human personality.

The Environment
The physical environment often poses challenges for people. Some of these are direct 
threats to survival. For example, food shortages create the problem of securing adequate 
nutrients for survival. Extremes of temperature pose the problem of maintaining thermal 
homeostasis or body temperature. Heights, snakes, spiders, and strangers can all pose 
threats to survival. Human beings, like other animals, have evolved solutions to these 
adaptive problems. Hunger pangs motivate us to seek food, and taste preferences guide 
our choices of which foods to consume. Shivering mechanisms help combat the cold, 
and sweat glands help fight the sweltering heat. At a psychological level, our fears of 
heights, snakes, spiders, and strangers—the most common human fears—help us avoid or 
safely interact with these environmental threats to our survival.

Our social environment also poses adaptive challenges. We may desire the pres-
tige of a good job, but there are many other people competing for the same positions. 
We may desire interesting friends and mates, but there are many others competing for 
them. We may desire greater emotional closeness with others, but may not know how 
to achieve closeness. The ways in which we cope with our social environment—the chal-
lenges we encounter in our struggle for belongingness, love, and esteem—are central to 
an understanding of personality.

Personality partly determines the particular aspects of the environment that 
are important at any moment in time. A person who is talkative, for example, will 
notice more opportunities in the social environment to strike up conversations than 
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