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Introduction

George Kelly launched his revolutionary ideas about the nature of being human
nearly fifty years ago upon a world ill-prepared to receive them. This book is
evidence that the value of those ideas has not only been seen by those who are
primarily academics but also by those who are primarily practitioners. And not
only by psychologists, but by those in many other walks of life.

So widespread has the interest in personal construct psychology become, that this
book does not and cannot provide a complete coverage of personal construct work
or of areas in which such work is relevant. To give as wide a coverage as possible,
Section X consists of two chapters, in one of which five authors give ‘tasters’ of their
own area of expertise. It was Kelly’s view that the validity of any theory was shown
by its usefulness. If that is so, then this book is evidence of the validity of personal
construct theory.

Naturally, Kelly’s ideas permeate the book. But it was also felt that it might be
interesting to have each chapter begin with a quotation from some of his work that
was pertinent for that chapter. Even today, some of his ideas are still novel. One
major aim of the book is to show that Kelly’s ideas are not being regarded as a creed
but that people are all the time extending them and using them in ways not thought
of in 1955.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

To give the book some coherence, it has been divided into ten sections. They are by
no means discrete topic areas, because that would be impossible. Personal construct
psychology is about a person who cannot be divided up into bits—such as learning,
emotion, perception and so forth. However, that does not mean there should not
be sections on such categories at all. For instance, Section II is entitled ‘Beliefs and
feelings’. It is there because of the constant comment that Kelly’s theory is a ‘cog-
nitive’ one. That point is addressed in several chapters, but it seemed important to
make it clear, once and for all, that thinking and feeling within each one of us are
seen as inseparable.

Other sections are more easily recognizable, covering theory, practice and both
of those in specific work areas. It needs to be emphasized that George Kelly’s ideas
are the core of this volume and that the text relates to the whole person. So although
the same theoretical concepts may appear in different chapters, they are always from
another perspective.

Throughout the book there are examples of how certain approaches and ideas
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may be put into practice. Personal construct psychology is designed to be used; it is
not for armchair theorizing.

ITS CONTENT

Apart from the Kelly quotations at the start of each chapter—some long and some
very short—the book also contains an edited version of Kelly’s previously published
chapter entitled ‘A brief introduction to personal construct theory’, plus two talks
from previously unpublished manuscripts.

Probably the best-known writer about personal construct psychology, and cer-
tainly the person who more than anyone made psychologists first aware of its exis-
tence, was Don Bannister. Because of his depth of understanding of the theory and
practice, two of his previously published chapters are included, plus one previously
unpublished talk.

The key to the book is Section I, where the basic theory together with its under-
lying philosophy are outlined and commented upon. That section ends with details
of some of the research that has been conducted on the theory. Anyone who has a
limited previous knowledge of the theory and its philosophy would be well advised
to at least browse through this section before moving to sections that are of particu-
lar personal interest. Those who are well-acquainted with Kelly’s ideas may yet
find it useful to take a ‘revision course’ and look at his ‘brief introduction’. You may
even find new ways of looking at old problems in the other chapters in Section I.

No book on personal construct psychology would be complete without mention
of the tool for which George Kelly is probably best known—the repertory grid.
Section III is about that and other methods and tools available. Skills needed by all
personal construct practitioners are also covered. This book is not intended to be a
how-to-do-it manual; however, there are examples of how to construct a ratings and
a dependency grid, how to elicit personal constructs by ‘laddering’, how to create
‘bowties’, ‘snakes and rivers’ and much more. As far as possible, the book is as much
concerned with ways of putting personal construct psychology into practice as it is
about exploring the ideas contained within it.

THE LANGUAGE

There are two aspects to the question of language. The first is about the use of
jargon. It has always seemed to me that jargon has its uses as a shorthand for
communicating within groups of like-minded people. Mathematics would be the
extreme example here. But when communicating with those interested in a subject
but without detailed knowledge, then jargon is the enemy of communication.
George Kelly says that he sometimes chose to create a new word for a new idea
and sometimes used an old word with a new definition. All authors in this book
have been encouraged to use the minimum of jargon, but if a jargon word is essen-
tial, they have been asked to explain that word briefly. If physicists can explain the
complexities of their subject with great clarity to the non-physicist, then personal
construct psychologists are obviously able to do the same.
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The other issue of language here is about ‘sexism’. George Kelly started writing
in the 1940s when the use of the masculine pronoun was accepted as the general
word to describe all of us. It will therefore be of no surprise to you to find that he
makes no attempt to include the female version of such words. There were two ways
to deal with this issue. Authors could have been asked to put ‘she’ or ‘her’ in brack-
ets when using direct quotations from his works. Or, his quotations could be left as
they are in the belief that anyone reading this book would realize that times have
changed since George Kelly was writing. I sampled a number of opinions and came
out in favour of the latter. Some comments were quite extreme, such as, ‘If the
reader does not understand that you can’t make writers in the past speak in modern
language, then they should not be reading this book!” Anyone reading his works will
know that he was a man who would readily have changed his style of writing if he
were still alive today.

SMALL POINTS

George Kelly’s two volumes have had three publishers. First was Basic Books, then
Norton Publications and then Routledge. When the Norton version went out of
print, there was a period when the volumes were not available. Several people tried
to find an American publisher, but the volumes are not big sellers and no publisher
was prepared to take the risk. I was then lucky enough to know David Stonestreet,
then psychology editor at Routledge. After several discussions and lunches, he was
persuaded that he wanted ‘to be the man who published Kelly’. However, there was
a sting in the tail. I would have to get the two volumes typed onto disk! No mean
task. But I found enough typists who were students at the Centre for Personal
Construct Psychology in London who were prepared to share that task. It is for that
reason that the volumes contain the words ‘In association with the Centre for Per-
sonal Construct Psychology, London’. All that preamble is the run-up to the reason
why the Routledge version, in 1991, is a problem. The printers decided to give it a
different lay-out and so the page numbering is different. Not only that, whereas the
Norton version had pages numbered from the start of Volume 1 to the end of
Volume 2, the Routledge version starts Volume 2 again at page 1! Those who want
to get the book from libraries will usually be given the Norton version. Those who
have been buying the volumes in the past ten years will have the Routledge version.
That is a long description of why, after each quotation, there is the lengthy: (Kelly,
1955/1991, p. ‘Norton’/p. ‘Routledge’).

THEMES

Editing a book of this size gives the editor an opportunity to get an unusually broad
overview of the subject matter. Apart from the realization of the breadth of inter-
est in Kelly’s ideas, there are themes that occur to me. Of course, another personal
construct psychologist might well have come up with entirely different ones, but my
themes are these.

A major theme arising from very many contributions is that personal construct
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psychology is crucially about asking questions. I should not really have been sur-
prised at that revelation because the title of the book I wrote with Don Bannister
in 1971 was Inquiring Man. That title I took from an interview I had with George
Kelly in which he talked about the various roles people have played in society over
the years. When he came to more recent times he suggested that the person seen
from the perspective of his theory was * “empathic man”, or “inquiring man”’ (Kelly,
1966b).

A second theme is the discomfort that many authors feel about the still preva-
lent idea that the ‘mind’ and the ‘body’ are separate entities. Perhaps the chapters
in Section 1I, as well as concerns expressed in various other chapters, will go some
way to dispel this deeply embedded idea.

A final theme that comes out to me is the sense of excitement and involvement
authors feel about their work and ideas. It seems to give many a sense of freedom,
of being explorers travelling into new fields and seeing the theory as something to
be worked with and not a sacrosanct creed. That is certainly how I feel myself.
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SECTION |

The Psychology of
Personal Constructs and
its Philosophy

INTRODUCTION

What better way to begin this guide along the highways and byways of personal
construct theory than to hear from George Kelly himself (Chapter 1)? His ‘brief
introduction’ to the subject, taken from a 1966 essay, says much, and implies much
more again. Indeed, it may be sufficient to take some readers as far as they ever
want to go in their study of the subject. But we must hope that it will merely whet
the appetite of the vast majority of readers for more knowledge. For, as he says,
much of his theory has been left out, since his chapter is an introduction and not a
condensation. They should go on to savour countless further challenges to come
from the biggest assembly of personal construct experts ever gathered together
between the covers of a single volume.

Kelly is cheering up the reluctant newcomer to the subject even before the first
page is finished. The psychology, he asserts, ‘Does broadly suggest that even the most
obvious occurrences of everyday life might appear utterly transformed if we were
inventive enough to construe them differently’. There is a basic message of hope
and deliverance here which would not be out of place in religious teaching.

You will find Kelly concise and witty as he describes the Fundamental Postulate
of personal construct theory together with tightly drawn explanations of some of
the corollaries.

While the reader still has some of the pure Kellyism fresh in the mind’s forefront,
Fay Fransella and Bob Neimeyer tell of Kelly, the man himself, from their extensive
theoretical, practical and personal knowledge. They place the theory in the context
of the academic climate at the time of its introduction. They consider aspects of the
theory with which some people have found problems. Emphasizing that Kelly’s
ideas should never become a sacred text, they outline developments that have
resulted from his ideas.

A previously unpublished talk by the late Don Bannister (who worked with Kelly
for a few terms at Ohio State University) then follows. It points out those aspects
of the theory that he considered to be most important. He particularly focuses on
its reflexive nature, and reminds us vividly how revolutionary those views were in
the mid-1950s.
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In the next chapter Gabrielle Chiari and Maria Laura Nuzzo outline the philos-
ophy of constructive alternativism that runs through everything in the psychology
of personal constructs, and show its importance in the movement of constructivism.
They also dwell on the still vexed issue of whether Kelly’s theory is a ‘cognitive’
theory or a theory of human experiencing.

Jack Adams-Webber then summarizes much of the research that has been carried
out in relation to personal construct theory. He cites Pervin and John as saying that:
‘almost every aspect of Kelly’s theory has received at least some study’ (2001, p.
426).



CHAPTER 2

George Alexander Kelly:
The Man and his Theory

Fay Fransella
University of Hertfordshire, UK

and

Robert A. Neimeyer
University of Memphis, USA

... thinking of the scientist and the thinking of the human subject should be con-
sidered to be governed by the same general laws. If the aim of science is usefully
construed as prediction, why not try operating on the assumption that the aim
of all human effort is prediction and see where this line of psychologizing leads
us?

(Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 605/Vol. 2, p. 35)

In 1955, two heavy volumes containing 1218 pages of The Psychology of Personal
Constructs landed on the desks of psychologists. Kelly’s ‘brief introduction’ in the
previous chapter is, in relation to the two volumes, indeed brief. The reception of
this revolutionary work was mixed. Jerome Bruner, among the most prestigious of
the many reviewers, said:

These excellent, original, and infuriatingly prolix two volumes easily nominate
themselves for the distinction of being the single greatest contribution of the past
decade to the theory of personality functioning. Professor Kelly has written a
major work. (Bruner, 1956, p. 355)

We discuss some of the difficulties experienced by reviewers and subsequent readers
later in this chapter. But, first, a word about the man who created this work.
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GEORGE A. KELLY, THE MAN

His Education

George Kelly was born on 28 April 1905 on a farm near Perth, Kansas, to Theodore
Vincent Kelly and Elfleda Merriam Kelly. He died on 6 March 1967, when he was
Professor of Behavioral Science at Brandeis University, Boston, USA. His father
was a Presbyterian Minister who gave up his ministry to take up ‘hard scrabble’
farming in a time and place that imposed both poverty and rural isolation on the
hard-working family. Kelly says of his mother that she was the daughter of a Nova
Scotian captain of a sailing ship who was driven off the North Atlantic Trade routes
by the arrival of steamships. He had then gone into the Caribbean trade, making
his headquarters in Barbados where his mother had been born. It is interesting that
the ‘spirit of adventure’ symbolized by this maternal grandfather, seems to have
seeped into the spirit of Kelly’s later psychological theorizing.

Kelly also tells how his father set off in 1909 in a covered wagon to take up a
claim in eastern Colorado, becoming one of the last homesteaders on the
American frontier. But there was little water there to grow crops or raise livestock,
so they returned to the Kansas farm in 1913 after four hard years of struggle. During
that time Kelly did not attend any school and was educated by his parents. In fact,
as far as one can tell, George Kelly’s formal education was virtually nil during the
first dozen years of his life. The first substantial period of formal education he had
was from late 1918 to 1921 in Wichita. At 16 he then went to the Friends’ Univer-
sity academy in Wichita where he took college and academy courses. He often told
people that he had never graduated from high school—something that clearly
pleased him. He then completed his baccalaureate studies in 1926, majoring in
physics and mathematics. It is at Friends’ University that we find the first evidence
of George Kelly the thinker, the writer, a person with social concerns. He was
awarded first place in the Peace Oratorical Contest held at the University in 1924
for The Sincere Motive—on the subject of war (Kelly, 1924).

Kelly gave up the idea of a career in engineering to study for a masters degree
in educational sociology at the University of Kansas. In 1927, with his masters thesis
not completed, he went to Minneapolis and supported himself by teaching various
classes for labour organizers, the American Bankers Association, and prospective
American citizens. He then enrolled at the University of Minnesota in sociology
and biometrics, but soon had to leave because it was discovered that he could not
pay the fees. In the winter of 1927, he found a job teaching psychology and speech
at Sheldon Junior College in lowa. There he also coached drama, laying the ground-
work for his novel use of enactment in psychotherapy, and there met his future wife,
Gladys Thompson.

Kelly’s moves around academe were not yet finished. He received an exchange
fellowship to go to Edinburgh University in Scotland to study for a Bachelor of
Education Degree, which he completed in 1930. There was one last task—to get a
doctorate degree—which he finally accomplished at the University of Iowa under
Carl Seashore in the Department of Psychology. His PhD, on the common factors
in reading and speech disabilities, was awarded in 1931. In that year he married
Gladys Thompson and began seeking his first real position. America was in the midst
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of the Great Depression, which was decimating the economy, making it hardly an
auspicious moment to launch a promising career.

His Professional Years

After what can only be described as an unusual educational history, George Kelly’s
first employment was in 1931 at the Fort Hays Kansas State College, where he
served for 12 years. Faced with a sea of human suffering aggravated by bank fore-
closures and economic hardship, Kelly found little use for the physiological psy-
chology that had initially fascinated him, and soon turned his attention to what he
saw as being needed—the psychological evaluation of school-aged children and
adults. It was here he started to make his distinctive contribution to psychology. He
was instrumental in setting up a pioneering travelling clinic that toured western
Kansas and offered a psychological diagnostic and remedial service to children of
that area. It was staffed solely by George Kelly and his undergraduate and post-
graduate students, eventually being funded directly by the financially strapped state
legislature (Neimeyer & Jackson, 1997).

While at Fort Hays Kelly started to develop his thinking about psychological
change, leading eventually to the psychology of personal constructs, his philosophy
of constructive alternativism, and the basics of fixed role therapy (see Chapter 23,
pp. 237-245). Informing all of these developments was the view that persons have
created themselves and therefore can re-create themselves if they have the courage
and imagination to do so. Finding himself largely alone in his efforts to help trou-
bled students, he turned to Freud’s ideas for inspiration. Although Kelly developed
arespect for Freud’s bold attempt to ‘listen to the language of distress’, he ultimately
rejected the idea that offering correct therapist ‘interpretations’ of client experi-
ences was the key to change. Instead, he began to realize that it was what the clients
did with his interpretations that really mattered, and the only criterion for a useful
therapist-offered conceptualization was that it should be relevant to the client’s
problem and carry novel implications for a possible solution (Kelly, 19691).

It was early on in his time at Fort Hays that Kelly wrote his textbook Under-
standable Psychology (unpublished and dated 1932). There is also a draft manu-
script of a book with W.G. Warnock entitled Inductive Trigonometry (1935). Both
his interests in comprehensive theorizing and mathematics are to be found in the
unique structure of The Psychology of Personal Constructs.

In the late 1930s Kelly was put in charge of a flight-training programme at Fort
Hays College and in 1943 was commissioned in the US Naval Reserve, where he
conducted research on instrument panel design and other problems of applied and
clinical psychology. Shortly after the end of World War 11, Kelly was appointed Pro-
fessor and Director of Clinical Psychology at Ohio State University. During his nine-
teen years there he formalized his theory of personal constructs and its assessment
tool, the repertory grid. Apart from his two massive volumes, he published little, but
played a leading role in defining the emerging field of clinical psychology through
leadership positions in the American Psychological Association. Kelly also extended
his influence internationally, speaking at a number of universities around the world,
and cultivating enduring contacts with such young European psychologists as Don
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Bannister in the UK and Han Bonarius in the Netherlands. In 1965, the American
Psychological Association bestowed on him its Award for Distinguished Contribu-
tion to the Science and Profession of Clinical Psychology.

Kelly left Ohio State University in 1965 to take up the Riklis Chair of Behavioral
Science at Brandeis University, Boston, at the invitation of Abraham Maslow, the
prominent humanistic psychologist.

He was a remarkable man. Not only did he become a distinguished academic in
spite of a very unpromising education, but he also influenced the nature of psy-
chology itself in ways we shall describe later. But first we offer a few words about
the nature of this author of an unorthodox, grand vision of how each individual
person gives personal meaning to life, others, and the world in general.

The Man Himself

To take a look at Kelly the man we can use an essential feature of his own theory—
its reflexivity. Personal construct theory emphasizes that, in all our interactions, the
same explanatory framework is equally applicable to both parties—to scientist and
subject, therapist and client, husband and wife, and parent and child. Kelly did not
emphasize this important feather in his theoretical cap in his ‘Brief introduction’
(see Chapter 1), but it is mentioned by many authors in this volume, especially in
the following chapter by Don Bannister (pp. 33-39). To try to find out something
about the author of personal construct theory, we can be reflexive and look at him
through the eyes of his own theory.

It is clear that Kelly viewed his work with some ambivalence. On the one hand,
Al Landfield, a student of Kelly, claimed, ‘I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that
Kelly’s hopes for the theory went way beyond ordinary ambition. His hopes went
beyond himself, I believe’ (Fransella, 1995). On the other hand, Kelly (1966b) said
that only one of the five books he had written had been published and that might
have been a mistake. This radical shifting of views can be related to the theoretical
bipolarity of all construing. As he says in Chapter 1 of this volume, all construing is
bipolar—all personal constructs have opposites. It was as if Kelly felt the pull of
those opposites in his own life, to the point of both boldly announcing and then
questioning his own life work.

One major pull for Kelly was his great breadth of vision coupled with his equally
great attention to detail. One can relate that also to the theory’s Creativity Cycle.
To create new ideas and new ways of relating to the world one cultivates a loose,
wide-ranging view of events until a thought or feeling emerges that enables one to
tighten, focus down upon that thought or feeling to see whether it really is a good
idea or not. Kelly’s own tendency to shift from breadth of vision to attention to
detail gave many problems to those who knew him—particularly his students. Al
Landfield claimed:

Kelly was a revolutionary in the guise of a very formal man. No students would
be called by their first name until they had been awarded their doctorate. He
was bound by many such rules. Then the revolutionary would take over and he
would become the warm, excited, involved, creator of ideas. (Fransella, 1995)
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Could it be that this ability or tendency to shift from the tight to the loose construer
in any way was related to his possibly conflicting religious experiences? He received
his early life and education largely from his Presbyterian Minister father and lived
for some time in the Bible-belt of America. He then was exposed to the much looser
religious culture in his adolescence and early adult life at a Quaker College and
then at a Quaker university.

GEORGE KELLY: INFLUENCES ON HIS THEORY
AND PHILOSOPHY

Influences from Psychology

Many of the influences on Kelly’s thinking are discussed in other chapters in this
book. The obvious negative influences he saw at the time he developed his theory
were behaviourism and the psychodynamic approaches, although the former
seemed to be especially objectionable to him. He saw both of these as denying us
any right to make decisions and be in charge of our own lives. The behaviourism of
Kelly’s day made the person a passive respondent to environmental events—in
Bannister’s (1966b) ironic words, ‘a ping pong ball with a memory’. On the other
hand, early psychodynamic theorists made the person a passive respondent to
internal unconscious forces. For Kelly, we are forms of motion and we propel
ourselves—no one or no thing does it ‘to’ us. Thus, Kelly seemed to be invested in
being the ‘loyal opposition’ to the dominant psychologies of his day, challenging
them while maintaining a commitment to developing a more humane alternative.

Influences from Philosophy

In contrast to Kelly’s rejection of most of established psychology, he drew more
eagerly on cutting edge developments in the philosophy of his day. He frequently
cited the pragmatist and religious thinker John Dewey as one of the main philoso-
phers to influence him, a connection Bill Warren analyses in Chapter 39 (pp.
387-394). Trevor Butt considers how Kelly’s thinking may also have been influenced
to some degree by phenomenology in Chapter 38 (pp. 379-386). Beyond these two
sources of philosophic inspiration, it is clear that Kelly drew on the linguistic phi-
losophy of Alfred Korzybski in his ideas that ‘constructs’ are interpretations that
say at least as much about their human users as they do about the ‘realities’ they
purport to describe. Likewise, Kelly acknowledged the influence of Hans Vaihinger’s
philosophy of ‘as if” in his formulation of constructive alternativism, and the psy-
chodrama of Jakob Moreno in shaping the make-believe, role-playing strategies that
occupied an important place in personal construct therapy. Thus, although he was
highly original, Kelly was situated within a broader set of intellectual developments
in the early twentieth century, importing and systematizing these themes in the con-
struction of a unique approach to psychology (Neimeyer & Stewart, 2000).
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Influences from Physics and Mathematics

It has been suggested that Kelly’s degree in physics and mathematics may have
played a major role in the development of his theory and his method of measure-
ment—the repertory grid (Fransella, 1983, 2000). Most strikingly, Kelly asked us to
look at individuals ‘as if’ each of us were a scientist, each having a theory about
what is currently happening to us, each making a prediction based on that theory
and then each testing out that prediction by behaving. That is the basis of constru-
ing, and, in that model, behaviour becomes the experiment rather than an end result.
Personal construct theory takes the quantum mechanics view that none of us has
neutral access to reality. Einstein’s relativity theory, among other things, sees the
world as an undivided whole in which all parts merge into one another. Kelly says:
‘The universe . . .is integral. By that we mean it functions as a single unit with
all its imaginable parts having an exact relationship to each other’ (1955/1991, p.
7/Vol. 1, p. 5). Al Landfield tells how a physicist commented at one of his personal
construct seminars that ‘Kelly’s theory can be seen as a good theory of physics’
(Fransella, 1995).

As to mathematics, there is a branch called mathematical constructivism. These
minority party mathematicians stand against the majority who take the Platonic
stance which says that mathematical statements are there to be discovered, having
an independent reality apart from the human mind. Mathematical constructivists
on the other hand argue, along with Kelly (1954), that such ‘ideas are not discov-
ered, they are invented’. In addition to this general philosophic compatibility with
developments in mathematical theory, Kelly commonly drew on his love of mathe-
matical concepts and methods to conjure and measure some of the complexity of
psychological space. He is reported by Hinkle as saying: ‘Johann Herbart’s work on
education and particularly mathematical psychology influenced me. I think mathe-
matics is the pure instance of construct functioning—the model of human behav-
iour’ (1970, p. 91).

Other Influences

Because of its great scope and richness, personal construct psychology can be viewed
as situated in a vast web of reciprocal influences with other important developments
in twentieth-century thought, and indeed, with broader traditions of human under-
standing that span millennia. For example, Mair (1985) has argued persuasively that
Kelly’s theory represents a counterpoint to the religious ideology of his conserva-
tive Christian parents, in which he emphasizes the human potential to live boldly
and unconventionally, by audacious experimentation rather than blind faith in
authority (see also Chapter 39 on personal construct theory and religion, pp.
387-394). Could that counterpoint be related to his later exposure to the Quaker
religion during the latter part of his education? Existential themes of choice and
agency clearly pervade the theory, as well as an ethic of advocating construing the
outlooks of others as a precondition for meaningful role relationships on personal
or cultural levels (see also Chapter 14, pp. 153-161). Deeper currents in Euro-
American thought no doubt also shaped Kelly’s thinking, such as his evident belief
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in human progress, and his fundamental individualism. But in a sense, Kelly’s genius
resided in the way he integrated these many streams of thought into a comprehen-
sive, coherent, practical, and generative theory, one that is still being actively elab-
orated by psychologists and social theorists around the world. It is this final topic,
the reception of Kelly’s theory, to which we now turn.

DEVELOPMENT OF PERSONAL CONSTRUCT THEORY
SINCE 1955

A consideration of the development of personal construct theory as a field since
1955 could yield a book in itself—indeed, it has done just that. Neimeyer (1985c)
has drawn on models and methods devised in the sociology of science to depict the
theory’s social and intellectual emergence from the ‘normal science’ of its day. It
first represented a radical departure in psychological theory, then moved through
the evolution of small ‘clusters’ and larger ‘networks’ of like-minded researchers, to
become the established and diversified ‘specialty’ that it is today. At each stage of
its development, the theory has encountered important challenges, such as the pre-
mature death of its founder, the need to develop international cohesiveness in the
pre-internet era, the establishment of training centres inside and outside academia,
and the creation of respected publication outlets for the work of group members.
That such challenges were met successfully is evident in the range and vitality of
chapters that make up this volume.

Here, however, we would like to focus on four particular issues: the abstract,
‘value free’, orientation of the theory; the ambivalent relationship between per-
sonal construct theory and cognitive perspectives; the difficulty grasping the
developmental implications of the theory; and the distinctive nature of its major
methodologies.

FOUR ISSUES ARISING FROM PERSONAL
CONSTRUCT THEORY

Its ‘Value Free’ Orientation

One of the remarkable features of personal construct theory—and one that no
doubt contributes to the flexibility with which it has been applied to people and
problems of all sorts—is its abstract, content-free orientation. Unlike many psy-
chological theorists, Kelly did not propose a detailed list of human needs, motives,
conflicts or ideals that presumably hold for all people, but instead focused on the
general processes by which people made sense of, and navigated, the social world.
This abstractness makes personal construct theory about as ‘value free’ as a theory
of personality could aspire to be, and helps the clinician, psychological scientist and
general observer of human events to ‘step inside’ the outlooks of those persons they
seek to understand. Kelly enshrined a respect for individual and cultural differences
in his basic theory, and advocated a credulous, rather than critical approach as the
more enlightened way to either study human beings or attempt to promote their



28 INTERNATIONAL HANDBOOK OF PERSONAL CONSTRUCT PSYCHOLOGY

development across a range of settings. As Kelly (1955/1991, p. 608/Vol. 2, p. 37)
noted:

In the broadest sense we are restating here the philosophy of constructive alter-
nativism. In a narrower sense we are describing the value system of the clinician
[or psychologist more generally] as a kind of liberalism without paternalism. The
clinician is not only tolerant of varying points of view . . . , but he is [also] willing
to devote himself to the defence and facilitation of widely differing patterns of
life. Diversity and multiple experimentation are to be encouraged.

Thus, decades before respect for diversity became the watchword in psychology and
related disciplines, Kelly strove to draft a genuinely respectful psychology in which
the active appreciation of alternative perspectives and ways of life was at the core.

Still, some have argued that personal construct theory is not truly value free; even
celebrating and exploring diversity is, after all, a value. Clearly, Kelly did have his
values, which he enshrined in his theory: risk-taking, adventure, creativity, and an
unwillingness to settle for conventional answers to life’s probing questions (Mair,
1985; Walker, 1992). In fact, it would not be too much to say that personal construct
theory and like-minded constructivist perspectives even carry with them an ethical
mandate, to ‘try on for size’ the initially alien or threatening perspectives of others,
according them the same level of potential validity as one’s own (Neimeyer, 2002b).
Ultimately, then, personal construct theory enjoins us to deal with the question of
values by both recognizing the values implicit in our own core constructs, and
attempting, insofar as possible, to accord equal legitimacy to the value perspectives
of those persons we seek to comprehend.

Personal Construct Theory and Cognition

One prominent psychologist who hailed George Kelly as the creator of the theo-
retical model of cognitive or thought processes was one of his students, Walter
Mischel. In a personal tribute to Kelly, Mischel (1980, p. 85) said:

That George Kelly was a very deep, original, refreshing voice was always evident
to all who knew him well. What has surprised me was not the brilliance with
which he first spoke but the accuracy with which he anticipated the directions
into which psychology would move two decades later.

A little later, Mischel (1980, p. 86) continues: ‘Long before “cognitive psychology”
existed, Kelly created a truly cognitive theory of personality, a theory in which how
people construe is at the core.’

Although Mischel’s tribute appropriately acknowledges the role of Kelly’s think-
ing in foreshadowing the enthusiasm for cognitive science and cognitive therapy
that was so apparent in the second half of the twentieth century, many contempo-
rary personal construct theorists take exception to their theory being closely aligned
with cognitive perspectives. Certainly, Kelly took great pains to emphasize that his
theory was at least as concerned with human passion and action as with thought,
and at a fundamental level, he attempted to integrate all of these features of human
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functioning in his definition of the construct. In Chapter 6 (pp. 61-74), entitled ‘The
logic of passion’, Don Bannister discusses the thought—feeling dichotomy.

The common tendency to assimilate personal construct theory into a cognitive
framework ignores much in the theory—such as its novel treatment of emotions as
signals of a sometimes threatening transition in our construing. In turn that reflects
the priority of an ingrained cultural construct that contrasts thinking with feeling,
as well as the role of historical accidents, such as the publication of the first three
chapters of Kelly’s basic theory as a convenient and widely read paperback, while
the ‘emotional’ and ‘action-oriented’ parts of the theory were relegated to Kelly’s
two-volume magnum opus encountered by relatively few readers. The resulting
selective reading of the theory has given it more of a cognitive cast than it deserves,
with many of its radical implications for understanding human behaviour remain-
ing to be developed. Gabriele Chiari and Maria Laura Nuzzo discuss the philo-
sophical differences between cognitive and personal construct psychologies in
Chapter 4 (pp. 41-49).

Levels of Awareness

One aspect of Kelly’s theory that has not been emphasized, and which he recog-
nizes in the penultimate paragraph of his ‘Brief introduction’ in the previous
chapter, is that his theory includes ‘fresh interpretations of “the unconscious”,
depression, and aggression’. Freud argued that some psychological energy had to
be present to explain why people did what they did. He called it ‘psychic energy’.
Kelly said there is no need to create an energy system for human beings similar to
that in physics. Human beings are not inert substances that need energy to move
them. They are living matter and one crucial property of living matter is that it
moves.

Having that as his starting point, he then agreed with Freud that much of human
construing takes place outside of consciousness. Instead of ‘the unconscious’ as the
reservoir of psychic energy, he suggested the notion that there are levels of aware-
ness with ‘conscious’ construing being at the highest level of awareness. At the
lowest level is ‘preverbal’ construing. That consists of discriminations a baby and
young child create to make sense of their experiences but they have no verbal labels
attached to them. These preverbal constructs can account for much of our seem-
ingly irrational reactions to events. As we develop over the years, we find verbal
labels to attach to many of them and so are able to look at them in the cold light
of day to see if they are still useful ways of looking at events. Much of counselling
and psychotherapy is concerned with exactly that—finding verbal labels to attach
to our preverbal construings. Thus, those who call personal construct theory a tra-
ditional ‘cognitive’ theory—meaning that it deals with only verbally or intellectu-
ally accessible thought processes—are taking no account of the majority of what
Kelly calls construing. It is interesting to note that in this respect Kelly foreshad-
owed more contemporary cognitive theories, which now routinely recognize the
limits of consciousness in grasping the ‘metacognitive’ basis of much of human func-
tioning. Clearly, people ‘know’ much more than they can tell, in the sense that some
of the bases on which we construe events in our lives can only be inferred, rather
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than directly reported. Much more will be said about the role of non-verbal
construing, particularly relating to core parts of our systems of meaning, in the
chapters that follow.

Human Development

A recurrent complaint is that Kelly did not talk about development—that is, from
birth to adulthood. It has been argued (Fransella, 1995) that the omission was delib-
erate, in the sense that the whole theory of personal constructs is about develop-
ment—human beings are seen as forms of motion, no matter what our age. There
is a second reason for the omission. The theory rejects all attempts to put people
into categories or boxes. It follows that Kelly was sceptical of the prescriptive age-
and-stage models that characterized the developmental theories of his day, even
those of theorists like Piaget who shared some of his constructivist leanings.

A close inspection of Kelly’s work shows that he was hardly lacking in experi-
ence with children. He spent several years at Fort Hays working extensively with
children, and used frequent examples of children to illustrate theoretical issues in
his two volumes. Instead, Kelly, like Werner and more recent developmental theo-
rists, preferred to view human ‘becoming’ as a highly individualized process of psy-
chological development, in which both children and adults constantly extend, revise
and reorganize the system of meaning/emotion/action schemes that they construct
(Mascolo et al., 1997). However, his rather abstract approach to developmental
issues could have contributed to the relative neglect of this aspect of his theory,
leaving its application to the world of childhood in need of further development.
What we do know about the psychological development of children can be seen in
the chapters of Jack Adams-Webber on research (Chapter 5, pp. 51-58), Jim
Mancuso on how children develop psychologically and in particular their sense of
self (Chapter 27, pp. 275-282) and Tom Ravenette on working with children and
teachers when children are seen as having problems (Chapter 28, pp. 283-294).

Scientific Research

Kelly’s influence here is profound. Although it is not claimed that he, alone, started
the change in research methods, it can certainly be claimed that his thinking has
played a part. He suggested that his philosophy of constructive alternativism was an
approach to science that was an alternative to the scientific method favoured by
psychology, for which he coined the term accumulative fragmentalism. Details of the
differences are given in Chapter 4 (pp. 41-49).

Qualitative as Well as Quantitative Methods

Kelly’s repertory grid technique represented a creative and flexible set of
methods—much expanded by subsequent construct theorists—that allow qualita-
tive data to be quantified. As described specifically by Richard Bell in Chapter 9
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(pp. 95-103), the grid technique addresses a central goal in personal construct
theory, namely, bringing to light the distinctive ways that individual human beings
or groups organize and interpret some aspect of their experience. Kelly’s unique
contribution was to show how these data can be given arithmetical equivalents by
placing them within a repertory grid matrix consisting of rows of personal constructs
and columns of items to be construed by those constructs. Although grid methods
have proved useful in even rather informal paper and pencil forms, countless
researchers and practitioners have made use of the burgeoning number of sophis-
ticated computer programs for eliciting, analysing and interpreting grid data.

Less widely recognized, but equally novel, were Kelly’s contributions to qual-
itative assessment of personal construct systems. Indeed, methods like self-
characterization, in which a person is invited to write a free-form description of
him- or herself from a sympathetic third-person perspective, anticipated the present
surge of interest in narrative concepts and methods in psychology. Kelly’s charac-
teristically detailed recommendations for analysing and using such material in psy-
chotherapy are congruent with the current expansion of hermeneutic, constructivist
and interpretive methods in the social sciences, recognizing the contribution of both
words and numbers to psychology as a human science (see Chapters 12 (pp.
133-139) and 38 (pp. 379-386)). Many different ways of eliciting and making sense
of personal constructs have been created since 1955. Some of these are described
in Chapters 10 (pp. 105-121) and 11 (pp. 123-131). Greg Neimeyer also gives a
useful account of many such measures (1993).

CODA

We have tried to provide some historical context for the chapters that follow, both
in terms of Kelly’s distinctive biography, and in terms of the subsequent develop-
ment of his theory. Doing so is in keeping with Kelly’s emphasis on reflexivity, which
places the theorist firmly within the purview of his theory, as well as his focus
on anticipation, on how construct systems evolve as they stretch to embrace the
future. Personal construct theory has clearly evolved since its origins in Kelly’s
work, while nonetheless retaining its distinctive core commitments. As such, the
theory represents not only a reflexive distillation of the themes of Kelly’s life,
but also a highly original anticipation of its extensions over the half-century that
followed.

The next chapter, by Don Bannister, focuses on the profound differences between
Kelly’s ideas and those underlying behaviourism—the dominant psychology when
Kelly created his theoretical perspective. In particular, he focuses on the central
feature underpinning personal construct theory—that of reflexivity.



CHAPTER 3

Kelly Versus
Clockwork Psychology*

Don Bannister

... if people find it of personal use, particularly if they find it extends their picture
of their own possibilities, then that is the best test of personal construct theory,
the most significant credit it could have.

George Kelly was fond of asserting that he had never met a psychologist who had
just one theory about the nature of man. He argued that psychologists always had
two. They had first a theory that describes how scientists have theories from which
they derive hypotheses, which they subject to experimental tests and, in terms of
careful observation of outcome, they reformulate or modify the theories, generate
more hypotheses, subject them to experimental test, and so the cycle goes. Granted,
that is a description of scientific methods, but it is also a description of human behav-
iour. Psychologists then have a second theory which (while the first one accounts
for the behaviour of scientists and psychologists) accounts for the behaviour of all
the rest of us who are not scientists or psychologists. This second theory may be of
any kind; it may be about how you are swimming around in the ghastly swamps of
your id or how you are bouncing from stimulus to response like a maniacal table
tennis ball, or whatever. What is clear is that creatures of this second kind are highly
underprivileged compared to creatures of the first kind.

Kelly went on to argue that it was uneconomical and discriminatory to have two
theories. That leaves us with two ways of unifying our view of humankind.

Firstly, we could take in all the scientists and psychologists under one of the
second theories and explain their behaviour accordingly. So, for instance, if I were
appearing as a Freudian, I would have to explain that, tonight, I am not rationally
presenting a theory, but simply sublimating my sex instinct, or if I were a learning
theorist I might explain that I was suffering from a build-up of reactive inhibition,
and so on and so forth. The other possibility is to take the first theory, the one about

*Unpublished talk for the Centre for Personal Construct Psychology in 1982.
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the theorizing experimenting scientist, and apply that to everybody, which is pre-
cisely what George Kelly did.

MAN THE SCIENTIST

So he came up with his model of ‘man the scientist’. Obviously, in saying that all
men and women are scientists he did not mean that all men and women wear white
coats, have PhDs or are interminably dull in their discourse. He meant that we all
have theories, sometimes confused or contradictory perhaps, but theories about
our own nature, the nature of other people, the nature of the universe. If you are
not in the Science Club, it will not be dignified by calling it your ‘theory’. It will
be variously referred to as your central nervous system, or your personality, your
reinforcement history or your attitudes or whatever, but nevertheless, they are your
philosophical metatheories. Because you have a theory you will derive hypotheses
from it. Again, if you are not in the Science Club, these are not termed hypotheses,
they are designated your expectations, your anticipations, habitual set or what
have you. You will act on the basis of your hypotheses/expectations. That is to say,
you will test them out. You will experiment, but again, seen as the object of
scientific study rather than as a scientist in your own right, you will be said to be
‘behaving’. Your experiments/behaviour will cast various lights on your hypotheses/
expectations—sometimes you will be right, sometimes you will be wrong and
sometimes you will find the outcome of your ventures totally irrelevant to the terms
in which you frame them. Then you will modify, change, reformulate your
theory/notions of what you are like, and what other people are like, and what the
world is like.

So for Kelly the central question for psychology becomes how do people develop,
share, and use their personal theories? Perhaps the most direct way of interrogat-
ing George Kelly’s argument is to consider precisely what he meant by the term
personal construct system.

He used the word personal in a very particular sense. He was using it to refer to
the fact that there is a sense in which each of us lives in a unique world. Our worlds
are different, not simply because we have experienced or are experiencing differ-
ent events but because we interpret differently the events we do experience. What
one person thinks is important another thinks is trivial; what one feels is exciting
another feels is dull; ugly to one is beautiful to another. This central idea offers its
own explanation for the mysterious but everyday fact that people respond to the
same situation in very different ways. Joan and Jane are introduced to Peter, and
Joan says “Yummy’ and Jane says ‘Ugh’; Peter and Paul are in the same job and one
thinks it’s marvellous and the other thinks it’s hell on wheels. Clearly there is no
mystery if we accept that these people are not in the same situation. The situation
is only the same seen from the point of view of some third person who is looking
at it from the outside. Within the situation the two people are looking through their
goggles, their personal construct systems, their philosophy, their viewpoint and
seeing it personally and thereby differently.

Secondly, we have to consider Kelly’s central construct, that of a construct. Kelly
was irritatingly generous about definition and at different times defined a construct
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as ‘a way of avoiding the obvious’, or ‘a way in which two things are alike and
thereby different from a third’, or a construct as a ‘bipolar discrimination’. But we
can recognize constructs in terms of these definitions more easily because we have
labels for many of them: north—south, cheap—expensive, coming—going, lost—found,
hopeless—hopeful, plus-minus and so on. There is the danger inherent in having so
many labels for our constructs that we may come to see the construct as the same
as the label and forget that the construct is the discrimination itself, not the label
attached to the discrimination. Nor must we forget that there are many constructs
for which we have no labels. We can spend hours listening to music and in a rea-
sonable sense be said to be construing the music but not necessarily labelling it at
all, words may have very little to do with it. Constructs may be preverbal in the
sense of being discriminations developed before the infant had access to a language
or non-verbal in the sense of having been elaborated without labelling.

Thirdly, Kelly referred to a personal construct system. Here Kelly is arguing that
our constructs are ordered, arranged and linked; they are not lying about like domi-
noes in a bucket. There is something paradoxical about trying to prove by argument
that constructs are linked, since argument itself is a process of demonstrating link-
ages for particular constructs. A dictionary is a catalogue of the modal links between
constructs.

Thus Kelly presented this picture of each individual as unique. He was not thereby
saying that we are enclosed individuals. We trade our construct systems, we com-
municate them, we dispute with them, we build them into bibles, novels, philoso-
phies and scientific theories, we interact with one another in terms of them. Thereby
our construct systems have a great deal in common, but at no point is it likely that
your construct system is a carbon copy of anyone else’s.

REFLEXIVITY

If we refer to Kelly’s original assertion that all persons are scientists then (as he
presented the argument) reverse logic is permissible and we can argue that all sci-
entists are persons. This points to the reflexive quality of personal construct theory
and I think it is the theory’s reflexivity which distinguishes it most sharply from tra-
ditional psychological viewpoints. Interestingly, it is the feature of construct theory
which has received the least attention, perhaps because the very idea of reflexivity
is an embarrassment in conventional psychological discourse. Reflexivity demands
that a theory account for its own construction. Psychologizing in all its forms, invent-
ing personal construct theory or proposing any other psychological theory is a
human act, a piece of human behaviour.

Therefore, if you are going to account for human behaviour you can reasonably
expect it to account for that as well. In fact there is a long history of psychology not
only ignoring this issue of reflexivity but producing bizarre paradoxes by ignoring
it. In the 1970s, Milgram built himself a considerable and in some ways a deserved
reputation for a series of very adventurous experiments on the subject of what he
referred to as ‘obedience to authority’. The design of his experiment was basically
simple. He hired people, ordinary men and women, and told them that they were
being asked to assist in a scientific experiment. These experiments concerned
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various things, but they hinged around the question of the effect of pain on human
performance of various kinds. The setup was such that the innocent person partici-
pated believing that he or she was part of a scientific experiment assisting the main
experimenter, Milgram. He or she was given control of an electrical apparatus which
was wired up to the subject who was trying to do something like mental arithmetic
and by pulling a lever he or she could administer more and more painful electric
shocks. Milgram was interested in how much pain people would administer when
instructed to do so under various conditions, and sadly found that they would admin-
ister a great deal. When these innocents began to administer ‘pain’ the subjects
(actually Milgram’s assistants) enacted pain, they screamed, pleaded, begged, wept,
thrashed about on the floor, in order to see how long the innocent—the ordinary
man or woman—would continue increasing the pain. The reaction to these experi-
ments was intriguing. Many psychologists challenged Milgram on moral grounds.
Though Milgram did debrief his subjects at the end of the experiment and explained
to them that they hadn’t actually administered any pain, that is probably not much
comfort if it has been proved to you that you in fact seriously torment human beings,
including taking the needle past the dangerous mark on the dial. To force such a
conclusion on a person is hardly a kindly act. Milgram’s defence was that he was
doing it in the name of science and that this was the moral basis on which he stood.
What does not seem to have been widely commented on is that this was precisely
the basis on which his subjects were administering pain, the moral basis on which
they stood. They thought they were assisting in a scientific experiment designed to
increase our knowledge of humankind.

Reflexively, Milgram was proving his own point by the very act of carrying out
the experiment and proving it far more effectively than did the data that he was
assembling. But he does not seem to have been very clearly aware that he was envis-
aging two species—people and psychologists—with psychologizing being strictly
limited in its area of application to ‘people’.

Another tale of reflexivity concerns a Skinnerian token economy programme that
was launched in a west coast American psychiatric hospital. It was the conventional
type of behaviour modification programme in which the nurses had plastic tokens
which they issued to any patient who was doing ‘good things’.

Good things would be buttoning up your flies, turning up for meals on time,
talking to other patients, or whatever. These tokens could be exchanged for goodies
such as cigarettes, parole, and so forth. Tokens were not issued to patients who did
not do ‘good things’. The programme administrators were puzzled because none of
the patients seemed to respond to the programme or be very worried about earning
tokens. There was one exception, a keen patient who earned himself a great many
tokens, but he was isolated; the general run of patients did not seem to care.

The programme administrators were puzzled because, whatever the long-term
effects of such programmes, they do tend to have noticeable short-term effects. A
commission of inquiry set to work to investigate the failure of the programme and
discovered that the one patient who had earned all the tokens was an interesting
man with a strong entrepreneurial instinct. He had his own private contract with
his fellow patients, whereby when any of them smashed a window or took the teeth
out of a ward orderly he generously rewarded them with tokens. The two token
economy programmes nicely cancelled each other out. Incidentally, I once told this
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story to B.F. Skinner and it failed to enthuse him, even though I pointed out that it
showed how widespread his ideas were becoming. However, it does raise a very
intriguing point, which again I think is central to the issue of reflexivity. If a psy-
chological theory is tested—that is, we try to find out if it will explain, predict and
control human behaviour—then will the theory predict, control and explain the
behaviour of someone who knows the theory as well as the theoretician, or even
someone who has a better theory? This is an interesting puzzle for psychologists
that seems to have no immediate parallel in the natural sciences. The biologist study-
ing earthworms may well be able to lean heavily on the assumption that the earth-
worm is neither greatly interested in nor very skilled at critically reconceptualizing
the theories of the biologist, but all human beings are in the psychologizing busi-
ness. People are in a very real sense the equal of psychologists and the psycholo-
gist’s possession of degrees, institutional backing and a socially approved position
can in no way extract him or her from interdependent interaction with people—the
psychologist—subject distinction is a social convention, which is to say that it is a sci-
entific myth.

Reflexivity, then, is a bedrock assumption of personal construct theory. If you try
to use the language, terms and assertions of construct theory you must accept that
they are as applicable to you as they are to your subjects, your patients, and the
world in general. If I as a psychotherapist am going to talk about the hostility of my
client, or my client’s failure to develop his superordinate construction, then it is also
true that I must recognize the possibility of my own hostility towards the patient,
of my own failure to develop my own superordinate construction, and so on. There
are not two languages, two psychologies, one for them and one for me; there is one
psychology for all of us.

The explanation may be that what you, as a therapist, are seeing as moving from
bad to good, the client is experiencing as moving from the known to the unknown,
or moving from some kind of structure and clarity to some kind of chaos. Again I
think that the virtues of this kind of definition lie in its reference to experience. It
is part of Kelly’s central effort to construct a psychology not simply or even pri-
marily of behaviour, but a psychology of experience.

FIXED ROLE THERAPY

This involves writing a new self-characterization based on one already provided by
the client (described in Chapter 11, pp. 123-131). These are always written in the
third person, beginning perhaps ‘Joe Bloggs is . .." and it is to be written as if by a
sympathetic friend. Confronted with this self-character sketch, the therapist then
writes a fixed role sketch—a character portrait—of an imaginary person. If the fixed
role sketch is of Harry Hawkes, then Joe Bloggs becomes Harry Hawkes for a set
period—say, three weeks. What might be gained by such a venture? To begin with
he may find that people behave slightly differently towards him in his secret enact-
ment of the fixed role, so that he acquires new evidence as to the possible responses
and relationships of people around him.

I want to argue that fixed role therapy is worth a very detailed examination not
simply because it is a useful tool in therapy but because it embodies within itself
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the moral argument of personal construct theory. This argument can be presented
in the form of a question. Is it possible that your personality is an invention? Is it
possible that laboriously through your life, step by step, you have been building a
personality? Is it possible that you did not inherit your personality from your
parents, that it is not fixed in you genetically or constitutionally or simply taught to
you by your environment? The experience of playing an invented personality has
these subterranean questions within it. Clearly the answer to these questions sig-
nifies much. If you reach the conclusion that what you are is to a significant extent
your own invention, then this opens up the possibilities of reinvention and this is
central to the personal construct theory argument about the possibilities of
change—the possibilities of what Kelly refers to as elaboration.

CURIOUSER AND CURIOUSER

As a final way of distinguishing between Kelly’s work and what I have referred to
in my title as clockwork psychology, I want to refer to a traditional theme in ortho-
dox psychology, a theme embodied in the notion of instinct or drive. My student
days date back far enough to have contained quite solemn lectures on McDougall’s
fourteen instincts and since then the theme has continued even though fashion has
dictated that it be talked about in terms of drives or needs or arousal level or what
have you. Typical of the kind of classical arguments along these lines were experi-
ments which accounted for animal (and by implication human) behaviour, in terms
of, say, maternal drive, thirst drive, hunger drive and so on. What has always
intrigued me about classic experiments in this field is that whatever was left over
by way of behaviour that made no sense at all in terms of set drive categories, was
put down to ‘curiosity’. This served as a kind of handy waste basket for dealing with
any variance left over at the end of the experiment. Perhaps one way of seeing
Kelly’s ideas is to examine the possibilities that he took this psychological waste
basket of ‘curiosity’ and made it the central issue. Thus the inexplicable rat who,
instead of following drives, sits chewing his whiskers, pondering the situation,
becomes not the animal to be thrown out of the experiment but the prototypical
construer.

A related experience in my early teaching days concerned the expounding of
standard theories in psychology, Freudian theory, learning theory, information
theory and so on. I duly learned that there were set constructs in terms of which it
was legitimate to evaluate these theories, such as: Are they testable? What is the
experimental evidence in their favour? How are the concepts within them defined?
I fell into the habit of adding questions based on other constructs; for example, I
would ask students if they thought any particular theory was a charitable theory or
an insulting theory. I found that this was a kind of show-stopping question which
was invariably followed by a long silence. It seemed that psychological theories, for
my students, were outside the range of convenience of the construct charitable-
insulting and they could see no point to the question. It still seems to me that such
a question can reasonably be asked, indeed it might be worth while asking many
related questions. Is this or that psychological theory liberating or is it imprisoning?
Does it work personally for people who use it as a window to the world? Does it
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open up possibilities for them or does it close down possibilities? In asking such
questions my intent was not to silence students but to draw their attention to the
human right which I am certain Kelly accorded to all of us. This is the right to accept
or reject a theory essentially because it does or does not make sense in terms of life
as you have experienced it. The very notion of personal construing suggests that
you should not finally value a theory in terms of how many books have been written
about it, how many professors have espoused it, how many journal papers it has
given rise to, how many experiments have been conducted in terms of it, and so
forth. If a psychological theory makes no sense to you—that is, there is no way you
can see how it relates to life as you have experienced it, or people and relationships
as you have understood them, and if none of these concepts is illuminated by the
theory—then you are entitled to reject the theory.

I think these are the grounds on which Kelly would ultimately want personal con-
struct theory to be judged. If personal construct theory, in spite of its contradiction
of many of the assumptions of orthodox psychology, becomes academically influ-
ential then that is cause for rejoicing. But, more importantly, if people find it of per-
sonal use, particularly if they find that it extends their picture of their own
possibilities, then that is the best test of personal construct theory and the most sig-
nificant credit it could have.
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We assume that all of our present interpretations of the universe are subject to
revision or replacement.
Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 15/Vol. 1, p. 11

A REVOLUTIONARY ALTERNATIVE

Many psychologists prefer to regard psychology as a science that has become once
and for all separated from philosophy, its ancestral roots. Science, they think, uses
the scientific method, that is, a method that allows its followers to gain access to the
ultimate reality, while the speculations of philosophers have no validity as to the
knowledge of reality and the verification of truth. These psychologists fail to con-
sider that the dependence of their inquiries, and of the very scientific method
they hold so dear, are based on a definite set of assumptions—usually unspoken—
whose questioning and analysis are exactly the prerogative of philosophy.

Kelly was aware that philosophical speculation is inescapable for any scientific
investigation. In fact, he chose to state his underlying assumptions right at the
beginning, thus uncovering the philosophical roots of his theoretical position.

He did that by coining two expressions that, consistent with his theoretical for-
mulation, are shaped like the contrasting poles of a discrimination, a construct: accu-
mulative fragmentalism versus constructive alternativism. Without entering the arena
of the debate in the specialized field of the philosophy of science, Kelly suggested
a revolutionary alternative to the prevailing notions about the nature of scientific
knowledge, and pursued its implications at the levels of theory construction and of
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its clinical and psychotherapeutic application. On the other hand, his theoretical
approach can be, and has been, applied to all the areas subjected to psychological
inquiry. What he did in the 1950s was so much ahead of its time that his work is
only now at the cutting edge of contemporary psychology and psychotherapy
(Chiari & Nuzzo, 1996a).

We refer to the first chapter of this volume, ‘A brief introduction to personal
construct theory’, for an account of these theoretical assumptions about the nature
of knowledge in Kelly’s own words. We would like instead to comment on the
position of constructive alternativism within the context of modern philosophy
and contemporary psychology.

FACTS AND THEORIES: A CONTROVERSIAL RELATIONSHIP

Personal construct psychology, as well as many contemporary psychologies, reject
observation as being the foundation of any scientific inquiry. Rather, they assume
that some theory inevitably steers any observation and experimentation. They share
the shift from observing in order to know, to knowing (theorizing, hypothesizing)
in order to observe. In more technical terms, they reject the method of so-called
‘logical positivism’, espoused, for instance, by a certain behaviourism. According to
that: (a) science starts from a correct and unbiased observation of facts; (b) such
observation forms the basis from which to derive, inductively, laws and theories; (c)
laws and theories form the scientific knowledge. That whole process describes
exactly what Kelly called ‘accumulative fragmentalism’, the notion that knowledge
derives from the accumulation of fragmented facts. On the contrary, in the modern
debate on the nature of knowledge, the idea that all facts are theory-laden is
increasingly widely held, thanks in particular to Popper’s (1959) and Kuhn’s (1962)
criticisms of that inductive view. There has been a swing away from induction
towards deduction, which gives priority to theories over facts. This is in parallel
with a different view of the validity of scientific statements, that is, the way of
deciding whether they are true or false. The main point, as suggested by Popper, is
that the hypothesis is formulated so that it can be proved as false. If it is falsifiable,
then it can be subject to severe empirical tests. As long as it passes the tests, it is
not legitimate to say that it is true, but only that it is the best at our disposal for the
time being. If the hypothesis does not pass the test, it can be replaced by a new
conjecture. Science proceeds by way of conjectures and refutations: any person, as
a scientist, does the same, according to Kelly.

PERSONAL CONSTRUCTIVISM AND COGNITIVISM

The above shift from empirical verification to falsification has contributed to per-
sonal feelings being seen as legitimate areas of the scientific inquiry, thus saving
psychology’s ambition to be a natural science. Maybe for this reason many
commentators see personal construct theory as being one of the most important
contributions to a cognitive theory of personality and psychotherapy. They do this
although the original formulation of the theory precedes the official birth of cogni-
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tive psychology (Neisser, 1967) by more than ten years, and by about twenty years
the most significant contribution to the development of cognitive approaches to
psychotherapy (Beck, 1976). Yet, Kelly repeatedly rejected the label of ‘cognitive’
and stated clearly that his theory was about a great deal more than just ‘thinking’
or ‘cognitive processes’. In fact, cognitive and personal construct psychology
differ from each other about the very notion of knowledge.

The philosophical assumption of personal construct theory—as well as its theo-
retical implications described by the fundamental postulate and the corollaries—
place Kellyian work outside the mainstream cognitive universe. Rather, they allow
it to be numbered within the more recent constructivist approaches and alongside
the social constructionist movement. On the other hand, many cognitive psycholo-
gists make reference to psychological constructivism as a philosophical assumption
that even they share. Therefore, a clarification of the meanings that the term ‘con-
structivism’ has acquired in recent years becomes necessary in order to clarify the
difference.

CONSTRUCTIVISM WITHIN CONTEMPORARY
HUMAN SCIENCES

Many distinctions have been drawn by scholars pointing out relevant differences
under the umbrella of terms like ‘psychological constructivism’ or ‘social construc-
tionism’. In fact, their spreading has proceeded at the same rate as the loosening of
their meaning (Chiari & Nuzzo, 1996b).

Originally, the term ‘constructive’ was meant to specify theories of personality
centred on the notion of ‘construction of structures’ which human beings—
actively involved in what comes about—use to transform their world. It is no
accident that Rychlak’s (1973) handbook of personality and psychotherapy has a
chapter specifically devoted to “Two kinds of constructive theories: Jean Piaget
and George A. Kelly’. There is, in Piaget as well as in Kelly, an understanding of
the organism-environment relationship as characterized by reciprocity and com-
plementarity. It means that the two interacting members cannot be considered
independently of each other: both are necessary. This implies the rejection of a
naive, realist view of knowledge and the attempt at transcending the knowledge—
reality opposition and its philosophical contrasting expressions: realism and
idealism. Realism holds the view that material objects exist externally to us and
independently of our sense experience. Idealism holds that no such material objects
or external realities exist apart from our knowledge or consciousness of them, the
whole universe thus being in some sense mental. The attempt to transcend such
opposition is a distinctive feature of constructivism.

All the same, in more recent years ‘constructive’ has been progressively equated
to ‘active’, so that psychological constructivism was defined as ‘a family of theories
that share the assertion that human knowledge and experience entail the (pro)active
participation of the individual’ (Mahoney, 1988). Given that many psychologies
share a view of human beings as intrinsically active and therefore, in some sense,
constructive, the above definition is not at all helpful in making specifically clear
what constructivism is and what it is not. Indeed, in Kelly’s assumption of con-
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structive alternativism there is much more than a generic dimension of activity. We
shall try to show this by locating personal construct theory within the variegated
panorama of contemporary psychological constructivism.

Implications for Theory and Practice

Kelly’s ‘personal constructivism’ can be regarded as the leading member of the
‘constructivist family’ (Chiari, 2000). Its topicality can be better understood just
with reference to constructive alternativism. What kind of knowledge (and rela-
tion between knowledge and reality) is implied by it? What are its implications for
theory and practice?

Certainly, according to Kelly, knowledge is not at all a mirroring, a reflection of
an external, fixed reality ‘out there’, like in the naive realist perspectives. Nor is
knowledge an invention, a product of mind, as in the contrasting idealist specula-
tions. On the other hand, Kelly did not share the view of knowledge—destined to
become the view of the mainstream cognitive alternative—as a symbolic represen-
tation of reality. Representation, according to cognitive psychologists, allows us to
grasp some aspects of the real world: there is a relationship between knowledge
and reality in terms of a greater or less symmetry between the representation of
an object and the object itself. Rather, for Kelly representation has to be under-
stood in terms of interpretation: that is the word he uses in defining constructive
alternativism as well as in explaining the notion of ‘construing’.

The cognitive approach cannot be regarded as actually overcoming the realism/
idealism opposition. The activity attributed to the person in the process of
representing reality is limited to operations of collection and processing of
inputs coming from ‘out there’. It is the type of constructivism that von Glasersfeld
names ‘trivial constructivism’ as opposed to the ‘radical constructivist’ perspective
that he sees as the foundation of Piaget’s theory.

Radical constructivism [...] is radical because it breaks with convention and
develops a theory of knowledge in which knowledge does not reflect an ‘objec-
tive’ ontological reality, but exclusively an ordering and organization of a world
constituted by our experience. (von Glaserfeld, 1984, p. 24)

The radical constructivism that von Glasersfeld recognizes in Piaget can be easily
attributed to Kelly.

According to radical constructivism, knowledge is a construction of ‘realities’. The
plural (realities) implies the possibility (or better, the inevitableness) of forming as
many worlds as the personal constructions chosen to give meaning to events. The
construing process is a recursive one—that is, a process that operates on the product
of its own operation. In fact, it is founded on an individual’s previous knowledge
and therefore simultaneously constrained by it: “...no form of knowledge, not
even perceptual knowledge, constitutes a simple copy of reality, because it always
includes a process of assimilation to previous structures’ (Piaget, 1971, p. 4). Fol-
lowing this process of integration, previous structures can remain unchanged or
undergo a more or less deep modification, but without discontinuity with the pre-
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vious state; that is, without being destroyed, but adapting themselves to the new sit-
uation. In von Glasersfeld’s (1982) rephrasing, ‘the environment is no more and no
less than the sum of constraints within which the organism can operate. The organ-
ism’s activities and operations are successful when they are not impeded or foiled
by constraints, that is, when they are viable’ (p. 615).

It is easy to find a similar view of knowledge in personal construct theory. It is
enough to mention the recursion implied by the Experience and the Modulation
Corollaries. According to the former, a person’s construction system varies as he or
she successively construes the repetitions of events. This progressive variation,
according to the Modulation Corollary, must itself take place within a system, that
is, it must be construed by the person. In simpler words, any new experience can
acquire a sense only in the light of preceding experiences.

Given that the radical constructivist perspective stresses the possibility of
interpreting the world in many, equally legitimate ways, we have called it
epistemological constructivism (Chiari & Nuzzo, 1996b).

PERSONAL CONSTRUCT SYSTEMS AND
AUTOPOIETIC SYSTEMS

Even if radical constructivism represents a revolutionary way of looking at personal
knowledge compared with the more traditional views, an even more radical attempt
at transcending the realism/idealism opposition can be recognized in two other
contemporary developments: Maturana and Varela’s theory of autopoiesis, and
the social constructionist movement. In fact, according to their followers, there
is no reality at all independently from an observer, that is, a living system able to
draw distinctions in language. To give up the idea of a reality ‘out there’ implies the
giving up of the idea of representation as a cognitive mediator between subject and
object. Cognition and reality emerge from interaction between the person and the
environment, and an immediate experience of the world comes before any expla-
nation and distinction, before any construction of that experience. A similar under-
standing of the knowledge/reality relation can be found in the speculations of
phenomenological and hermeneutic philosophers such as Heidegger, Husserl,
Gadamer, Merleau-Ponty, Foucault, Habermas—and Maturana and Varela, as well
as the social constructionists, make frequent references to their work (see also
Chapter 38, pp. 379-386). The common premise is represented in the final analysis
by the rejection of both an objectivist and a subjectivist position in favour of a con-
sideration of the subject/object interdependence, of a mutual specification between
knower and known. For this reason, we have called this type of constructivism
hermeneutic constructivism (Chiari & Nuzzo, 1996b).

The Maturana and Varela (1980, 1987) reality is a domain specified by the oper-
ations of the observer; but they arrive at this theory about the nature of reality
(called ‘ontology of the observer’) starting from a biological conceptualization of
living systems as autonomous systems, that is, systems which specify their own laws,
what is proper to them. The structure of the system realizes the organization of the
living—the autopoietic organization—and specifies its domains as what can inter-
act with it. As long as a living system finds an adaptation with the environment,
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environment and living system act as mutual sources of perturbation, triggering
structural changes: that is, there is a structural coupling between them. When a
human organism enters into structural coupling with other human organisms, it is
possible that their interactions acquire a recurrent nature. Within that consensual
domain, linguistic behaviours and human consciousness can emerge as products of
sequential coordinations of actions.

Cognition is thus a phenomenon that emerges as a kind of realization of the
autopoietic organization, and is a constituent part of their being. In the strict sense,
living systems are cognitive systems, and to live is to know.

If the range of convenience of personal construct theory is represented by what
is traditionally meant by personality and psychotherapy, Maturana and Varela’s
comprehensive theoretical construction can be applied to living systems ranging
from the cell to social systems. But more than that, it can invite personal construct
theorists to a more careful consideration of the possibility (a) of giving up the idea
of the existence of an ontological reality without falling into idealism; (b) of looking
at personal knowledge as constitutive of the person: in other words, a person does
not have a construct system, but is a construct system or, as Kelly says, a construing
process; (c) of considering personal development as occurring necessarily in social
interactions: the individual and the social dimensions are inextricably intertwined.
Kelly’s theory is imbued with the above issues, but they have not been adequately
elaborated by his followers. Furthermore, a consideration of cognition as a bio-
logically rooted phenomenon within a strictly constructivist framework can offer
another advantage: it can help to make clear the relation between events pertain-
ing to the domains of psychology and physiology as a consequence of their being
construed by means of different systems specifying different realms. In other words,
it can help to make clear the relation between core constructs and maintenance
processes within a personal construct system, thus allowing an extension of personal
construct theory’s range of convenience to the otherwise hybrid domains of
psychophysiology and psychosomatics (Bannister, 1968). It also relates to Kelly’s
alternative fundamental postulate (see Chapter 44, pp. 447-454).

PERSONAL CONSTRUCTIVISM AND
SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM

The recognition of the role played by language in the discourses about the world
is also at the basis of the social constructionist movement (Gergen, 1985; Gergen
& Davis, 1985). Within this movement, in fact, references to the theses of von
Glasersfeld, von Foerster, Maturana and Varela are commonplace, so much so that
the term constructivism is also used in referring to it. The term social construc-
tionism, however, is preferred by the authors who want to emphasize the linkage
with Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) seminal volume on reality as a social con-
struction, and to stress the presumed differences between constructionist and con-
structivist perspectives. Essentially, the social constructionist movement emphasizes
the generation of meanings by people as they collectively generate descriptions and
explanations in language.

That is the reason why social constructionism represents a conceptual point of
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reference for the social psychologists and psychotherapists who have adopted a
hermeneutic perspective (that is, who regard the person as a meaning-generating
being) and make use of the notion of narration.

LANGUAGE AND CONVERSATIONS

In fact, although it is possible to trace the origins of the narrative trend in the
psychoanalytic field (Schafer, 1980; Spence, 1982), its most recent developments
are located within the hermeneutic constructivist (in particular, the social con-
structionist) psychologies and psychotherapies.

To frame the narrative approach it can be useful to make reference to Bruner’s
(1986, 1990) distinction between two modes of thought, two different ways of con-
struing reality, irreducible to one another (though complementary): the paradig-
matic and the narrative. Whereas the paradigmatic mode (the logical-scientific,
explanatory language) is deductive, demonstrative (aimed at demonstrating a truth)
and quantitative, the narrative one (the literary language) is inductive, hermeneu-
tic (interpretative) and qualitative. This distinction resounds with the philosophical
distinction suggested by Dilthey (1924) between sciences of nature and sciences of
mind, in terms of a distinction between different ways of coming to a knowledge:
explanation and understanding, respectively. Bruner’s purpose is exactly that of
reorienting the course of psychology from a paradigmatic science—a science of
explaining, like it prevalently still is—to a science of meaning, of understanding,
like the constructivist and constructionist perspectives see it.

Personal construct psychology can easily become part of a narrative approach, as
the contributions of Mair (1988, 1989a, 1989b) have shown. Mair paraphrases in a
narrative key Kelly’s original formulation, and suggests a story-telling psychology
as discipline of discourse rather than as natural or social science. The utilization of
personal construct theory in a narrative mode presents the advantage of turning
the attention to a comprehensive, molar understanding of the persons in terms of
their personal stories or, better, of the stories they are, thus grasping all the richness
and deepness of their structures of meaning. According to Mair (1988), ‘stories
can be in many forms: fiction, fantasy, allegory, poetry, travel, science and science
fiction, factual, instructive, entertaining. These many modes of story are available to
us’ (p. 134). And, since ‘we live in and through stories’ (p. 127), and ‘different story-
worlds offer different kinds of facts’ (p. 131), his is an invitation to imagination, to
the creation of alternative realities, to be multiple rather than singular selves, to
replace a psychology dominated by theory—allowing only a single voice—with a
narrative psychology in which many voices can converse and help others to con-
verse, that is to live (see also Chapter 24 on narrative psychotherapy, pp. 247-255).

All the above is implied by the assumption of constructive alternativism. More-
over, Kelly’s instrument of self-characterization is perfectly in line with the narra-
tive approach and a qualitative analysis of personal experience (see Chapter 11, pp.
123-131). The self-characterization precedes by decades the present bloom of con-
tent and text analyses. In a period in which psychologists were eagerly looking for
‘objective’ methods of assessment, Kelly invited his clients to identify themselves
in personally relevant ways, at the same time inviting psychologists to follow his
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‘first principle’: ‘If you want to know what is wrong with someone, ask them: they
may tell you.’

PERSONAL CONSTRUCTIVISM AND
POSTMODERN PSYCHOLOGY

Qualitative analysis was born and developed within postmodern thought. The
postmodern thought is characterized exactly by a trend to substitute the concept
of one reality independent from the observer with that of a social construction of
realities by means of language. Moreover, it promotes a criticism of the search for
foundations and denies the belief in a linear progress made possible by increasing
knowledge by an ‘accumulation of fragmented facts’. Nowadays postmodern
thought is recognizable in philosophy (Lyotard, Foucault, Derrida, Rorty), sociology
(Berger and Luckmann), anthropology (Geertz), psychology (Gergen, Shotter),
literature (Borges, Eco), and even in architecture and law.

In psychology, the research process consists no longer of the representation of
an objective social reality, but rather implies a co-constitution of the investigated
objects by means of processes of negotiation and interaction with them. This is why
the predominant approaches are narrative, hermeneutic, interpretive, deconstruc-
tive; and this is why the validation of results is on the basis of criteria of plausibil-
ity, consensuality, practical utility, rather than in terms of a correspondence to reality.

In the modernist context, narratives are substantially structures of language and,
when they are generated within a scientific domain, can act as vehicles of objective
knowledge. In the psychotherapeutic field, the modernist approach starts from an
a priori narration of the therapist, and the clients’ narrations are destroyed or
incorporated, or in any case replaced, by the therapist’s formulation. In the
postmodernist context, having given up the idea of an outer world to reflect,
scientific narratives do not lose their importance, but their meaning changes: they
turn to constitutive frames of reality, and therefore gain their significance in terms
of the forms of life which they invite, rationalize, or justify. “They are not so much
reflections of life already lived as they are the progenitors of the future’ (Gergen
& Kaye, 1992, p. 173).

Following on from George Kelly’s thinking, psychotherapy, in the postmodernist
approach, is seen as a reconstruing process, as client and therapist search for a new
narrative. In the assumption according to which ‘there is nothing in the world which
is not subject to some form of reconstruction’ resides ‘the hope that constructive
alternativism holds out to every man [. . . and] the hope that a psychotherapist holds
out to his client” (Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 937/Vol. 2, p. 265).

CONCLUSIONS

What represents a hope for people fixed in a disordered or simply unsatisfying
perception of themselves and the world can be regarded as a reason of dejection
by the scientists striving to reach the ultimate truth. But constructive alternativism
does not hinder science. Rather, it makes science a constructive venture instead
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of an attempt to reproduce reality. It invites scientists to transcend the obvious
rather than to discover what is already given. It brings science nearer to art, in a
way that only recently has appeared in the philosophy of science (see, for example,
Feyerabend, 1984). For certain, such a science no longer implies a progress step by
step from the known to the unknown; in fact, ‘what we think we know is anchored
only in our own assumptions, not in the bed rock of truth itself, and that world
we seek to understand remains always on the horizons of our thoughts’ (Kelly,
1977, p. 6).



CHAPTER 5

Research in Personal
Construct Psychology

Jack Adams-Webber
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Nature can be regarded as open to an infinite variety of alternative construc-
tions—some of them better than others, to be sure—and with most of the best
ones yet to be concocted. In such a system the function of an answer is not to
make further questioning unnecessary but to hold things together until a round
of better questions has been thought up.

(Kelly, 1969k, p. 116)

The scope of research in George Kelly’s personal construct psychology has been
increasing steadily since its first publication in 1955. Its evolution is reflected in a
rapidly growing literature addressing a continually expanding range of psychologi-
cal issues (Benjafield, 1996). As Pervin and John (2001, p. 426) note, ‘almost every
aspect of Kelly’s theory has received at least some study’. This chapter will focus
specifically on several firmly established strands of ongoing research with clearly
developed implications in terms of basic theoretical principles of personal construct
psychology (see Chapter 1, pp. 3-20).

INDIVIDUALITY COROLLARY

The Individuality Corollary asserts that ‘persons differ from each other in their con-
structions of events’ (see Chapter 1, p. 9).

This implies that each individual relies on a unique repertory of bipolar ‘personal
constructs’ (for example, generous—stingy) to interpret and anticipate his or her
experience. A substantial body of empirical evidence, reviewed by Adams-Webber
(1998), provides support for this assumption. For example, it has been shown repeat-
edly that individuals manifest highly stable personal preferences for using particu-
lar constructs to interpret events (for example, Higgins et al., 1982). Moreover,
people typically evaluate themselves and others more definitely in terms of personal
constructs elicited from themselves than in terms of ‘supplied’ constructs, which can
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be presumed to be less personally meaningful to them (for example, Bonarius, 1977).
Such idiosyncratic construct preferences also influence our degree of confidence in
our own self-evaluations, as well as the extent to which we differentiate among other
persons (Adams-Webber, 2001a). Not surprisingly, it is significantly easier to predict
an individual’s self-evaluations on the basis of his or her own personal constructs
(Adams-Webber, 1998).

Not only do we prefer to use our own constructs to interpret our experience, but
also each of our constructs is embedded in a personal context of meaning defined
in part by its relationships of implication with other constructs (Hinkle, 1965;
Fransella, 1972; Fransella & Bannister, 1977). This is illustrated by the finding that
people draw relatively more inferences from information that is presented to them
in terms of their previously elicited personal constructs (Delia et al., 1971). Indeed,
the higher they rank a particular personal construct with respect to its relative ‘use-
fulness for understanding people’, the greater its ‘implication potential’ defined as
the number of predictive inferences made about a hypothetical person from infor-
mation encoded in terms of that construct (McDonagh, 1987).

COMMONALITY COROLLARY

The Commonality Corollary stipulates that ‘to that extent that one person employs
a construction of experience which is similar to that employed by another, his
processes are psychologically similar to those of the other person’ (see Chapter 1,
pp- 13-14).

A variety of findings show how similarities in construing between persons facili-
tate interpersonal communication and mutual understanding in social situations.
Such similarity also plays an important role in the formation, development and
maintenance of role relationships. For example, a series of studies by Duck (1973)
has demonstrated convincingly that friends typically show more similarity in terms
of elicited personal constructs than pairs of individuals who are not friends. We are
also able to identify accurately specific similarities between ourselves and particu-
lar friends with respect to shared personal constructs. Duck and Spencer (1972)
showed further that this form of commonality between persons tends to be a pre-
cursor of friendship formation and not merely its product. In fact, similarity with
respect to personal constructs has proved to be a significantly better predictor of
friendship choices than is similarity in terms of responses to standard psychological
questionnaires such as the California Psychological Inventory. Duck’s research also
reveals gradual changes in the nature of commonality between friends as their rela-
tionship develops. For example, once a friendship has become firmly established,
similarity in terms of psychological constructs is more important than is similarity
in terms of other types of constructs (Duck, 1973). Interestingly, Landfield (1971)
reports that clients who drop out of psychotherapy early manifest less similarity
with their therapists in terms of personal constructs than do clients who do not
terminate psychotherapy prematurely.

Not only do people frequently use different constructs to interpret the same
events, as is implied by the individuality corollary, but also it is unlikely that any two
people develop personal construct systems with exactly the same pattern of implica-
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tive relationships between constructs. For example, consider the construct frugal
versus open-handed. For some individuals frugality implies stinginess and is
evaluated negatively, while open-handedness implies generosity and is evaluated
positively. For others, frugality implies prudence and is evaluated positively,
whereas open-handedness implies irresponsibility, and is evaluated negatively
(Adams-Webber, 1997b).

On the other hand, there does seem to be considerable consensus within the
general population concerning patterns of relationships among many constructs. For
example, Bannister (1962) found that when people rated photographs of strangers
on the basis of the same psychological constructs, there was significant agreement
concerning the overall pattern of interrelationship among these constructs, despite
the fact that there was very little agreement in terms of how particular photographs
were rated. Applebee (1975) also showed that consensus among children about
relationships between specific constructs increases gradually with age. As did
Bannister, Applebee found more agreement among individuals concerning interre-
lationships between constructs than about the ratings they assigned to particular
elements. Moreover, there seems to be significantly more agreement concerning the
pattern of interrelationships among the positive poles of constructs such as happy
than among their negative opposites such as sad, suggesting that normal usage of
the former tends to conform more closely to their standard lexical definitions
(Adams-Webber, 1979).

COGNITIVE COMPLEXITY

The Range Corollary specifies that ‘a construct is convenient for the anticipation of
a finite range of events only’ (see Chapter 1, p. 11).

It follows that each personal construct has a limited range of convenience which,
by definition, comprises ‘all those things to which the user would find its applica-
tion useful’. Thus, the more differentiated any system of constructs is in terms of
the degree of functional independence among constructs, the greater will be its
overall predictive capacity (range of convenience) in terms of the variety of events
that can be anticipated within its framework (Adams-Webber, 1996b).

Bieri (1955) referred to the level of differentiation among an individual’s per-
sonal constructs as cognitive complexity. He hypothesized that ‘the greater the
degree of differentiation among constructs, the greater will be the predictive power
of the individual’ (Bieri, 1955, p. 263). Using the repertory grid (see Chapter 9, pp.
95-103) to assess the extent to which individuals used different constructs inde-
pendently of one another in characterizing the same persons, he found that this vari-
able correlated with their accuracy in predicting specific differences between
themselves and acquaintances. His measure of cognitive complexity also relates sig-
nificantly to the degree of confidence expressed by individuals concerning their own
self-evaluations on the same constructs, which may reflect their prior success in pre-
dicting behaviour (‘validation’) with those particular constructs (Adams-Webber, in
press).

An alternative method of assessing individual differences in cognitive complex-
ity is based on the assumption that ‘the number of constructs in a person’s system
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would reflect its degree of complexity’ (Crockett, 1982, p. 73). In Crockett’s Role
Category Questionnaire (RCQ), respondents first nominate a list of acquaintances
on the basis of a predetermined set of role categories, such as ‘a person of the oppo-
site gender whom you like’, and then describe each of them as fully as possible
within a three-minute time limit. The cognitive complexity score of each respondent
represents the number of different personal constructs she or he used across all
descriptions. Crockett (1982, p. 73) reasons that ‘if such samples are obtained in a
standard manner for a set of people, then the differences in the number of con-
structs those people employ may be assumed to reflect differences in the total
number of constructs that are available to them’.

Several investigators have compared scores on Crockett’s RCQ with various
repertory grid indices of differentiation, including Bieri’s, without finding any sig-
nificant relationships (Applegate, 1990). Nor have RCQ scores been found to relate
significantly to either IQ or independent measures of verbal facility (Burleson et
al., 1991). In a review of research on cognitive complexity, Adams-Webber (1996b)
notes that there is considerable support for Crockett’s (1982) general hypothesis
that our personal constructs, relative to others with whom we interact frequently
and intimately, should be more complex than our constructs relevant to categories
of persons with whom we interact less frequently. For example, men and women
apply significantly more personal constructs to people of their own gender, and they
use relatively more personal constructs in characterizing acquaintances whom they
like than those whom they dislike (Crockett, 1982). Presumably, most people spend
more time with liked acquaintances than with disliked acquaintances and, on
average, they probably interact relatively more frequently with people of their own
gender. Furthermore, the more often people interact with specific individuals, the
more constructs they use to describe them (Zalot, 1977).

It has been found also that relatively cognitively complex individuals make more
accurate inferences about the personal constructs of others in social situations
(Adams-Webber, 1969); however, it is more difficult for another person to antici-
pate their self-evaluations in terms of their own personal constructs (Adams-
Webber, 1998; Neimeyer et al., 1983). Such individual differences with respect to
cognitive complexity can play an important role in the development of interper-
sonal relationships.

SOCIALITY COROLLARY

The Sociality Corollary specifies that ‘to the extent that one person construes the
construction processes of another, he may play a role in a social process involving
the other person’ (see also Chapter 1, pp. 14-17).

The Sociality Corollary implies that effective interpersonal communication and
understanding require our making accurate inferences about how other individuals
use their personal constructs to interpret their own experience. Thus, similarities
(commonality) and differences (individuality) in both the content and structure of
personal construct systems should play an important part in the development and
maintenance of role relationships (sociality). For instance, we can hypothesize that
the more cognitively complex individuals are in terms of the number of personal
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constructs that they use to interpret their own experience, the more constructs their
potential partners in role relationships will need in order to effectively construe
their construction processes (sociality).

Neimeyer and Hudson (1985, p. 129) conjecture that ‘partners encourage each
other’s development by validating and extending their systems of understanding’.
This suggests that a sustained role relationship between two individuals, at least
one of whom is relatively cognitively complex, could facilitate the development of
more cognitive complexity on the part of the other. Thus, we might expect to find
a positive relation between the degree of cognitive complexity of one member of
an established couple and that of her or his partner. In support of this hypothesis,
Adams-Webber (2001b) found a significant correlation between the Crockett’s
RCAQ scores of marital partners.

Whether similarity between marital partners in terms of cognitive complexity can
be attributed entirely to their participation in continuing role relationships is not
yet clear. Another possibility is that it could also be a precursor of their attraction
to one another in the first place. Nonetheless, Neimeyer and Mitchell (1988, p. 137)
hypothesize that structural similarities ‘should be associated with attraction only
after considerable information about the partner has become available’. Winter
(1992, p. 63) cites specific evidence that, although ‘similarity in attitudes predicts
attraction at the beginning of a relationship, similarity at the level of structure of
the construct system is more relevant at its later stages’ (for example, Neimeyer &
Neimeyer, 1983). Thus, as Neimeyer and colleagues (1996, p. 138) suggest, ‘social
comparison at the level of structural similarity may be possible only at later stages
of relationship development’.

Another relevant variable is the degree of role relationship satisfaction experi-
enced by partners. Harter and colleagues (1989, p. 140) point out that both social-
ity and commonality can contribute to relationship satisfaction. For example,
Neimeyer and Hudson (1985) found that ‘satisfied partners understand one another
more accurately than do dissatisfied partners’. Neimeyer (1984) also has shown that
marital partners with higher levels of structural similarity, as indexed by differ-
entiation among their personal constructs, reported greater relationship satisfaction
than did those with less structurally similar construct systems. A relevant question
for further research would be whether similarity between partners in terms of the
number of different personal constructs which they use to interpret experience also
predicts their degree of satisfaction with their relationship.

As Neimeyer and Hudson (1985, p. 133) point out, ‘the sociality corollary stipu-
lates that genuine role relationships are limited by the interactants’ degree of under-
standing; that is, by their ability to subsume one another’s constructions’. Given
previous findings that the more differentiated an individual’s personal construct
system, the less accurately other people can infer his or her self-constructions (for
example, Adams-Webber, 1998), we might expect further that a couple could ex-
perience considerable difficulty in establishing and sustaining a mutually satisfying
level of sociality if one partner were markedly more cognitively complex than the
other. This hypothesis, if supported in future longitudinal research, would seem to
provide at least one possible reason for ‘dissimilarity between partners in their levels
of cognitive complexity being associated with dissatisfaction’ (Winter, 1992, pp.
142-143).
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CONSTRUING SELF AND OTHERS

Kelly submits that ... the self is, when considered in the appropriate context, a
proper concept or construct. It refers to a group of events that are alike in a certain
way and, in that same way, necessarily different from other events. The way in which
the events are alike is the self. That also makes the self an individual, differentiated
from other individuals’ (1955/1991, p. 131/Vol. 1, p. 91).

This argument implies that each individual’s ‘core role’ identity involves a rela-
tively stable pattern of perceived similarities and differences between self and other
persons. As Bannister and Agnew (1977, p. 99) have put it, ‘the ways in which we
elaborate the construing of self must be essentially those ways in which we elabo-
rate our construing of others for we have not a concept of self but a bipolar con-
struct of self-not self’. Conversely, Lemon and Warren (1974, p. 123) infer that a
person’s judgements of others ‘automatically involve a kind of self-comparison
process . . . (in which) the self-construct will act as an anchoring point to produce
the effects of assimilation and contrast familiar in psychophysics’. Thus, as Gara
(1982, p. 58) suggests, the self-construct seems to be a ‘likely candidate for a uni-
versally used personal prototype’, that is, it provides a standard against which an
individual can compare and evaluate impressions of other persons. In Kelly’s own
words, ‘his social life is controlled by comparisons he has come to see between
himself and others’ (1955/1991, p. 131/Vol. 1, p. 91).

The development of individual self-constructs has emerged as an important focus
of research in personal construct psychology. For example, the extent to which
children and adolescents differentiate between themselves and others has been
found to increase progressively with age. Carr and Townes (1975) reported increases
in the degree of differentiation between self and others during late adolescence.
Adams-Webber (1985) subsequently found a significant relationship between age
and self-differentiation in a large sample of 526 boys and 579 girls ranging from 8
to 19 years old. Specifically, the proportion of their different-from-self evaluations
continued to increase gradually from 8 years of age until it eventually stabilized in
late adolescence.

A logically related variable is an individual’s level of identification with each of
his or her parents. As Winter (1992) notes, an issue that has received considerable
attention is the extent to which identification with the parent of the same sex is
greater than that with the opposite-sex parent. Although an early study (Giles &
Rychlak, 1965) suggested that adolescents characterize themselves as more similar
to parents of the same gender, Ryle and Lunghi (1972) found that this difference
obtained only for females. As Landfield and Epting (1987, p. 132) note, we also
should take into consideration ‘whether mother is differentiated from father’. Ryle
and Lunghi (1972, p. 158) hypothesize specifically that ‘perceived resemblance (of
self) to parents is related to a perception of the parents as being similar to each
other’.

Neff (1996) addressed all of these issues in a single study based on a relatively
large sample comprising 192 girls and 173 boys ranging in age from 8 to 18. Firstly,
there was a significant relationship between age and the degree to which children
and adolescents differentiated between themselves and their parents of both
genders, as hypothesized by Strachan and Jones (1982). Secondly, the extent to
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which they differentiated between their parents correlated not only with age, but
also with the degree of differentiation of self from each parent separately, as hypoth-
esized by Ryle and Lunghi (1972). Thirdly, across all age groups, both boys and girls
differentiated themselves more from parents of the opposite gender, which is con-
sistent with the earlier results of Giles and Rychlak (1965). Finally, as suggested by
Ryle and Lunghi (1972), girls and boys differentiated themselves from their mothers
to about the same extent; however, girls differentiated themselves from their fathers
significantly more than did boys.

The well-documented tendency to assign a majority of other people to the
positive poles of our constructs (for example, Lewicka et al., 1992) seems to be spe-
cific to those constructs in terms of which self is assigned to the positive poles. That
is, when people evaluate themselves negatively on any bipolar construct, approxi-
mately half of their acquaintances also are evaluated negatively on that particular
construct (Adams-Webber, 1992). This relationship could help to explain why
depressed patients, compared to patients with various other psychiatric diagnoses,
including schizophrenia, as well as people with no psychiatric problems, assign
both self and others to the negative poles of more constructs, while paradoxically,
characterizing others as less similar to self (for example, Space & Cromwell, 1980).
On the basis of this finding, Space and Cromwell (1980, p. 156) suggested that
‘low identification with others should be included along with other features of
depression’.

In an experimental test of their hypothesis, Adams-Webber and Rodney (1983)
instructed ‘normal’ adults to role-play a negative mood following imagined experi-
ences involving intense disappointment. As predicted, they showed a significant
increase in different-from-self evaluations from a previous baseline. Moreover,
when the same participants enacted euphoric moods associated with imagined suc-
cesses, their similar-to-self judgements increased significantly. These findings were
replicated by Lefebvre and colleagues (1986). As Pierce et al. (1992, pp. 171-172)
point out, ‘it is remarkable that simulated mood states and pathological depression
could yield such similar results’.

CONCLUSION

It seems clear that the pattern of development of research within the context of
Kelly’s theory since its inception has been influenced heavily by his ‘idiographic’
emphasis on individual differences in both the content and structure of the personal
construct systems which we use to interpret and anticipate our own experience. His
Individuality, Commonality and Sociality Corollaries have provided the conceptual
foundation for the evolution of a new model of role relationships. Testing the pre-
dictive implications of this model has become a major area of investigation within
Kellyian psychology. The extent to which we differentiate between ourselves and
other persons, including our parents, has emerged as a central focus of research con-
cerned with the structure of individual self-constructs and the elaboration of ‘core
roles’. Another salient strand of inquiry, which probably will continue to flourish, is
represented by the already extensive body of literature on ‘cognitive complexity’
which stemmed originally from Kelly’s Range Corollary.
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The steadily expanding range of convenience of research in personal construct
psychology over almost fifty years has demonstrated convincingly its fertility as a
source of new hypotheses. Nonetheless, Kelly himself showed relatively little inter-
est in the gradual accumulation of discrete findings which support his theory. For
example, he did not spell out the implications of his fundamental postulate and
related corollaries in terms of specific testable predictions. Instead, he advocated
exploiting their heuristic value as an abstract framework for re-evaluating the sig-
nificance of existing knowledge and launching innovative experiments in which the
participants serve as our collaborators in the ongoing adventure of exploring yet
unknown human potentials.



SECTION 11

Beliefs, Feelings
and Awareness

INTRODUCTION

Central to the chapters in this section is a theme from the previous section, that
Kelly’s theory can deal with feelings and emotions equally as well as it deals with
thoughts or ‘cognitions’.

Many are still of the opinion that the theory does not cover the former properly.
Much of the problem stems from the fact that Kelly sees construing taking place at
all levels of awareness, from the preverbal through to the conscious level that can
rightly be called ‘cognitive’. For Kelly, feelings can and do take place at a non-
conscious level of construing.

Don Bannister’s chapter on “The logic of passion’ is printed in full because it
focuses totally upon that perceived dichotomy. In his view, ‘a psychological theory
cannot be a simple representation of a state of affairs. It must be a challenge, a
liberating vision, a way of reaching out. If it is not, these things then it will be a jus-
tification for a personal and social status quo, a form of retreat, a prison.” He first
argues that the problem arises from the thinking of our culture; that mind and body,
feelings and thoughts are separate entities. He then puts Kelly’s case suggesting that
it need not be so; indeed, that there are many advantages to our being able to see
that our thoughts and our feelings are all part of the same process. Personal con-
struct theory is a theory of the total experience of being a person.

Spencer McWilliams extends the thinking—emotion theme to look at the nature
of our emotional relationship with our strongly held beliefs. He says: ‘In science and
life we must find ways of dealing effectively with our passionate commitment to our
beliefs on the one hand and the realization that we must hold these beliefs tenta-
tively and revise or replace them when circumstances warrant. Unfortunately, we
do not always behave as ideal scientists.” He describes our attachment to beliefs and
ways to gain greater awareness of this tendency. Metaphors of anarchy and idola-
try help us to understand why we may not act as ‘good’ scientists. We can apply
Kelly’s suggestion to use an invitational mood to language—instead of saying ‘the
floor is hard’, we might say ‘suppose we regard the floor as if it were hard’ by using
a technique called E-prime in which all forms of the verb ‘to be’ are excluded.
Finally, he discusses meditation as a vehicle for enhancing awareness of our attach-
ment to belief.

Peter Cummins concentrates on just one emotion: anger. He describes how he
has used a personal construct definition of it to develop a programme designed to
understand and so help men in trouble over their violent behaviour.
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CHAPTER 6

The Logic of Passion*

Don Bannister

If my ‘anger’ is rejected because I have no good ‘reasons’ or my ‘argument’
is dismissed because I lack ‘feeling’ then I accept that others experience me as
segmented. I do not have to experience myself thus.

Psychologists strive for novelty while repeating the patterns of their culture. Thus,
they have, in large measure, followed the lay tradition that man is to be viewed psy-
chologically as a collection of poorly related parts. Psychology has been structured
around concepts such as learning, motivation, memory, perception, sensation, per-
sonality and so forth, all of which clearly derive from common-sense language and
each has been given autonomy as an area of study. Psychologists have invented little
and contented themselves largely with refining notions which have a long and
tangled intellectual history.

Perhaps the most unbreakable grip exercised by traditional thought over the
formal discipline of psychology is manifest in the historic division of man into
thought and feeling. The effect of this dichotomy has been to deny psychology any
unity and produce what are essentially two psychologies: on the one hand, cogni-
tive psychology with sub-psychologies such as memory, perception, thinking and
reasoning; and, on the other hand, a psychology of emotion, ranging around such
concepts as drive, motivation and libido.

So deeply ingrained in our culture is this division of man into his thinking and
feeling aspects that it would have been surprising if psychology had, to any great
extent, escaped it. It is grieving that it has barely thought to question it. We can
observe this segmentation of man, both in terms of the way we analyse our personal
experience and the ways in which our literature records it. As children we grow
rapidly to accept the idea that we are, each of us, two persons—a thinker and a
feeler. We learn to speak of our ideas as something distinct from our emotions, and
we learn to speak of the two as often contrasted and competing.

So deep and continuous has this distinction been in our language, folklore and

*This work has been published previously in New Perspectives in Personal Construct Theory (1977) by Academic Press.
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philosophy, that literary comments on it achieve the status of platitudinous but
inescapable truths. Such ‘truths’ often espouse the rival and crusading causes of
thought and feeling. Thus the thought/feeling distinction can be seen, in Kelly’s
terminology, as a superordinate bipolar construct.

Treasured comments can be found which praise thinking and condemn feeling.
‘All violent feelings . . . produce in us a falseness in all our impressions of external
things, which I would generally characterise as the “pathetic fallacy”” (Ruskin).
Then again there is the kind of pronouncement which, while favouring reason, seems
sadly convinced that passion will conquer:

The ruling passion, be it what it will,
The ruling passion conquers reason still. (Pope)

Then there are those comments which are contemptuous of the thought aspect of
the dichotomy:

And thus the native hue of resolution
Is sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought. (Shakespeare)

or Keats’ cry:
Oh for a life of sensation rather than of thoughts.

The contrapuntal relationship between the concepts of feeling and thought are
further explored in those treasured platitudes which counterpose the two: Pascal’s

The heart has its reasons, which reason knows nothing of.
or Walpole’s
This world is a comedy to those that think, a tragedy to those that feel.

Our language is replete with expressions of the dichotomy: rationality versus
emotion, reason versus passion, feeling versus thinking, the brain versus the heart,
cognition versus affection, faith versus argument, mind versus flesh. Whole subcul-
tures, periods and groups have swung the pendulum to those credos that worship
the rational man, he who fights the forces of blind instinct, prejudice, chaotic
emotion and bestial passion. Conversely the pendulum has swung oft-times the
other way, to the Romantic and the apotheosis of emotion as the authentic, sincere
and soaring expression of the true nature of man, as opposed to the mercenary prac-
tices of intellectualizing cleverness and bloodless logic.

THE USES OF THE DICHOTOMY

If the construct thinking versus feeling has enjoyed such a long history and played
so major a role in our ways of delineating ourselves and others, then clearly it must
serve many purposes and serve them well. It must reflect and express aspects of
experience which we need to express and reflect. Even a cursory consideration
brings to light some of the purposes the distinction may serve.



THE LOGIC OF PASSION 63

e If I am willing to negotiate my position and entertain yours, then I may say ‘I
think that . ..” and proceed to a verbal accounting. If I am unwilling to negotiate
my position and do not wish you to challenge it, then I may say ‘I feel that .. ..

e If I want to notify myself or you of some, as yet, publically unsupported suspicion
I may say that ‘I know that the evidence is in favour of the view (thought) that
... nevertheless I have this feeling that .. ..

e If I want to picture and represent to myself or to you conflicts I am experiencing
I can say that ‘while I know (think) that I ought to do that, I feel/ that I ought to
do this.. . .

e If I want to make some kind of sense out of, excuse, respond to the inexplicable
behaviour of myself, my neighbour, lover, friend, I can believe that the puzzling
actions are not for this or that reason but are caused by mood, passion, over-
whelming fear, rage, desire.

Historically, each pole of the thinking versus feeling dichotomy has had its impli-
cations extensively developed so that we have arrived at an elaborate language of
feeling and an elaborate language of thinking. We can make myriad subtle distinc-
tions which stem from and support the basic idea of two occasionally interacting
personae within each of us—a thinking man and a feeling man. Thus reason takes
unto itself the subsets of memory, logic, the accurate and systematic observation of
events: we can assess our thoughts as fulfilling the principles of the syllogism, the
rules of linguistic definition, the fair weighing of evidence. Feeling has become feel-
ings and we can work with the distinctions between sadness, resentment, exhilara-
tion, tension, grief, triumph, anxiety—the pallet of passion enables us to portray the
world and ourselves in many hues. Thus these developed subsystems concerning
thinking and feeling are guides to action and movement so that we can assemble
arguments to influence or arouse feelings to attack. Logicians can teach us strategies
of thought while encounter group leaders broaden our resources for feeling.
Lawyers can weigh evidence and poets evoke emotions (though be it noted that
successful lawyers often plead poetically while great poets emote cogently).

THE LIMITATIONS OF THE CONSTRUCT

Kelly repeatedly made the point that a bipolar construct both liberates and restricts:
it brings events within our grasp in one set of terms, while blinding us to other
aspects of the same configuration of events.

Thus, in both the informal psychology of our culture and in formal academic psy-
chology, the distinction between thought and feeling has often proved disintegra-
tive and hindering. It is significant that it is precisely in those areas in which the
distinction makes least sense that psychologists have spoken to least purpose. Inven-
tion, humour, art, religion, meaning, infancy, love: all seem areas of particular mystery
to psychologists and it may be that they puzzle us because it makes no sense to see
them as clearly ‘cognitive’ or clearly ‘affective’. Nor does calling to the rescue that
holy ghost of the psychological trinity ‘conation’ seem to help matters.

The separation of feeling from thought seems to have driven psychologists into
a barren physiologizing in a vain attempt to give substance to the dichotomy. Thus
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there is a long tradition in psychology which seeks to deal with ‘emotion’ by trans-
lating it into a physiological language and redefining it so that it even has a geo-
graphy (vide the ‘pleasure’ centre) or a transporting fluid (vide endocrine secretion).
Psychologists never seem to have broken entirely free from the kind of concretism,
of which even a man as sensitive as William James was guilty, in arguments such as
the following (1884):

And yet it is even now certain that of two things concerning the emotions, one
must be true. Either separate special centres, affected to them alone, are their
brain-seat, or else they correspond to processes occurring in the motor and
sensory senses, already assigned, or in others like them but not yet mapped out.

Equally in their ponderings on the issue of ‘thought’, psychologists have been driven
to that ultimate in hardening of the categories, the notion of the ‘engram’—the
notion that a thought is somehow more real if you think of it as the permanently
altered state of living tissue.

The central limit set to our understanding by our adherence to the bipolarity of
thought and feeling has been that it has prevented us from adequately elaborating
the notion of a person. Psychologists came close to beginning their study of a person
with the concept of ‘personality’ but again they failed because this was turned into
a segment, a chapter heading, a branch of psychology. Either personality is psy-
chology or it is not worth the study. Thus a person is not emotions or thoughts, not
cognition or drive. To speak of a person is to invent a concept which points to the
integrity and uniqueness of your experience and my experience and to the whole-
ness of your experience of me and my experience of you. The distinctions that such
a construct encourages us to make are those of time, the past and the future person
and the continuity between them; the distinction between person and object; the
distinction between the ways in which the person is free and the ways in which he
is determined. None of these distinctions gains, and all are obscured by the tradi-
tional dichotomy of thought and feeling. Consider the distinction between free with
respect to and determined with respect to. The very notion of feeling has developed
in such a way as to entail the idea of determinism. Thus we are overwhelmed by
rage, seized by anger, moved by joy, sunk in grief. It is interesting to note here our
failure to develop the idea of feeling in its active sense as meaning exploration,
grasp, understanding, as in feeling the surface of a material, feeling our way towards
(Mair, 1972). Equally, psychologists have followed that intellectual tradition which
makes rational thought almost something which is a determining external reality.
We must follow logic, we are not credited with inventing logic. Had we pondered
the person rather than the two homunculi of thought and feeling we would have
seen man as an active agent rather than the passive object of the environment or
his own uncontrollable innards.

WHATEVER HAPPENED TO EMOTIONS?

It is a platitude in personal construct theory, but a very powerful platitude, that to
elaborate one’s own understanding of oneself and the world it is necessary not only



THE LOGIC OF PASSION 65

to develop new constructs but to escape from some old constructs. Yet to abandon
a construct is to abandon a part of oneself and this is a task not lightly undertaken.
However, George Kelly addressed himself formally to just such a task. He lists at
one point the constructs that do not appear in personal construct theory although
they are hallowed by respect and use in traditional psychology.

For example, the term learning so honourably embedded in most psychological
tests, scarcely appears at all. That is wholly intentional; for we are throwing it
overboard altogether. There is no ego, no emotion, no motivation, no reinforce-
ment, no drive, no unconscious, no need.

Clearly, in constructing his theory, George Kelly had a right not to use the constructs
of other theories, just as each of us has an inalienable right not to use the constructs
of another person. However, when this is done, both professions and persons tend
to accuse the doer of failing to deal with the facts. If 1 do not deign to categorize
people in terms of their ‘intelligence’ then others may respond that I am ignoring
the fact of intelligence (and thereby being stupid). In psychology this strategy most
frequently takes the form of transmuting a concept into a ‘variable’ and then arguing
that it is something that must be taken into account.

There can be no onus on any theory to duplicate the constructs of another. To
do so would have the effect of making alternative theories simply co-equivalent
sets of different jargons. If my public theory or my private construct system lacks
certain constructions, then you may legitimately ask me with what constructions I
intend to deal with the kinds of problems that you handle by using the construc-
tions that I have abandoned. But if you do so it must be a serious enquiry designed
to find out how I am handling aspects of my world, what meaning I am giving to
them, what usefulness I find in the constructs I am using. It must not be simply an
attempt to prove that there are culpable gaps in my system because it does not
exactly duplicate yours. To make such an enquiry seriously is no easy undertaking
for we all tend to long for familiarity, even in what is new. This is presumably the
reason why some vegetarians strangely refer to some forms of vegetable as ‘nut
meat rissole’.

Kelly left the great traditional dichotomy of emotion versus thought out of con-
struct theory and proposed an alternative way of dealing with the kinds of issue that
are classically dealt with by the emotion versus feeling dichotomy.

Inevitably it was assumed that he had somehow retained the dichotomy but failed
to elaborate one end of it, one pole of the construct. In this case the accusation was
generally that he had failed to deal with ‘emotion’. Thus, when the two volumes pre-
senting the theory first appeared in 1955, Bruner (1956) reviewed them favourably.
But inevitably he saw the theory as a ‘cognitive’ theory—i.e. one which does not
deal with ‘emotion’. He commented on what he saw as its limitations as a ‘mental-
istic’ theory which failed to deal with issues of emotion. Carl Rogers (1956) went
even farther by not only pointing to the same ‘deficiency’ but waxing much more
angry and much more concerned about what he saw as a failure to deal with the
passions of mankind.

For two decades construct theory has been expounded, discussed and used. One
might imagine that by now psychologists would have stopped construing construct
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theory pre-emptively as ‘nothing but a cognitive theory’. One might hope that they
would recognize the novel and adventurous attempt to elaborate a theory of man
which did not dichotomize him into a reasoning man and a feeling man. One might
hope that, even if they felt that this integrative venture had failed, they would
recognize the deliberate nature of the venture and understand that it was not simply
that Kelly had failed to consider ‘emotion’. But, for the most part, psychologists are
not, in philosophical terms, Kellyian constructive alternativists—they are naive real-
ists and emotion is apparently a real thing, not a construct about the nature of man.
Two decades after the presentation of the theory we have exactly equivalent con-
demnations offered to those propounded by Bruner and Rogers. Mackay (1975, p.
128) opens his critical appraisal of personal construct theory as follows.

PCT has been widely criticised on the grounds that it is too mentalistic. The ideal
rational man, as depicted by Kelly and Bannister, seems more like a counter-
programmed robot than a human being who is capable of intense emotional
experience.

Peck and Whitlow (1975, p. 92) comment similarly:

Kelly’s approach to emotion is deliberately psychological but in order to achieve
this position he is forced to ignore a wealth of knowledge from the field of physi-
ology; furthermore some of the definitions seem to fly in the face of common
sense. Bannister and Mair (1968, p. 33) state that ‘Within this scheme, “emotions”
lose much of their mystery’; it can be argued that they also lose most of their
meaning.

Virtually every textbook over the past two decades that has dealt with personal con-
struct theory has unquestioningly classified it as a ‘cognitive’ theory. Kelly was, in
many ways, a man of real patience but even he chafed at the persistent attempt to
allot him to constructs whose range of convenience did not span his work.

He used to plan/fantasize a new book which he might write to re-present con-
struct theory. Essentially the content and force of the theory and the nature of its
argument would remain the same but it would be stylistically re-presented as ‘per-
sonal construct theory—a theory of the human passions’. His dream was to com-
plete the volume and let the people who saw construct theory as a cognitive theory
wrestle with the new presentation. Had he completed such a work it seems likely
that he would have been open to academic attack for failing entirely to understand
the rational aspects of man, the nature of thinking and the degree to which behav-
iour is a function of cognitive processes. In summary, then, psychologists have failed
to take seriously Kelly’s attempt to dispense with the thinking—feeling dichotomy.
He stated it as explicitly as may be. Thus (Kelly 1969a, p. 140):

The reader may have noted that in talking about experience I have been careful
not to use either of the terms, ‘emotional’ or ‘affective’. I have been equally
careful not to invoke the notion of ‘cognition’. The classic distinction which
separates these two constructs has, in the manner of most classic distinctions that
once were useful, become a barrier to sensitive psychological inquiry. When one
so divides the experience of man, it becomes difficult to make the most of the
holistic aspirations that may infuse the science of psychology with new life, and
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may replace the classicism now implicit even in the most ‘behaviouristic’
research.

ALTERNATIVE CONSTRUING

Kelly attempted to deal with the kind of issue normally handled under the rubric
of ‘emotion’ by offering constructs which relate to transition. The underlying argu-
ment is that while a person’s interpretation of himself and his world is probably con-
stantly changing to some degree, there are times when his experience of varying
validational fortunes make change or resistance to change a matter of major
concern. At such times we try to nail down our psychological furniture to avoid
change or we try to lunge forward in answer to some challenge or revelation by
forcefully elaborating our experience. Or we may be tumbled into chaos because of
over-rapid change or move into areas where we cannot fully make sense of our
situation and its implications and our system must either change or the experience
will become increasingly meaningless. It is at such times that our conventional
language most often makes reference to feeling.

Kelly strove to maintain construct theory as an integrated overview of the nature
of the person; to deal with all aspects of our experience within the same broad terms.
Whether he succeeded or failed, the theory is thus essentially grandiose in that it
attempts to deal with all aspects of human experience. Thereby it is in contrast
with most psychological theories which are essentially theories of something.
Conventionally, even broadly structured theoretical frameworks such as learning
theory specifically acknowledge that there are areas of human experience and
behaviour which are outside their range of convenience—Ilearning theory is a theory
of learning. Other theories are much more explicit and limited, being theories of
memory, or theories of perception or theories of sensation, and so forth. Most
relevant to this argument is that they may be theories of cognition or theories of
emotion.

CONSTRUCTS RELATING TO TRANSITION

In naming his constructs relating to transition, Kelly adopted a curious strategy. He
chose terms such as guilt, hostility, aggression, anxiety, all of which have a traditional
lay and formal psychological meanings and then redefined them in construct theory
terms. In each case the new definition is cousin to the traditional definition but the
differences are such as to cause some confusion on first inspection. Kelly was never
explicit as to why he adopted this strategy rather than create entirely new names
for these constructs. However, one suspects that he did little without malice afore-
thought, and one possibility is that he was trying to draw attention to the difference
between his preferred definition and the standard one, by using the same term. The
suspicion is strengthened when we examine the nature of the difference. In every
case it seems that what Kelly is pointing to is the meaning of the situation for the
person to whom the adjective is applied, as contrasted with the meaning of the situ-
ation for those of us who are confronted by the person to whom we apply the adjec-
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tive. Thus standard ways of using terms such as hostile are such that the emnity,
attack and hatred of the person is seen as directed towards us, almost as if they were
traits of the person, almost as if they were unreasoning hatreds. True, we may
enquire for what reason a particular person is hostile, but the term hostile itself does
not carry with it any kind of causal explanation. In construct theory hostility is
defined as ‘the continued effort to extort validational evidence in favour of a type
of social prediction which has already been recognised as a failure’. Essentially Kelly
is pointing, in this definition, to the situation as it exists for the person who is being
hostile. For such a person some part of his theoretical structure for making sense
out of the world is threatened, some central belief is wavering and, because he
cannot face imminent chaos, he attempts to bully the evidence in such a way that it
will ‘substantiate’ the threatened theory. Similarly, the traditional definitions of
aggression give it a meaning very much like the meaning we attach to the term hos-
tility, whereas Kelly defines it as the polar opposite of hostility thereby seeking to
draw our attention to the nature of aggression from the aggressor’s point of view
as distinct from its discomfort for those of us who confront it. Thus, aggression, as
defined in construct theory terms is ‘the active elaboration of one’s perceptual field’.
Aggression is the hallmark of a person who is being adventurous and experimen-
tal, who is beginning to make more and more sense out of a wider and wider range
of experience and who is leaping into further experience to capitalize on the sense
he is making. Truly it can be very unpleasant for us to face aggression of this sort
because we may not always wish to be part of the other person’s experiment, to be
the means whereby he enlarges his understanding.

Kelly’s definitions try to make us recognize that we can only understand the
persons from within, in terms of the ‘why’ from their point of view. This places
construct theory in sharp contrast to trait psychology which sees the person as
caused from within or stimulus response psychology which sees him as caused from
without. Kelly (1969m, p. 273) makes this point in the following words:

If we are to have a psychology of man’s experiences, we must anchor our basic
concepts in that personal experience, not in the experiences he causes others to
have or which he appears to seek to cause others to have. Thus if we wish to use
a concept of hostility at all, we have to ask, what is the experiential nature of
hostility from the standpoint of the person who has it. Only by answering this
question in some sensible way will we arrive at a concept which makes pure psy-
chological sense, rather than sociological or moral sense, merely.

A few of Kelly’s constructs relating to transition are briefly examined in order
to give some impression of the way in which the theory handles the issue of
‘feeling’.

ANXIETY

Kelly defines anxiety as ‘the awareness that the events with which one is confronted
lie mostly outside the range of convenience of one’s construct system’. Thus, anxiety
is not seen as a kind of psychological ginger pop fizzing around in the system or
physiologized into a chemical process or left vague as referring to an uncertain



THE LOGIC OF PASSION 69

general state of the person. It is given a specific meaning in construct theory terms—
it directs our attention to the range of convenience of a person’s construct system
in relation to the situation which he confronts. Anxiety is our awareness that some-
thing has gone bump in the night. The ‘bump’ is within the range of convenience of
our construct system in that we can identify it as a ‘bump’ but the implications of
the bump lie mostly outside the range of convenience of our construct system. What
do things that go bump in the night do next? What can be done about them? A
common objection to this definition of anxiety arises from the fact the people often
claim to be very familiar with precisely those things which make them anxious. Thus
students honestly claim to be familiar with examinations yet feel extremely anxious
about them. But here we have to look at the exact meaning of the phrase ‘lie mostly
outside the range of convenience of one’s construct system’. Certainly, as far as
examinations are concerned, aspects of them are well within the range of conve-
nience of the student’s construct system. He is familiar with the whole business of
answering two from section A and not more than one from section B, he is at home
with problems of time allotment between questions, he is familiar with all those
standard demands to ‘compare and contrast’, ‘discuss’, ‘write brief notes on’. He may
be a positive authority on strategies for revising, guessing likely questions, marking
systems and so forth. Yet it is likely that there will be a whole series of questions
relating to an examination, the answers to which lie in very misty areas. What will
I think of myself if I fail this examination? What will other people think of me if I
fail this examination? What will the long-term effect be if I fail this examination?
It may be these, and a whole range of related questions, which run beyond the range
of convenience of the construction system of a particular person facing a particular
examination.

Not only is the definition cogent but, since it is part of a systematic theory, it
relates in turn to yet further constructs within the theory. Thus, if we consider ways
in which we handle our anxieties, we can observe at least two kinds of strategy which
are defineable within the construct theory. We may handle our anxieties by becom-
ing aggressive—that is, we actively explore the area that is confronting us to the
point at which we can bring it within the range of convenience of our construct
system. In Kelly’s terms this would involve dilation—this occurs when a person
broadens his perceptual field and seeks to reorganize it on a more comprehensive
level. In contrast we can withdraw from the area altogether. This involves constric-
tion—a narrowing of the perceptual field.

HOSTILITY

Kelly’s definition of hostility, that it is ‘the continued effort to extort validational
evidence in favour of a type of social prediction which has already been recognized
as a failure’, can be exemplified by referring back to Kelly’s root metaphor, his invi-
tation to consider the proposition that ‘all men are scientists’. We can recognize the
plight of the scientist who has made a considerable personal and professional invest-
ment in his theory, but who is faced by mounting piles of contradictory evidence.
He may well recognize the failure of his predictions in an immediate sense, i.e. that
what he has predicted in a particular experiment has not happened. What he may
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be unable to recognize and accept is the overall implication that a series of such
mis-predictions negates his total theory. His investment may be too great, his lack
of an alternative theory too oppressive and he may proceed to cook the books,
torment his experimental subjects and bully his co-scientists in a desperate attempt
to maintain a dying theory. All of us have experienced this situation personally.
Clearly hostility is not simply ‘a bad thing’. Sometimes we cannot afford readily to
abandon a belief. If the belief is central to our way of viewing ourselves and others
and if we have no alternative interpretation available to us, then it may be better
to maintain that belief, for a while, by extorting validational evidence, rather than
abandon the belief and plunge into chaos. At crucial times the alternative to hos-
tility may be psychosis.

This kind of definition has practical implications for the ways in which we can
make change possible. It suggests that we must facilitate change not by assaulting
each other’s central beliefs but by helping each other to construct alternatives,
beginning with areas of peripheral contradiction. Thus, we may gradually replace a
central belief without the need for hostility.

We can recognize hostility readily when we witness someone destroying his rela-
tionship with someone else in order to ‘prove’ that he is independent. We see it in
the teacher who has growing doubts of his own cleverness and therefore begins to
bully his students into stupidity so that his superiority as a teacher is demonstrated.
It can manifest itself with most brutal clarity in the behaviour of the person who
has to physically beat his psychological opponent to his knees in order to prove that
he is ‘best’.

The whole conception of the nature of change and resistance to change implied
in the idea of hostility recalls the traditional philosopher’s model which compares
the problem of life to the problem of rebuilding a ship while at sea. If we have to
rebuild our ship while sailing it we obviously do not begin by stripping out the keel.
We use the strategy of removing one plank at a time and rapidly replacing it so that,
given good fortune, we may eventually sail in an entirely new ship. This kind of con-
ception is particularly important in areas of deliberately undertaken change, such
as psychotherapy, education, religious and political conversion. We must remember
that those whom we seek to change—and it may be ourselves that we seek to
change—must maintain their lives while change continues.

AGGRESSION

As has already been noted, Kelly defines aggression as ‘the active of elaboration of
one’s perceptual field’. Thus, aggression is perhaps the centrally triumphant experi-
ence for a person. The aggressive poet is one who sees ways of transmuting more
of his experience into verse, the aggressive peasant is the one who is grasping ways
of making his fields grow more. Aggression is our willingness to risk in order to find
out, our passion for truth given embodiment in action. Aggression is the flourishing
love affair, the child learning to walk, the conjurer with a new trick.

Again, each construct within the theory links into the total structure. Linked to
the idea of aggression is Kelly’s notion of ‘commitment’. Morris (1975) makes the
point that commitment in construct theory terms, is not a static posture, a clinging
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to the security of a set position. It means the converse: commitment is to the
frontiers of one’s construct system, a willingness to risk elaboration into what is, at
the moment of risk, the unknown.

Kelly discusses at length the nature of the strategies whereby we give force to our
aggression and particularly the idea of tightening and loosening. When a construct
is used tightly, it leads to unvarying predictions, its relationship to other constructs
is fixed: when a construct is used loosely it leads to varying predictions while retain-
ing its identity, its relationships to other constructs is tentative. Loosening is that
phase in our inventive cycle when we step back to gain a wider perspective, when
we take liberties with the logic of our construct system in such a way that we can
examine new possibilities. Loosening is whimsy, humour, creativity, dreaming, a bold
extension of argument. Yet to remain loose is to deny oneself the opportunity of
testing reality, of embodying one’s dreams in informative and informed action.
Loosening must run into tightening, into operational definition, into concrete forms.
When we tighten we give our ideas a form definite enough to yield up the yeas and
nays of actual events so that armed with new evidence we can begin again to loosen
and re-examine the meaning of what we have concretely found. In relation to the
traditional thinking—feeling dichotomy, we can raise here two questions. If you con-
sider your own experience of moving from tight to loose and back again to tight,
do you regard this experience as best designated by the notion of ‘feeling’ or best
designated by the notion of ‘thinking’ or is it not adequately designated by the con-
struct at all? Equally, it is significant that if we look at the nature of areas such as
‘problem solving’ in Kellyian terms, then we are immediately enmeshed in precisely
those constructs related to transition, such as tightening and loosening, which Kelly
offered as his way into ‘emotion’. We are not safely in the area of ‘cognitive’ psy-
chology as presented in standard textbooks.

GUILT

Guilt is a significant concept, both in theoretical psychology and in social argument,
because, at best, it fits awkwardly into the boxes of ‘feeling’ and ‘thinking’. Thus, we
often speak of guilt as a tremendously intense and disturbing feeling. At the same
time we ‘find ourselves guilty’, we argue for or against our guilt, our guilt is pre-
sented as a cognitive conclusion.

Kelly defines guilt as ‘the awareness of dislodgement of self from one’s core
role structure’. Core constructs are those which govern a person’s maintenance
processes, they are those constructs in terms of which identity is established, the self
is pictured and understood. Your core role structure is what you understand your-
self to be. For Kelly, self is an element which must be construed as must any other
element. Equally, therefore, its unfolding must be anticipated like any other
element. You may find yourself doing things that you would not have expected to
find yourself doing had you been the sort of person you thought you were. Indeed
you are fortunate if this is not part of your experience. If you find yourself, in terms
of those constructs/themes around which your behaviour is centred, behaving as ‘not
yourself’, then you will experience guilt. The guilt is experienced not because one
has defied and upset social taboos but because you have misread yourself.
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Again, this is a construct about transition. Unbeknown to yourself you have
changed and guilt comes when you experience your own behaviour as reflecting the
change and thereby contradicting that ‘self” which is now part of history and no
longer valid as a contemporary guide.

WORDS AND CONSTRUCTS

The foregoing sketch was designed merely to indicate the directions which Kelly
took in proposing an alternative to the superordinate construct of ‘thinking—feeling’.

The question remains: Why has construct theory been so persistently seen as ‘cog-
nitive’? The answer may lie partly in an unrecognized tenet of the theory and partly
in the way in which the theory has been received.

A central contention of construct theory is that constructs are not verbal labels.
A construct is the actual discrimination a person makes within the elements of his
experience. For a given person a particular discrimination may or may not have a
verbal label, it may be partly or obscurely labelled with only one pole indicated or
it may have been a discrimination which was evolved in infancy before verbal labels
became part of operating strategies. Perhaps, because in discussing our own and
other peoples constructions we have, by the nature of our act, to label them, we too
often forget this definitive assertion within construct theory. Thus constructs are
most often regarded as verbal labels and thereby denied ‘emotional’ meaning. For
it has been a prime characteristic of the way in which the concept of emotion has
developed that it should denote those aspects of our experience which are well nigh
impossible to verbalize. Ergo, by a kind of chop logic, construct theory has been
seen as ‘not dealing with’ emotions because it is seen as dealing with words.

Construct theory has been received rather than used. It has been given a modest
place in textbooks but it has had only a limited experimental and applied career
and this largely in the form of expansions in the use of repertory grid technique. It
may be that our failure to argue about experience using construct theory has impov-
erished the theory (for theories live and grow by use) in what it has to say about
those aspects about experience conventionally dealt with under the rubric of
‘emotion’. If this is true, then it is only when we seriously undertake explorations
of our own and other people’s experience and behaviour in terms of constructs like
guilt, aggression, anxiety, hostility, that we will begin to understand their meaning
and their content. Until then, construct theory will appear impoverished by contrast
with the richness of lay language as a way of talking about ‘emotional’ aspects of
experience or the evolved usefulness of, say, psychoanalytic language as a way of
delineating interpersonal drama.

THE NOTION OF PERSONAL TEST

The crucial and continuing test of any psychological theory is that it should chal-
lenge and illuminate the life of the individual from the individual’s viewpoint. Tra-
ditionally, psychologists have used the construct objective—subjective to deny the
validity of personal evaluation of psychological theories. It is not only admissible
but most appropriate that psychological theories should be examined in the light of
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personal experience. The reflexivity argument—the notion that psychological theo-
ries should account, among other things, for their own construction—has two sides
to it. The nature of an argument should not, of itself, deny its truth. An argument
should be valid for the person by whom it is proposed.

The first demand is rarely made by audiences of and for psychologists. Granted,
if a speaker were to say, ‘I have proved beyond any possibility of doubt, by care-
fully controlled experiment, that in no circumstances can a human being utter a sen-
tence of more than four words’, we might sense some intrinsic invalidity. Yet we
listen solemnly and frequently to psychologists who give us reasons for believing
that man’s behaviour is entirely a matter of causes and we rarely protest.

The corollary of the contention that the statement must fit the speaker, is the
speaker’s demand that the statement must fit him. Personal validity is a necessary
basis for consensual validity. Otherwise the speaker is lying.

In terms of personal test, I experienced the need for Kelly’s integration/aban-
donment of the feeling/thinking dichotomy long before he presented the personal
construct theory or I read of it.

As an adolescent I accepted the distinction and duly thought of myself as a con-
tainer for two homuncoli—a feeling man and a thinking man. Yet even while I
accepted the distinction as reflecting inescapable reality, I found that it served me
poorly. The legend seemed to have it that two personae were at war within me. If it
were not for the harsh discipline of my intellect then, so it seemed, I could have
enjoyed a much more intense freedom for and through my feelings. If it were not
for the distorting and prejudicial effect of my emotions, then my thoughts would
have been so much clearer, more finely formed and truthful. Given this kind of bipo-
larity I was to choose and re-choose between the demands of reason and the dic-
tates of passion and whichever choice I made seemed somehow to diminish me. I
was to be a more miserable lover because I was a better logician, a more muddled
philosopher because I was a more sensitive man. In one area after another I was to
be intellectual Roundhead or libidinous Cavalier. The choice seemed inescapable.

My then solution for this dilemma was either to alternate or to seek some middle
position which made me a compromised representative of both. This seemed less
damaging than to take up everlasting residence at one pole or other of the
dichotomy but at best I felt/thought it to be a mean and confusing compromise.

Kelly, by offering notions such as tightening and loosening and above all by
proposing the notion of constructs in transition solved for me an ancient problem.
I could, in the vision of personal change and resistance to change, account for the
intensity of my experience while accepting that the ‘me’ that changed or resisted
change was a whole person and not a pair of warring dwarfs. And the ‘me’ that com-
mented on myself I could see as reflexive and superordinate but still entailed in all
levels of me.

I no longer see myself as the victim of my ‘emotion’. My ‘emotions’ may torment
me but I accept them as an integral part of me, as entailed in all that I have ‘thought’.
I now accept that in my ‘emotions’ lie the beginnings, endings and forms of my
‘thoughts’ and it is to what I have ‘thought’ that I ‘feelingly’ respond.

Nor can others so easily use the schism to confuse and condemn me. If my ‘anger’
is rejected because I have no good ‘reasons’, or my ‘argument’ is dismissed because
I lack ‘feeling’, then I accept that others experience me as segmented. I do not have
to experience myself thus.
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CONCLUSION

The idea of thought and feeling as the two great modes of human experience relates
to and bedevils a number of superordinate debates.

A popular vision of Art versus Science is because it aligns them along this dimen-
sion, thus denying the enormous complexity of structure which underlies poetry or
music or painting and the intensely personal commitment which informs scientific
endeavour. Equally, such a contrasting leads us away from an exploration of the
nature of invention which is at the heart of both. The blinkering effect of such a
contrasting of Art and Science manifests itself through our cultural inheritance and
produces a myopia in our educational system so that ‘artists’ are kept ignorant
of the creative possibilities of hypothesis while ‘scientists’ are encouraged to see
themselves as routine clerks to nature.

The male versus female roles which are the root personae of society, pivot most
often on some version of the belief that man is ‘by nature’ rational and woman emo-
tional. There is no way of calculating how many lives have been constrained, if not
crippled, by the attempt to live to such specifications but we can observe the liber-
ating effect of a refusal to bow to the doctrine of the insensitive man and the fearful
woman. In work, in relationships, in the very legal arrangements we live by, the
thought—feeling dichotomy has been pedestal to man-woman, beginning with the
tearful but charming little girl and the tough, capable little boy and elaborating into
the adult who cannot find ways of sexually differentiating himself/herself that are
not bounded by the poles of this construct.

Even the time line along which we live has been dominated by the exclusivity of
thought and feeling so that we seem condemned to move from the enthusiasm and
passion of youth to the wisdom and calmness of age. The range of our choice of
style, cause, engagement is arbitrarily limited by what we are socially taught is
appropriate to young and old respectively, and what we are taught derives much of
its content from what are seen as the irreconcilable claims of passion and reason.
A psychological theory cannot be simply a specification of what humanity is.
Because it is self-reflecting it must be a tool that people use in going about the busi-
ness of being persons.

A psychological theory cannot be a simple representation of a state of affairs—
it must be a challenge, a liberating vision, a way of reaching out. If it is not these
things then it will be a justification for a personal and social status quo, a form of
retreat, a prison.

Most psychological theories have not sought to challenge the picture of people
as segmented into thought and feeling. Indeed they have not even seen it as a
picture, they have taken it as ‘real’ and worked within the boundaries thereby set.
Kelly was truly adventurous in abandoning the construct and offering alternative
ways of interpreting experience. The alternative he offered, the construct of
‘change’, is open to criticism, it is an invitation which we are free to refuse. The least
sensible or gracious response to his invitation is not to see that it was being made,
and to categorize Kelly as a man who did not understand ‘emotion’ and who thereby
constructed a merely ‘cognitive’ theory.



CHAPTER 7

Belief, Attachment
and Awareness

Spencer A. McWilliams
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A conclusion supported by the facts is likely to be a good one at the time it is
drawn. But, because facts themselves are open to reconstruction, such a theory
soon becomes a dogmatism that may serve only to blind us to new perceptions
of the facts.

(Kelly, 1969b, p. 67).

As you will know from previous chapters in this book, George Kelly proposed that
each person constructs a unique interpretation of the world and uses it to antici-
pate future events. As Kelly stated, a person ‘copes with the world by erecting con-
structs or guidelines—verbal ones or reflexive ones—in terms of which he can
fathom it and gain some sense of where he and it are going’ (1969c, p. 178). More
importantly, Kelly’s philosophical assumption, constructive alternativism, proposed
that we consider our present interpretation of events as ‘subject to revision or
replacement’. Kelly asked that we remember that the universe has no allegiance to
any one personal interpretation of it. He suggested that we should regard knowl-
edge as successive approximations rather than final and absolute and that we should
not consider any interpretation as the truth or directly corresponding to reality. We
use our present understanding to make predictions about the future but we should
appreciate the actual experience of events that we encounter in our daily lives as
they occur and remain open to revising our understanding and ideas accordingly.
Kelly believed that to the extent that we do not hold strong attachments to belief
in any particular construction we have more opportunity to entertain alternative
ways of construing events, enabling us to live more effective and fulfilling lives.
Kelly used the ‘personal scientist’ metaphor as another way of characterizing this
effective balance in human understanding, suggesting that our model of the ideal
scientist can also apply to human life in general. The ideal scientist develops ideas
about the world and invents experiments as ways of acting on and testing out those
ideas. Scientists operate from deep personal commitments to their ideas, and these
commitments serve as a driving force that impels testing the ideas to determine their
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validity. That process requires a balance between this passionate commitment, on
the one hand, and awareness of the interim nature of ideas, on the other. Main-
taining the balance helps the scientist to perceive the results of experiments accu-
rately and without emotional bias. The philosopher of science, Michael Polanyi
(1958), noted an inherent hazard in a commitment to a belief that we view as cor-
responding to ‘reality’. A belief that our ideas reflect a real world, and thus could
possibly represent truth, rests on a belief that the world exists independently of our
ideas about it. If so, then our ideas could be wrong, and reality may reveal itself to
us far differently from what we thought.

In science and in life we must find ways of dealing effectively with our passion-
ate commitment to our beliefs and to the realization that we must hold these beliefs
tentatively and revise or replace them when circumstances warrant. Unfortunately,
we do not always behave as ideal scientists. We often strongly believe in the valid-
ity of our ideas about the universe, particularly the images that we hold of ourselves.
We identify with the verbalized symbols of our personal construing—ideas, beliefs
or opinions—and such strongly held identification can sometimes interfere with
openness to actual events and creating new ways of interpreting events. We see this
process most strongly when it involves core constructs, our structure for under-
standing and predicting ourselves.

Core construing helps us to anticipate our own behaviour, particularly how we
relate to others and how we survive in the world. Understandably, we hold tightly
to the products of our core construing and the possibility of change in our self-image
tends to arouse emotions such as threat, fear, guilt, shame, anxiety and hostility, as
defined by Kelly and discussed by Bannister in the previous chapter. Such feelings
often make us respond ineffectively. We may understand the world through the lens
of our core constructs with little conscious awareness. We start to develop core con-
structs before we learn language, so they may well not always have clear verbal
labels, in Kelly’s terms. Core constructs can also show themselves directly in phy-
sical forms, demonstrating that construing includes both ‘mind’ and ‘body’, and
enabling us to view some physical problems as preverbal core construing at work.
Strongly held beliefs in our own personal constructs, particularly our self-image—
the ways that we believe we must behave, and have others behave toward us, in
order to feel safe—can run our lives rather than serve our lives.

To the extent that we invest our beliefs strongly in a particular construction of
events, and particularly when we develop such strong attachment to these beliefs
that we refuse to revise them, we may have emotional reactions to potentially inva-
lidating events and fail to interpret events accurately and effectively. This chapter
addresses the issue of our tendency to develop strong attachment to our belief in
the products of our personal construing, particularly core construing, and ways that
we might reduce the deleterious effects of this tendency by developing greater
awareness of the process.

ANARCHY AND INSURRECTION

We can increase our awareness of the tendency to treat constructs as objective truth
by understanding how we can make an ‘institution’ of our beliefs. The philosophy
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of anarchism, as applied to political processes, provides a useful analogy for explor-
ing this personal process (McWilliams, 1988). Anarchist philosophy emphasizes the
role of freedom and equality in facilitating human progress. Through social inter-
action people develop a natural sense of how to conduct themselves and live effec-
tively and cooperatively. Collectively, we create social structures and processes
based on this knowledge. We intend for these structures to serve human needs, but
over time codification of the natural processes into legal, political and religious
organizations may come to interfere with the human interests and needs that they
originally served. Once established, the survival of the institution may assume
greater importance than serving its original purpose. When that occurs, an institu-
tion may actually interfere with the very human need that it originally served. Anar-
chist philosophy distinguishes between revolution and insurrection: revolution
refers to replacing one structure with another while insurrection seeks to weaken
all structure so that a new natural order can prevail. The forms that evolve to serve
human needs should not be allowed to develop into an institution and insurrection
acts to throw off institutionalized forms so that the natural laws can re-establish
themselves.

Application of that philosophy to our personal construing, by analogy, may help
us to understand our tendency to ‘institutionalize’ our personal interpretations and
beliefs and how that process may impede our ability to respond effectively to the
ever-changing environment. We may come to see the labels and symbols of our core
construing, which we identify as our self, as an institution by imagining a future and
a role that we will personally play in that future. Kelly understood the self, or core
structure, used for anticipating our personal maintenance, as a portion of the
person’s processes but not the totality, and requiring personal awareness of the self
as the subject who has the experience. Without a sense of self, we would have dif-
ficulty transcending immediate needs and anticipating distant future. Thus, this sense
of self serves us well. However, exclusive identification with this idea of self may
impede our ability to continue to develop and evolve. We may treat the self, origi-
nally designed to serve personal maintenance, as an ‘institution’.

The ‘institutionalized’ self-image may consist of rules that we follow rigidly
regardless of whether they enable us to evolve our understanding effectively. The
self-structure, a necessary component of personal evolution, may hinder evolution
to more sophisticated or mature forms. The personal anarchist, analogous to Kelly’s
personal scientist, might follow ‘personal insurrection’, weakening strong identifi-
cation with the way that we have symbolized our core structure and actively apply-
ing Kelly’s assumption of the need to revise and replace our understanding, not by
destroying our ability to deal effectively with the world but to stay open to current
reality, as we construe it, without relying on rigid rules.

IDOLATRY AND ICONOCLASM

The concept of idolatry, borrowed from religion, provides another metaphor for
exploring and articulating the human tendency to believe that our understanding
directly depicts reality. We can liken our tendency to reify our construing, treating
beliefs as existing independently of our creation of them, to ‘idolatry’ (McWilliams,
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1993). Because we desire certainty we tend to certify our constructions as objective
representations of the universe, forgetting that we have invented them. Kelly pre-
sumed the existence of a real universe and believed that we move towards knowing
it, but he also assumed that the correspondence between our constructions and
reality would occur at some infinitely distant time in the future. He warned that
current truths may appear meaningless in the light of new reconstruction. The quest
for knowledge and understanding requires awareness of the incomplete, ad interim,
nature of our constructions and acknowledgement that final understanding always
eludes us. Although these principles clearly suggest that we apply our beliefs
humbly, we have the tendency to behave as though our ideas truly do correspond
to the universal truth.

Idolatry exists when we treat a fictional image as real and ‘worship’ it as ulti-
mately true. Religions construe idolatrous acts as sinful because they presume to
know ultimate truth. Western and Eastern spiritual perspectives warn not to accept
any image as ultimate—emphasizing the ineffability of truth—and advise not to
think that current beliefs represent ultimate reality. Bakan (1966) applied the
concept of idolatry to science and psychology, proposing that both express a human
impulse to appreciate the nature of existence and the possibility of transcending any
specific expression of it. That impulse presupposes that the manifest only represents
a hint of a deeper reality that remains unmanifest. Human audacity reaches out to
make contact with the unmanifest, which contains the more important, eternal, and
universal reality. Bakan emphasized the importance of movement towards the
unmanifest rather than reaching a final objective. However, in our desire for fulfil-
ment we tend to accept a particular expression of the impulse as ultimate, commit-
ting the sin of idolatry by confusing the process of seeking fulfilment, or one of its
products, with the fulfilment itself. When we do that we lose the sense that the
unmanifest continues to exist and we forget that the search for it will never end.

Barfield (1988), using the concept of idolatry to explore how we view knowledge,
called human perceptions ‘representations’, and suggested that reality consists of a
system of collectively shared representations. The universe, the unrepresented,
exists independently of human construction, a notion similar to Kelly’s (1977)
notion of the ‘unknown’. As we apply representations, we tend to objectify them
and perceive them as being ‘out there’, rather than as our own invention. Idolatry
occurs when we forget that what we see as things derives from our construction
processes. Any thing exists only as an artefact of human experience. Only the
unmanifest, the unnamed, the unknown, the unrepresented, exists independently of
human consciousness.

We can revise our beliefs more easily if we remain aware of the indeterminacy of
knowledge, particularly when events in the universe fail to conform to our antici-
pation, as they ultimately shall. Within Kelly’s model, we expect to revise our inter-
pretations during the process of articulation and ultimately replace them as better
understandings evolve. This humility reduces the tendency towards an idolatrous
position on any particular construction. Kelly also suggested that we need not nec-
essarily disprove one interpretation of an event in order to entertain an alternative.
If we treat interpretations as personally invented propositions we do not assume
that the universe holds any allegiance to them and we can more easily entertain a
range of alternate possibilities.
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We can transcend idolatry through deliberate awareness that we create our rep-
resentations. Active, creative, imaginative and responsible participation in the evo-
lution of human knowledge can occur to the extent that we attend to idolatrous use
of construing and assume a more conscious stance towards our active, creative role
in construing. Rather than worshipping images, ‘personal iconoclasts’ can ‘destroy’
the images to embrace revised understanding and new interpretations.

SPEAKING IN THE INVITATIONAL MOOD

We may find it useful to develop disciplined approaches to observing construing,
articulating assumptions, and making the constructed nature of beliefs conscious.
Barfield suggested that we might gain deeper participation in construing by using
language metaphorically, where we consciously and intentionally indicate that an
‘appearance’ refers to something else. With intentional awareness we indicate that
something we describe in manifest terms actually means something unmanifest. We
find it difficult, however, to apply this metaphorical understanding to everyday
speaking. Kelly (1969d) described how the normal indicative mood of the English
language uses ‘to be’ verbs that attribute qualities to the universe. He proposed an
alternative, the invitational mood, in which a speaker takes responsibility for
attributing qualities to events and invites the listener to consider an interpretation
of the event without precluding alternative interpretations. Casting a proposition
in an invitational mood suggests that the subject remains open to a range of
possibilities.

If we wish to use the invitational mood we need a practical way to speak in a
manner that recognizes the hypothetical nature of interpretations and helps to avoid
attributing permanent qualities to events that continually change (McWilliams,
1996). A technique from General Semantics may provide such a method. General
semanticists have long raised concern about use of the verb o be, which attributes
a fixed nature to a person or event and views qualities as inherent characteristics.
Korzybski (1933), the founder of General Semantics, discussed problems with the
verb to be. Kelly read Korzybski’s work and found General Semantics in accordance
with his view of how we invest meaning in the names we use and how that leads to
a constant sense of the fixed identity of events.

A General Semantics technique called E-prime (Bourland & Johnston, 1991)
attempts to apply these issues by excluding all forms of the verb to be (is, are, was,
were, am, be, been, being) from English usage. Use of E-prime can serve as an appli-
cation of the invitational mood by sensitizing us to our overuse of the indicative
mood of fo be and helping us gain greater awareness of our tendency to project our
constructions onto the environment and then to objectify them. Use of E-prime
helps to avoid unconscious pre-emptive construing, restricts use of the passive voice,
which enables us to avoid personal responsibility for construing, and tends to
prevent us from making permanent qualities out of the experience of a particular
moment. By using E-prime, we accept responsibility for making attributions. We see
more clearly that a human constructed the attributes in a process for interpreting
recurrent patterns among events. E-prime removes some troublesome questions
from consideration. For example, we could no longer ask questions such as, ‘What
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is the meaning of life?’, ‘Is this work of art beautiful?’, or Is the President a liberal
or a conservative?’. Instead we would have to say, for example, ‘How can I find
meaning in my life?’, ‘How do you experience this work of art?’, or ‘The President
spoke like a moderate’. E-prime helps us to focus speech and understanding on
direct personal experience and leads to speaking more propositionally in a way that
leaves other possibilities open. We can also learn to translate the speech of others
into E-prime and then respond to the E-prime version as a way to clarify the con-
struing of others and reduce arguments. For example, if someone said, ‘James is
hostile’, rather than replying ‘He is not!” we might instead ask, ‘What about James
makes you say that?’

Of course, we would not wish to treat E-prime as an ‘institution’ or an ‘idol’. Dog-
matic use of E-prime will not automatically lead to propositional thinking and invi-
tational communication, and we can find many ways to avoid responsibility by using
ambiguous or evasive words like ‘perhaps’, ‘seems’, ‘data indicate’, and so forth. To
benefit from E-prime, we must adopt a sustained acceptance of the value of ques-
tioning use of the indicative mood and our tendency to project fixedness onto the
stream of events. Attempts to use E-prime may increase awareness of our tendency
to project personal constructions onto events and help to express attributions or
interpretations more propositionally.

MEDITATION AND THE ORDINARY MIND

Zen meditation practice provides an additional approach to understanding attach-
ment to core construing. The Ordinary Mind School of Zen (Beck, 1993) focuses
on core beliefs, comparable to core constructs, and emphasizes awareness of our
response to daily experience, disciplining our mind, and reducing ineffective emo-
tional reactions (McWilliams, 2000). The Ordinary Mind approach rests on a foun-
dation of classic Zen teachings which describe construing and its relationship to
awareness of the present moment by articulating our experience of events. As an
event occurs it stands out as ‘figure’ from the ‘background’. Through the five senses
we gain awareness of that event, and then we interpret the event and label it. Finally,
we judge the event as good or bad. Each of these components lacks permanent fixed
identity. We tend to see the world as real and we mistake the form in which events
appear to us as ultimate nature. But form does not have fixed substance and does
not exist independently of our perception. Our mental activities (sensations, per-
ceptions and choices) also have no permanent nature. We respond to form, which
only manifests itself when a human apprehends it. Mind (construing) and form
depend on each other. The phenomenal world thus has no permanent self-nature.
If we can fully comprehend that construing has no permanent self-nature we can
calm our mental processes, respond openly to new events, and reduce suffering.
Because we construe the world through our self-centred desires, we hold to ideas
about what must happen to maintain our core identity. Since the universe holds no
allegiance to our construing, events do not always correspond to our desires, and if
we hold to our expectations we suffer dissatisfaction. More importantly, we do not
experience the events clearly, and we thus fail to learn from experience. From the
Ordinary Mind Zen perspective, we create dissatisfaction, unhappiness and suffer-
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ing by separating ourselves from direct experience and viewing the world through
our self-created, self-centred perspective. To the extent that we embrace life as it is,
the here-and-now events, regardless of whether they fit with our anticipation or
desire, we can perceive events more clearly, learn from experience, and behave more
effectively.

Ordinary Mind Zen meditation practice focuses on regular daily sitting medita-
tion, continuing perpetually for a lifetime, as the foundation for developing will-
ingness to experience life ‘as it is’ independently of whether it corresponds to our
expectations, convenience, or desires. Sitting meditation helps to develop an aware-
ness of present bodily sensations and mental process and thoughts, the two basic
elements of life experience, by witnessing the experience of the moment by obser-
vation and attention.

The practice includes three fundamental techniques: (1) focusing or concentrat-
ing, (2) labelling thoughts and experiencing bodily sensations and (3) attending to
emotional reactions. Focusing provides a foundation for practice by helping to quiet
the mind. Concentration may shut out life experience so while serving as an impor-
tant stage in practice this technique alone has limitations. As sitting settles, we
observe thoughts as they arise and fall and attend to physical sensations without
‘doing something’ about them. We may label the type of thoughts, which helps to
see recurrent themes. Over time thoughts seem less important or urgent and we
may lose interest in many of our cherished opinions and beliefs. As our interest in
thought decreases we may experience growing awareness of bodily sensations, par-
ticularly tension. As Leitner (1999c) pointed out, ‘our original constructs, those that
serve as the basis of the entire construct system, have been created in tight rela-
tionship to our bodies. Through the years, these sensed bodily confirmations become
more entrenched as we develop a meaning system based upon them’ (p. 9). Full
experiencing of core constructs requires awareness of these bodily sensations, which
may lead to change in the quality of the sensations and the tension. The third com-
ponent involves attending to how we react emotionally to experiences and events,
and experiencing how thoughts create emotional reactions. We come to see an
emotion—thought spiral, where emotional physical sensations lead to thoughts and
the thoughts lead to more physical tension. By attending to the relationship between
emotions and thoughts, and by observing how they come from holding on to beliefs,
we can see the core beliefs or core constructs and the methods that we use to avoid
awareness of them. By developing greater awareness of construing, by learning
about belief and attachment to core constructs, and by entertaining a more detached
perspective towards them, we can improve our effectiveness in relating to the world.

CONCLUSION

Developing greater understanding of our tendency to attach to beliefs and self-
images through ‘institutionalizing’ or ‘idolizing’ them can help us to apply con-
structive alternativism actively in our lives. We can gain greater awareness of the
way we speak, and can develop a more intimate experience of our core construing.
These activities may transform the way that we experience the universe and our-
selves by reducing our exclusive identification with our current beliefs and self-
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structure. We may experience such change as threatening because it requires
modification of our core constructions. Due to our desire for consistency and pre-
dictability, we resist change, and we often attempt to incorporate new understand-
ing into our existing framework. Our idolatrous tendencies may encourage us, for
example, to translate the propositions raised in this chapter into terms consistent
with our current ‘institutionalized’ construct system. Recognition of the metaphor-
ical nature of construing may help us to resist this hazard. If we accept the invita-
tion to explore our tendencies to objectify our beliefs and to gain greater awareness
of our active role in creating our understanding, we may more effectively maintain
contact with the eternal existence of the unknown and approach each new moment
with greater freshness.



CHAPTER 8

Working with Anger

Peter Cummins
Coventry Primary Care Trust, UK

... if we apply the scientist paradigm to man, we someday are going to catch
ourselves saying, in the midst of a heated family discussion, that our child’s
temper tantrum is best understood as a form of scientific inquiry.

(Kelly, 1969e, p. 293)

A DEFINITION OF ANGER

There is relatively little within the personal construct literature written about anger.
Two key sources are McCoy’s paper ‘Reconstruction of Emotion’ (1977) and Viney’s
book Images of Iliness (1983). There are also relevant papers by Davidson and Reser
(1996) and Kirsch and Jordan (2000).

In her paper, McCoy takes up the challenge of emotion within personal construct
psychology. In a sense this seminal paper can be taken as a challenge to all personal
construct practitioners. McCoy has staked out territory which is immediately re-
cognizable to any practitioner and said ‘Here is my version of the definition of these
emotions—what do you think!’. She suggests defining anger as ‘an awareness of the
invalidation which leads to hostile behaviour’. It is an attempt to force events to
conform so that the prediction will not be construed as a failure, and the construc-
tion will not have been invalidated.

What McCoy is suggesting is that when we are invalidated we have a choice. We
can either become anxious (in the Kellyian sense)—the resolution to which may
involve radical and difficult core role reconstrual—or we may decide that it would
be easier to become hostile. McCoy is proposing that anger is the awareness of
invalidation and that this invalidation precipitates hostility (1977, p. 119).

McCoy’s definition is both puzzling and provoking, and requires some redefini-
tion. The particular difficulty is her insistence that anger and hostility are insepara-
bly entwined. There is no problem in accepting that anger may be linked to the
awareness of hostility. But is it always so linked? Can a person be angry in a way
that is not hostile? It is possible to be angry as a result of invalidation and become
anxious; for example, she thinks that she can fight anyone . .. she gets beaten up,
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invalidated . . . angry . .. she may become hostile . .. she had a bad day... could
have won . . . or she may become anxious . . . and refuse to leave the house at night
in case she meets people who she cannot be sure of fighting.

If hostility is not essentially linked to anger perhaps a definition of anger could
be used which simply says ‘anger is an emotional experience of invalidation’. I
emphasize the ‘an’ as anger is only one of a range of possible responses to invali-
dation. From this it would follow that the level of anger would depend on the level
of invalidation. If we can understand what has been invalidated then we can begin
to understand the anger. In other words, if we understand anger as an indication of
a particular form of construing, then understanding the construing will begin to alter
the anger construing process.

An obvious place to start is to find out why the person has developed his anger
constructs. Working with people referred with anger problems, I have become more
and more aware of the developmental process of developing anger constructs. There
is, for instance, a specific developmental sequence which can be summarized as the
absence of a parent (usually father) between the age of 8 and 10 or a very abusive
parental relationship at about this time. When taking an assessment history from
new patients again and again I discovered a familiar tale. For example, John who
was abandoned by both parents, taken in reluctantly by an aunt, always told he was
an imposition and treated differently from his cousins; Jack who was abandoned by
his father aged 8 and was left with a mother who told him that he now had to be
the man of the house; Jane who discovered at the age of 10 that she was adopted
and that her real mother was in fact her ‘older sister’.

Leitner and colleagues (2000) offer a very useful structure which allowed me to
understand the developmental process of developing anger constructs. The central
theme of Leitner’s work is his idea that ‘when exposed to trauma the process of
meaning making itself can “freeze” around the issues surrounding the trauma’. He
goes on to point out that as childhood construing is more simple and concrete one
may:

... beless able to tolerate the implications of events that threaten the very nature
of one’s relationships with parents and other people who can literally hold one’s
lives in their hands . . . this process of freezing meaning making is more likely to
occur around issues of childhood traumas rather than ones that occur later in
life. (Leitner et al., 2000, p. 179)

Of particular interest is his development of the idea of self-other constancy: ‘without
constancy one cannot integrate new experiences of the self and other into a coher-
ent sense of identity’. Leitner goes on to point out that without this constancy I can
see you as loving at one point and, when you are angry with me, I see you as evil
and hating me. This is a very clear stage in children’s development. I chastize a child
for his behaviour and the response is an immediate ‘you do not love me’. It is cri-
tically important to make the distinction ‘yes I do love you, it is your behaviour in
this situation that I do not like’. As children develop self-other constancy they
become able to make this distinction. Without this development, as Leitner and col-
leagues point out, ‘how intimate can a relationship be if when one is sad, angry, bitter
or bored, the other’s experience of their connection is destroyed?’ (Leitner et al.,
2000, p. 182).
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FAMILY HISTORIES

As will be described later in this chapter, the most effective way to reconstrue
anger is within a group setting. For most group members, a family genogram pro-
duced within the group revealed that anger had played a large role in their family
of origin or, in some cases, of adoption. ‘Each family necessarily evolves a unique
construct system that structures the family members’ perception of their lives and
provides a rationale for their actions. It governs their interactions’ (Procter, 1996,
p. 163).

As described already, there appears to be a constant theme within our clients of
early family rejections. That pattern in adults can usefully be construed using
Procter’s (1985b) idea of family construct systems. Procter shows how systemic bow
ties can be used to explore people’s interactive construing (see also Procter’s
example in Chapter 43.2, pp. 431-434).

Joan John
Construct: He does not listen to me  Construct: She ignores me
Action: Stop talking to him Action: Make her listen

As Procter goes on to show, this framework demonstrates how each action validates,
more or less, the other’s constructs. Procter suggests that ‘we are connected together
by a web of invisible loyalties which permeate our choices and actions’ (1985b, p.
332). By exploring the generations of a family we usually reveal interesting patterns
of similarity and contrast. As Procter (1985b) concludes in his paper: ‘We should
keep the shared social reality in mind and understand how it works, even if we
decide to intervene through only one person’ (p. 350).

ANGER AND GENDER

Following on from family interaction comes the question of gender. A recent analy-
sis of the theoretical perspectives regarding the female and male experience of
anger concluded that anger as a function of gender has not been adequately tested.
It is therefore not clear how women and men differ, if at all, in their experience and
expression of anger (Sharkins, 1993).

On a personal note, when I first started working with people referred due to anger
problems, the people referred were all male with a history of violence both domes-
tic and in social settings, mainly linked to alcohol. I then began to receive referrals
of women who had lost their temper with their children. As child protection issues
are often central we may, with permission of the client, provide Social Services with
a report about how someone has responded to the group. It is for Social Services
to decide if the group treatment has had sufficient effect to allay their fears con-
cerning the safety of the children. We later accepted women who have a history of
violent relationships, who often seem to demonstrate Sharkins’ comment regarding
the lack of difference in the experience of anger between the sexes. However, it is
true that the majority of our referrals are male and the majority of referrals for
deliberate self-harm are female.
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ANGER AND CULTURE

The importance of family construing in the development of anger expression has
already been mentioned. It also seems to be true that anger, and often violence,
may be culturally construed. In a recent talk on violence, Professor Anthony Clare
quoted an experiment looking at the contribution of testosterone to the expression
of violence. Five monkeys were allowed to develop a social ‘pecking order’. Then
number 3 was given a large dose of testosterone. That did indeed make him more
aggressive, but only to numbers 4 and 5; he did not try to challenge numbers 1 and
2. Many of our patients express the realization that as they alter their anger pattern
‘I will have to change my friends as all our relationships include the expression of
anger/violence’. As the person changes it is necessary to see him with his partner
as the relationship often struggles to accommodate change. This is, of course, often
the case where radical changes in construing are required.

WORKING WITH ANGER GROUPS

Because of the importance of gender, family, the perspective of others and cultural
influences, it becomes clear that it is far better to run a therapy group than try to
deal with people on an individual basis. The purpose of such groups is nicely sum-
marized by Llewelyn and Dunnett (1987, p. 251):

The group provides an opportunity for participants, including the leaders, to
explore the implications of their particular construct systems, to examine the
implications of specific pre-emptive or constellatory constructions, and to bring
to the group results of experiments taking place both inside and outside the
group setting.

As I had expressed my difficulties with the phrase Anger Management because I did
not want my anger ‘managed’, I call the group the “Working with Anger Group’.
There is no better summary of the aims of ‘working with anger groups’ than that by
Don Bannister (see Chapter 6, pp. 61-74):

... we must facilitate change not by assaulting each other’s central beliefs but by
helping each other to construct alternatives, beginning with areas of peripheral
contradiction. Thus we may gradually replace a central belief without the need for
hostility. (My italics)

To encourage the construction of alternatives as far as possible, we have run our
‘working with anger group’ as a mixed group. While at times this has led to ten-
sions—‘you are the sort of bastard who beat me up’—it has also forced group
members to begin to appreciate the other perspective. In personal construct terms,
they are encouraged to develop their capacity to construe from the other’s stand-
point. When the group has been exclusively male it has been difficult not to have
group members stick to a very limited understanding of a female perspective: ‘all
women are unreasonable and out to get all they can from you’—constellatory con-
struing in personal construct terms.
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KEY THEORETICAL CONCEPTS OF CHANGE

The two key personal construct concepts are those of Regnancy and Sociality.

Regnancy and Anger

Kelly defines regnancy as ‘a kind of superordinate construct which assigns each of
its elements to a category on an all-or-none basis’. For Kelly, ‘therapy is concerned
with setting up regnant personal constructs to give new freedom and new control
to the client who has been caught in the vice-like grip of obsolescent constructs’
(1955/1991, p. 204/Vol. 1, p. 241).

Epting (1984) gives the very helpful clarification that ‘the regnant construct might
be thought of as an express train that runs directly from the superordinate (value-
like constructs) down to the constructs that are concerned with everyday activity’.
He goes on to point out that ‘following this flow of constructs reveals how one’s
values influence one’s behavior’ (p. 45). I use the example of travel in this context:
“You can travel from Coventry to Aberdeen by train without stopping or you can
stop at every station.” Given that people’s construing systems are hierarchically
organized, that means that if you irritate me my first reaction may be to get annoyed;
that is, I stop at the first station. However, another person’s reaction to being irri-
tated may be to knock the other person out. The individual skips all the early sta-
tions and proceeds immediately to an extreme solution. That pattern is often seen
within the group. For instance, Jim came down the stairs one morning, saw that the
table was dusty and reacted by hitting his partner. He presented this behaviour as
being incapable of explanation. Anger just came over him;it happened for no reason
and he was unable to control it. His ladder is shown in Figure 8.1.

Jim jumps directly from a dusty table to the meaninglessness of life. As Kelly
comments, ‘this kind of simplified thinking, stemming as it does from ancient logical
forms, accounts for a lot of woodenheaded conflict in the world both between
persons and within persons’ (1955/1991, p. 482/Vol. 1, 356).

Dusty Table Clean (Organized)
Cannot Achieve-------------------- Achieve Things

No Purpose Sense of Purpose
Life I\teaningless ------------------ Gives Life Meaning
Might as Well End It

Figure 8.1 Jim’s personal construct ladder
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HOW MY PARTNER SEES ME

Her Description of Me My Response
Pig headed Aren’t we all?—We all have opinions
Stubborn I’'m standing my ground
Want too much I'd like to be first
Demanding It's the situation
Jealous of my mum I’'m not jealous, I'm annoyed

MY OVERALL RESPONSE TO MY PARTNER
I say that you have not seen my change

Figure 8.2 How my partner sees me and how | respond

Sociality and Anger

A key task of our approach is to find ways of getting participants to understand the
other’s perspective. Without exception, participants have been unable to see things
as others see them. Male participants have a particular problem construing women.
In a group’s fourth session we explore this by getting them (a) to describe how their
partners would construe them and (b) to produce their own responses to their part-
ners’ constructs. Figure 8.2 gives an example of what can be produced.

That exercise was completed with considerable hesitation due to the presence in
the group of a female assistant psychologist. There were frequent references to
‘nothing personal’ with looks at her; they were not attacking her, this was just the
way these men thought women are. At the end of the session the group members
made such comments as:

‘I feel really understood, I will sleep better tonight.’
‘I had never seen it from her point of view before.’

THE THERAPY GROUP

The people referred to as the ‘Working with Anger Group’ are all living within
the local community although commonly have a history of prison sentences. The
strength of the common themes in the referrals is striking. These include the damage
caused to these people’s lives (and those of others close to them), a sense that the
problem is getting out of control, and the eagerness of the referral agencies to assure
me that these clients are highly motivated and worth taking on for treatment.

A real problem in running outpatient groups has been the rate of drop-out. Start-
ing with eight members and ending up with four half-way through the life of the
group is a common experience. I was therefore particularly interested in seeing
whether I could run such a group in a semi-open format; that is, allowing new people
to join the group as and when space became available.

The question that faced me was: ‘Can the group members (who have been
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THE IMPLICATIONS OF ANGER

Undesired state

Desired state

Angry Level-headed, stoned, chilled out,
passive, happy, calm, normal

Disadvantages Advantages

Upsetting people In control

Stress Organized

[l health Happier

Guilt Content

Relationship problems

Better relationships

Advantages
Not organized
Being powerful

Disadvantages
Get nothing done
Might be seen as soft

One step ahead More gullible

Able to go some Let things slide

Feel really good Sap

Control fear Trumpet player for the Salvation Army

Figure 8.3 Example of an ABC inquiry of a group of participants

referred because of a perception/experience of them that their “angry” emotions
were out of control), be enabled to reconstrue their anger?” Or:‘Can the group work
with the idea that anger may be something that the person is unwilling to recon-
strue despite the apparent mess it makes of his life?’

That idea seems validated by the second session of the group, which we described
as ‘looking at the pros and cons’. Within that session the group participants were
asked to complete an ABC (Tschudi, 1977) on anger (see also Chapter 10, pp.
105-121). What they produced is shown in Figure 8.3.

As ever in my experience, when this exercise works it is immensely powerful. I
really had to laugh at the description of the disadvantages of getting rid of anger. I
do not know how well the Salvation Army is known outside Britain. Their bands
are a relatively common sight, particularly at Christmas. It is such a powerful image,
that without anger you become a trumpet player in a Christian army band! This
exercise is one which usually has a major impact on group members.

At this moment it seems clear that the group members see anger as offering the
greater possibilities. It protects them from the risk of threat, and as long as they stay
angry no change is necessary. At one level of awareness, being an angry person
works. It involves having a set of very pre-emptive constructs: either you are angry
or you are not.

Anger appears to give people their chief means of anticipation: ‘As long as I am
angry I can cope with whatever happens to me.” However, as the group progresses
the situational dilemmas faced by people with this construing strategy also become
clearer.

A member of the group was clear that he got angry because of the unreasonable
expectations of his wife. She laid down what he called ground rules; for instance,
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‘do not bring your friends into my kitchen, take your shoes off before entering the
house’, and for eighteen years he had resented these rules, complied intermittently
with them and suppressed his anger. He was referred to the group with a ‘nine-year
history of low mood problems with aggression and anger control’. He seems to high-
light the ‘choice’ dilemma:

Anger as awareness of being put into the position of such a painful choice you
have forced me to see that either I am a totally unreasonable man who does not
value your opinion or I have to stay having mood problems and nightmares.

This particular client had tried to explain the situation by attributing the problems
to his wife’s premenstrual tension. I pointed out that it could be that or it could be
that she tolerated him the other three weeks but was unable to tolerate him the
fourth week. As often happens, this simple observation seems to have been a cata-
lyst in getting him to contemplate the development of improved sociality with his
partner. Up to this point he seems to have been using what McCoy describes as
‘loving hostility’:

Loving hostility is that form of control with a relationship which keeps another
individual from maturing. For example, a husband who treats his wife as an
incompetent child.

Within the ‘working with anger group’ we thus decipher each person’s construing
system, understand that within the family context and go on to understand how the
person uses these constructs to survive. From this each group member then begins
to work out ways of reconstruing that allow the person to relate to people within
their lives without being invalidated.

CONCLUSION

This chapter began from my clinical work and the ideas about anger provoked by
McCoy’s seminal paper. McCoy points out that anxiety need not culminate in hos-
tility; rather, ‘it can impel extension of the system so that construction can be a
closer, improved approximation of “raw reality” than at present’. It was not clear
to me why that cannot also be true of anger. That is, there is no necessary culmi-
nation in hostility as a result of the experience of anger.

My proposed definition of anger as ‘an emotional experience of invalidation’ falls
within this. What I think we see within the group is the replacement of the belief
that anger is the only way to keep control, be powerful, control fear, and so forth.
A critical part of this is the development of a better attempt to see the world as
others see it. This process starts within the group. It facilitates its members in devel-
oping the capacity to be aggressive in a Kellyian sense and, in doing so, to replace
the central belief about anger. The most important experience within the group has
been the clarification of the role that the experience of anger plays for each group
member. As Aristotle put it: “‘The middle state is praiseworthy—that in virtue of
which we are angry with the right people, at the right things, in the right way and
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so on.” That nicely sums up the experience of working constructively with anger in
group settings.

Evaluation

Due to real literacy problems, the best evaluation has been verbal. The group has
given the following feedback:

I couldn’t believe that there were other people out there who were as angry as I
am.

It is always difficult to understand your anger. I am really surprised that I'm not
the only weirdo with a bad temper.

e People with different backgrounds have angry outbursts.
e The group provides a great release of mental tension.

The first thing I learned was to watch my physical state; if I am tired then I might
snap.

I listen to what you say and then try it out during the week.

Sometimes the group only stays with me for a few days and then I say £*%* it.
It does last longer as the group goes on and you stay coming to it.

We learn to step up to the fence and not bite, we are here to learn how to argue
and not to lose our temper.

The best thing I have learned is not to make others pay for my anger.

Coming to the group has meant that I do not lash out when I get angry; I have
learned to get angry but not violent.



SECTION 1l

From Theory to Practice

INTRODUCTION

This is the point in the Handbook where we move away from theory and into
practice. And about time too, more restless readers may well think.

The repertory grid is probably better known than personal construct theory itself.
Richard Bell offers a scholarly overview of the research that has been carried out
into many aspects of the repertory grid technique. He also points to some of the
questions that have yet to be answered.

Fay Fransella describes some of the skills required and tools used by personal
construct practitioners. There should really be two chapters, but it became appar-
ent that most of the skills described by Kelly were needed to use several of the tools.
After describing some skill requirements for therapists, counsellors and other prac-
titioners, she starts the ‘tools’ part by giving a blow-by-blow account of how a ratings
grid can be created. She also pays particular attention to the way in which she uses
the ‘laddering’ procedure.

Pam Denicolo gives examples of more ways of eliciting personal constructs, often
based on non-verbal methods such as drawings, and pays particular attention to the
selection of methods to fit specific contexts. She also includes a description of Kelly’s
other method of assessment, the self-characterization.

Mildred Shaw and Brian Gaines then explain their use of personal construct ideas
in the development of ‘expert systems’. Although this is a highly specialized,
computer-based approach, they write in such a clear manner that readers will be
able to see exactly what they are doing. For those who are knowledgeable, they
provide details of websites where further information is available.
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CHAPTER 9

The Repertory
Grid Technique

Richard C. Bell

University of Melbourne, Australia

... But we can look beyond words. We can study contexts. For example, does the
client use the word ‘affectionate’ only when talking about persons of the oppo-
site sex? . .. The answers to such questions . .. may give us an understanding of
the interweaving of the client’s terminology and provide us with an understand-
ing of his outlook which no dictionary could offer.

(Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 267/Vol. 1, p. 189)

WHAT IS A REPERTORY GRID?

The repertory grid is probably the most widely known aspect of the work of George
Kelly. Originally called the ‘role construct repertory test’ it soon became known as
the ‘repertory grid’. The repertory grid is not simply a technique that is indepen-
dent of personal construct theory (Bell, 1988). Kelly’s Fundamental Postulate says
that a person’s processes are psychologically channelized by the ways in which he
anticipates events. That underpins the repertory grid. The ways are the constructs of
a repertory grid, and the events are the elements. The technique of the repertory
grid thus involves defining a set of elements, eliciting a set of constructs that dis-
tinguish among these elements, and relating elements to constructs.

SOME HISTORY

Following Kelly’s original publication of the technique in 1955, the repertory
grid attracted only limited and sporadic attention in the following decade (see
Bonarius, 1965, for a review of research up to that time). The turning point came
with research by Don Bannister into the thought processes of schizophrenics in
Britain in the early 1960s (see Chapter 20, pp. 211-222). The grid test of schizo-
phrenic thought disorder, subsequently published with Fay Fransella (1966), drew

International Handbook of Personal Construct Psychology. Edited by Fay Fransella
Copyright O 2003 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. ISBN: 0-470-84727-1



96 INTERNATIONAL HANDBOOK OF PERSONAL CONSTRUCT PSYCHOLOGY

attention to the technique. Although this variant did not eventually succeed as a
practical clinical tool, the general use of the grid per se became more widely
known in Britain due to the availability of a ‘scoring service’ provided by Patrick
Slater at the Institute of Psychiatry. Slater (1976) reports that by 1973 the service
was processing 10000 grids per year. The grid was less generally adopted in North
America.

In the next decade, the grid was seen as dominating published research in per-
sonal construct theory (Neimeyer, 1985c). However, a recent count of references to
‘Repertory Grid’ or ‘Rep Test’ in the database, PsycINFO, shows that publication
peaked in the late 1980s and has subsequently declined.

REPERTORY GRID DATA

A repertory grid may contain both qualitative and quantitative data. The identity
of the elements and the nature of the constructs may provide qualitative informa-
tion while the relationships between the constructs and elements may be interpreted
as quantitative data. However, the information in a grid clearly depends on only the
elements and constructs that have been included.

Choosing Elements

In standard grid elicitation procedures, elements are determined first, and constructs
elicited from distinctions made among these elements. Therefore the choice of
elements is crucial, yet oddly enough has been little studied. Most studies have
followed the Kellyian process of defining the sample of elements by giving the
respondent ‘role titles” (such as ‘rejected teacher’ or ‘ethical person’) as a basis for
choosing elements. The effect of this has only been empirically studied in a limited
fashion. Mitsos (1958) compared ‘acquaintances’ as elements elicited by role title
with those simply selected from a list, finding the role title approach showed greater
consistency over time. Williams (1971) and McFayden and Foulds (1972) both varied
the Bannister and Fransella (1966) grid test of schizophrenic thought disorder by
comparing the standard supplied photograph form with an ‘elicited persons’ form,
and both found that when familiar persons were used as elements, greater intensity
and consistency indices were found. Adams-Webber (1997a) used both real and
‘nonsense’ elements in one of his many studies into the ratio of assignment to
positive or negatively valued poles, finding differences in the ratios of assignment
to poles. These studies thus confirmed that the choice of elements does, indeed,
affect the nature of grid data.

Supporting evidence comes from Bell et al. (2002) who examined the sources of
variation (in an analysis of variance sense) in grid data collected in a variety of ways
and found that elements usually accounted for about four times as much
variance as did constructs. Clearly the ‘element choice’ aspect of the grid is impor-
tant and needs further research work.

Two process-oriented variants have been proposed. Keen and Bell (1981)
described a procedure where constructs and elements were elicited alternately.
Bell (1990a, p. 28) reported a small study where the Keen and Bell procedure did
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not produce any advantages (from a construct perspective) over traditional triadic
construct elicitation. Shaw and Thomas (1978) described an interactive process,
where the respondent was invited to supply a new element that would distinguish
between constructs that were similar (in terms of having a high matching score).
While the impact of these different procedures has not been closely examined,
they perhaps point to an opportunity for more process-oriented research with the
technique.

Eliciting Constructs

Perhaps the most basic concern for the use of personal constructs in a repertory grid
is the issue of whether they should be elicited from the respondent or supplied by
the person administering the grid. From a purely Kellyian perspective, the technique
would seem to demand that the constructs be elicited from the person, since they
are personal constructs. However, much research (and, as indicated above, research
is a major user of repertory grids) demands aggregated data, and data cannot be
aggregated without commonality. The theory provides for this in the Commonality
Corollary that states: to the extent that one person employs a construction of experi-
ence which is similar to that employed by another, his processes are psychologically
similar to those of the other person. This is an issue of some practical importance
since the use of grids in organizational research is often concerned with the con-
struing of groups rather than individuals, as shown for example by Fransella (1988;
see also Chapter 33, pp. 329-338).

A tradition of research has focused on whether supplied and elicited constructs
produce similar results. Adams-Webber (1970) reviewed studies such as this and
concluded that although people preferred to use their own constructs, it made
no difference when summary measures of grids were calculated. More recently
the same author (Adams-Webber, 1998) found that when a person had to make
inferences about another, those based on constructs elicited from the other were
significantly more accurate than were those based on supplied ones. The issue of
supplied versus elicited constructs would thus seem to depend on the context in
which the grid is being used.

If, however, we adopt the elicitation perspective, we are confronted by a further
set of issues. Kelly originally listed six triadic methods, the most influential being
what he termed the ‘minimum context’ form. In that form the respondent is pre-
sented with sets of three elements (triads) and for each set is asked to specify some
important way in which two of the elements are alike (the emergent pole of the
construct) and thereby different (the contrast pole of the construct) from the third.
This bipolar elicitation of constructs accorded with Kelly’s Dichotomy Corollary.
Some of Kelly’s original variants on this involve use of a constant element (the self)
or the sequential changing of the triad, an element at a time. Other approaches
include pairs (two-element) elicitation of constructs, sometimes referred to as
dyadic elicitation (for example, Caputi & Reddy, 1999; Epting, et al., 1993), although
that terminology can be confused with the use of dyads as elements (for example,
Ryle & Lunghi, 1970; Butt et al., 1997b). Comparisons by Caputi and Reddy (1999)
and Hagans and colleagues (2000) suggest that different results are obtained under
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different construct elicitation procedures. Another technique for eliciting superor-
dinate constructs was devised by Hinkle (1965) and is popularly known as ‘ladder-
ing’ (see Chapter 10, pp. 105-121).

Another important concern is whether the elements chosen ensure that the
respondent’s universe of constructs is appropriately sampled. Unlike the element
situation where stratified sampling can be used through role titles, construct elici-
tation can use no such stratification (since the stratifying characteristic would be an
imposed or supplied superordinate construct). The only way to ensure a represen-
tative sampling is through an appropriate sampling design. Bell (1990a, p. 27-28)
has outlined the difficulties in achieving this when the grid contains more than seven
elements. For example, in Kelly’s original grid with 32 constructs elicited from 24
elements, almost 70% of possible pairs of elements were not considered. A recent
example of the use of an appropriate design can be found in the grids of Leach and
colleagues (2001).

Relating Elements to Constructs

In a number of practical situations, the focus of the technique is on the nature of
the constructs elicited and these are used as qualitative data, sometimes as the start-
ing point for other investigations such as ‘laddering’. However, in other settings (for
example, most research settings) there is an interest in relating elements to con-
structs. There are two related aspects to this: how the data are collected, and the
scaling of the relationship. A choice exists on how data are collected for relating
elements to constructs. Do we take each construct in turn and relate all the ele-
ments to it, or do we take each element in turn and consider its relationships to the
set of constructs? Does it make a difference?

The issue of how elements are related to constructs has received more attention.
Kelly’s original grid allowed for three dispositions of elements with respect to a con-
struct. The element could be set at one pole, or the other pole, or could be desig-
nated as not being related to the construct (theoretically, lying outside the ‘range of
convenience’ of the construct). This last option, while theoretically attractive, posed
problems for some subsequent analyses of grid data, and has consequently not been
widely used. One of the earliest alternatives to the original method was to rank
elements on each construct. This is discussed in some detail by Fransella and
Bannister (1977, pp. 30-39) as, prior to the wide availability of computers, manual
or calculator-based analysis of grid data was required, and ranks provide some
simplicity in this. Of course, ranks impose a distribution of elements along a con-
struct and restrict the free allocation of elements. Rankings were more popular in
Great Britain while 13-point ratings were promulgated by Landfield (1971, 1977) in
North America. This variant used a +6 to 0 to —6 rating basis. Recent research else-
where (Krosnick, 1999, p. 544) has shown that the signing of numbers as positive or
negative can influence construing. Simple ratings (such as 1 to 7) have been more
generally used with the advent of computers. Computer programs (and websites)
that can be used for the elicitation of repertory grids are listed in Appendix 3 in this
volume.
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ANALYSING THE DATA OF REPERTORY GRIDS

The compact appearance of a tabular representation of a completed repertory grid
can be misleading with respect to the amount of data contained. For instance, if
elements and more particularly constructs, have been elicited then these provide
information to the enquirer. Landfield (1971) devised a coding system for the
content of constructs of North Americans, which has not perhaps received the atten-
tion it deserves, while recently another such system has been proposed by Feixas
and colleagues (2002) based on the constructs of Spanish subjects.

Attention has rather focused on the quantitative data in the grid, which can also
be substantial. Sixteen elements rated on 16 constructs requires 256 judgements of
a respondent, more than many personality inventories. Grid data can be analysed
at the univariate, bivariate and multivariate levels to answer different kinds of ques-
tions about the psychological processes represented in the grid. An example of this
kind of comprehensive evaluation can be found in Bell (2000d).

Indices

Where a ratings form of the grid is used, simple statistics can provide information
about constructs and elements. Standard deviations will show how elements are
distributed between the construct poles, while skewness measures will show
lopsidedness (termed maldistribution by Fransella and Bannister (1977, pp. 83-84)).
Landfield and Cannell (1988) developed a similar (but idiosyncratic) measure of the
tendency to use extreme ratings (that is, locating elements at one pole or the other)
in a grid called ‘New Ord’. Interestingly, it was assumed by Landfield (1977) to be
a measure of superordinacy of a construct. Chiari and colleagues (1990) have
similarly argued, from a theoretical perspective, that superordinate constructs will
be lopsided.

The basic building block for examining the structure of a grid is the relationship
between pairs of constructs. Such relationships between constructs are usually mea-
sured by correlations or other measures of association, such as city-block distances
(see Shaw, 1980, pp. 158-160). For relationships between elements, distances should
be used (Mackay, 1992). As previously mentioned, in some computer interactive
elicitation these indices are computed during the elicitation to provide the respon-
dent with an opportunity of adding an element to increase the distinction between
constructs or a construct to increase the discrimination between elements.

There has been a long tradition of summarizing indices of association, particu-
larly among constructs, where it is known as ‘cognitive simplicity-complexity’
(Chapter 5, pp. 51-58). Bieri’s (1955) original index was a simple sum of matchings
of element allocation to constructs, consequently the values the index could take
depended on the size of the grid and the kind of rating adopted. Other measures
include Fransella and Bannister’s (1977) ‘intensity’ (the sum of squared rank
correlations multiplied by 100), Landfield and Schmittdiel’s (1983) functionally-
independent-construct ‘FIC’ index, the percentage of variance accounted for by
the first principal component of construct intercorrelations (suggested by several
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authors) and Bell and Keen’s (1981) use of intraclass correlations. While these
measures tend to agree with one another (see Epting et al., 1992; Feixas et al., 1992),
Bieri’s index has attracted some criticism (e.g. Applegate et al., 1991), as has
Landfield’s FIC index (Soldz & Soldz, 1989).

Element indices have been less widely investigated and confined to grids where
the ‘self” appears as an element. One of the most robust indices is that attached to
the allocation of self and other figures to positive and negative poles of constructs.
Adams-Webber (1990) summarizes much of this work, although it has continued
since, which produces some striking constants with respect to the proportions of
total positive construals, positive construals of self, and like-self judgements. Of
course, since these are constants they are of little use in considering relationships
with other variables, but they have been used as the basis for conjectures about the
possible mental models for such judgements (see Adams-Webber, 1990, for an
outline of the possibilities).

The other kind of index associated with elements has been the notion of dis-
crepancy between them. First noted by Jones (1961), with respect to ‘self’ figures as
elements (such as ‘me now’, ‘me in six months’, ‘actual self’, ‘ideal self’), the notion
was used in clinical research by Makhlouf-Norris & others (for example, Makhlouf-
Norris & Jones, 1971). These are usually calculated as distances. However the
possible distances that can be calculated will depend on the rating scale used in the
grid. Norris and Makhlouf-Norris (1976) wished to identify abnormally close or
distant figures, so used random data in grids to provide a ‘baseline’ reference. Slater
(1977) devised an expected distance which could be used to rescale individual
distances so that they were comparable. Hartmann (1992) showed that Slater’s
correction did not take into account the number of constructs considered, and
suggested a correction. A subsequent empirical evaluation (Schoeneich & Klapp,
1998) supported this change.

Representations

Summary indices such as those above play a large role in the use of the repertory
egrid in research. In individual contexts, such as professional settings, the demands
can be different and a more ‘qualitative’ picture of the relationships among
constructs and elements is often desirable. Such a picture can be obtained through
quantitative modelling. The two traditional approaches to representing these rela-
tionships have been principal component analysis and cluster analysis. The former
is the older tradition. Kelly, himself, outlined an approximate method of represent-
ing relationships among constructs, while Levy and Dugan (1956) showed how
conventional principal component analysis could be used to show the structure of
relationships among constructs.

The major advance was provided by Patrick Slater (1964), who showed that a
related technique (singular-value-decomposition) could be used to provide an
analysis that gave a simultaneous representation of constructs and elements. Slater
referred to this as ‘principal components’, which led to confusion among those
familiar with the traditional principal component approaches to factor analysis.
More recently, correspondence analysis, or the similar technique, biplot (both also



THE REPERTORY GRID TECHNIQUE 101

related to singular-value-decomposition) have also been used to provide joint
construct-element spatial representations of repertory grid data. Multidimensional
unfolding (a variant of multidimensional scaling) can also be used to provide a joint
construct-element spatial representation of repertory grid. Leach and colleagues
(2001) provide examples of representations of a repertory grid with these different
approaches. Yet another approach which represents hierarchical structures among
constructs (in line with Kelly’s Organization Corollary) has been demonstrated by
Sewell and colleagues (1996).

Cluster analysis has been popular, particularly in the United Kingdom, since
Shaw and Thomas (1978) introduced the program ‘Focus’ that ran on early Apple
computers. Most clustering that is relevant to repertory grid data is hierarchical
clustering. Such clustering differs from principal components in that there are many
criteria for the formation of a cluster (while there are only minor differences in
principal component algorithms), and cluster analysis solutions can look very dif-
ferent from one another. Another difference is that, apart from one exception
(Leach, 1981), cluster analysis is carried out separately on elements and constructs,
although they might be visually represented by a computer program simultaneously
as clusterings on the rows and columns of the grid matrix.

How well our representation of constructs or elements corresponds to the origi-
nal grid data cannot always be determined. For example, while we can estimate the
construct correlations from the construct factor solution and compare these with
the original construct correlations, we cannot reconstruct the element data from
such an analysis (it has been ‘lost’ in the calculation of construct correlations) and
thus we cannot compare our construct factor analysis with the original grid data.
In some kinds of analyses, such as correspondence analysis or singular-value-
decomposition analysis (for example, Slater’s INGRID) we can, however, measure
the discrepancy between the grid generated from our representation and the
original grid. Curiously this seems to be rarely done.

Most of the above representations of repertory grid data are based on associa-
tion or distances. However the theory does not consider this kind of relationship
between constructs, rather, through the Organization Corollary, hierarchical or
super- and subordinate relationships are posited between constructs (see Bell,
1988). Such relationships are essentially asymmetric (unlike distances or correla-
tions) and need to be modelled in different ways. Shaw and Gaines (1981) intro-
duced such an approach using conditional probability as an asymmetric measure of
association.

Computer software for analysing repertory grid software is listed in Appendix 3
to this volume, although standard statistical packages can also be used. Bell (1994)
has produced a document showing how SPSS can be used to carry out a wide range
of analyses, while Leach and colleagues (2001) have shown how SYSTAT might sim-
ilarly be used.

MULTIPLE REPERTORY GRIDS

As indicated above, research often involves the use of repertory grids collected over
a number of respondents and/or a number of occasions. Where each of these
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multiple grids is unique with respect to both elements and constructs, the only way
in which the data can be aggregated across the grids is via the summary indices
reviewed above. However, these summary indices have the disadvantage of sup-
pressing the detail of the repertory grids. The alternative is to restrict either ele-
ments or constructs (or both) to be common across grids. Commonality of elements
can be less of a problem when the elements are some common external event (such
as types of tea, or aspects of lectures) but may be more of a problem when elements
are less defined (a close friend). This issue has not been studied in detail. Com-
monality of constructs is possible (the theory has a corollary defining this) and Bell
(2000a) has suggested a way in which the degree of commonality may be assessed.

If there is commonality of an aspect of multiple grids, then this may enter into
the design of the study, either as a repeated-measures variable for significance
testing or as a facet to be represented in spatial representation. Examples of such
spatial representations (through individual differences multidimensional scaling or
unfolding) has been described by Leach and colleagues (2001). If both elements and
constructs are common, then the further possibility of three-mode factor analysis as
a way of representing the data becomes possible. Kroonenberg (1985) provides an
example of this.

Analysis of multiple repertory grids can usually be carried out through the stan-
dard statistical packages referred to above. At present there are few grid-specific
programs for multiple grid data (see Appendix 3).

OTHER TYPES OF GRID

Repertory grids are not the only kind of grid associated with personal construct
theory. Another kind of grid which is based on constructs is the implication grid
devised by Hinkle (1965). A modification of that was used by Fransella (1972) in a
study of people who stutter (see Chapter 20, pp. 211-222). Caputi and colleagues
(1990) reviewed the methods of analysing Hinkle’s data and presented a relational
model that was advantageous in allowing the fit of the model to be assessed and a
simultaneous estimation of all hierarchical relationships in the data. Kelly also
devised a situation-resource grid (now often called a dependency grid) in which
‘elements’ are resources and ‘constructs’ are situations (see Chapter 16, pp.
171-180). While these grids can be analysed as ordinary grid data there is often an
additional concern for the ways in which resources are allocated to situations.
Walker and colleagues (1988), and Bell (2001), have devised indices (available in
GRIDSTAT; Bell, 1998) which indicate the extent to which resources may be dis-
persed across situations and vice versa.

PSYCHOMETRIC ISSUES

The variety of ways of carrying out the repertory grid technique preclude an over-
arching conclusion about the reliability or validity of the technique. As an example,
Neimeyer and Hagans (2002) varied four aspects of the repertory grid technique
and found up to three-way interactions (between number of elements used in
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elicitation, wording of elicitation and rating direction) affecting Landfield’s index
of functionally independent constructs. Further, not all aspects of traditional test
theory have the same meaning for repertory grid data (Bell, 1990b). Nevertheless
some reviewers have adopted a traditional perspective (Jackson & Paunonen, 1981,
p. 519; Neimeyer, 1985c, p. 153) and have suggested that the technique is faulty in
psychometric terms. Such reviews have tended to ignore the evidence to the con-
trary. In a work that has often been overlooked, Bannister and Mair (1968) reviewed
a substantial amount of research which show test-retest correlations of around 0.80
for construct choice, element choice and grid rating. Subsequent studies have con-
firmed these conclusions. For example, Lohaus (1986) found average test-retest
reliabilities of 0.88 when subjects could choose their own rating schemes, and both
Feixas and colleagues (1992) and Caputi and Keynes (2001) found substantial retest
reliability (up to 0.90) for a number of grid measures.

Validity issues have been less commonly addressed in a measurement context
although more widely carried out with respect to the theory of personal constructs
(for example, Fransella & Bannister, 1967). However in a grid-measurement
context, Dempsey and Neimeyer (1995) found convergence of repertory grids and
implications grids with respect to the assessment of construct structure. In a more
specific examination of grid indices, Applegate and colleagues (1991) reported a lack
of convergent validity for Bieri’s index of cognitive complexity, while Walker and
colleagues (1988) demonstrated the validity of an index of dispersion of dependency
derived from dependency grids. There are many more indices, however, for which
evidence of validity or reliability is not available. Research with the technique con-
tinues, much of which is now reported in the Journal of Constructivist Psychology.
For example, a special issue (April-June 2002) is centred on the work of Greg
Neimeyer (2002).

CONCLUSIONS

The repertory grid technique has been the most widely known and widely used
aspect of George Kelly’s personal construct theory. Why is this? There are many
reasons: it is a measurement device that has a solid conceptual basis for its struc-
ture; it provides a succinct representation of the way a person construes his world
or some aspect of it; it is flexible in allowing for both individualized and normative
kinds of assessment; it can be applied in an almost limitless range of contexts; and
it can be used to provide many different kinds of information. While there have
been concerns about a preoccupation with this technique (for example, Neimeyer,
1985¢) and, as indicated in this chapter, some issues that need further examination,
there is no other technique as general and as flexible as the repertory grid.



CHAPTER 10

Some Skills and Tools
For Personal Construct
Practitioners

Fay Fransella
University of Hertfordshire, UK

It would, in my opinion, be a serious mistake for psychologists who hope to raise
man from the position of an unwitting subject in an experiment to a posture of
greater dignity, to abandon technology. The spirit of man is not enlarged by with-
holding his tools. ... A man without instruments may look dignified enough to
those who do not stand in his shoes, but he most certainly will be incapable of
making the most of his potentialities.

(Kelly, 1969a, p. 143)

This chapter has two main sections. There are skills that all personal construct prac-
titioners need to acquire in order to carry out any intervention with a client, be it
in psychotherapy and counselling or in coming to understand a child having trouble
at school. There are also many tools that are available to personal construct prac-
titioners to assist them in eliciting information about how a client construes his or
her personal world. Skills and some tools are combined into one chapter because
they overlap considerably—the skills are nearly all required by those who want to
use the tools.

SOME NECESSARY SKILLS
The Ability to Subsume Another’s Construing

An essential skill required of the personal construct practitioner is the ability to
subsume the construing system of the client. That is basically the ability to see the
world through the client’s eyes. Kelly talks about this mainly in relation to psy-
chotherapy and counselling. In that context the practitioner needs to subsume the
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client’s construing under Kelly’s professional constructs. These are such things as
tight versus loose construing and these are outlined in David Winter’s chapter on
problems of construing (Chapter 19, pp. 201-209). Kelly puts it like this: ‘since all
clients have their own personal systems my system should be a system of approach
by means of which I can quickly come to understand and subsume the widely
varying systems which my clients can be expected to present’ (Kelly, 1955/1991, p.
595/Vol. 2, p. 28).

Apart from the therapy and counselling situation, the ability to subsume the
client’s construing system is essential for anyone who is a personal construct prac-
titioner. Subsuming is a basic part of Kelly’s idea of role relationships expressed in
the Sociality Corollary. He makes the point that subsuming another’s ways of
looking at things need not be reciprocal:

... while one person may play a role in a social process involving the other
person, through subsuming a version of that other person’s way of seeing things,
the understanding need not be reciprocated. (Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 98/Vol. 1, p. 69)

It is useful to note that subsuming a person’s construing is not the same as ‘empathiz-
ing’. Empathy usually implies not only entering the other person’s world but ex-
periencing how the other person is feeling about that world. Subsuming involves
seeing the world through another’s eyes—and even experiencing some of the feel-
ings involved—but also maintaining a sense of oneself as being separate from the
other. Only in that way can one gain a personal understanding of that person and
play a role in relation to that person.

Suspending Personal Values

There is a second component involved in understanding the construing of
another. In actual fact, Kelly does not discuss suspension in relation to subsuming,
but sees it in relation to memory and forgetting. Over the years of discovering the
value of subsuming a client’s construing, it became very apparent that the personal
construct interviewer has to suspend his or her own values. If one does not, the
other’s construing is filtered through the interviewer’s values. The only way to see
the world as someone else sees it is to have no values through which it is filtered.
The skill of suspending one’s own values in order to truly listen to another is not
an easy one to acquire, as many students of personal construct psychology have
found.

Listening Credulously

The idea of listening credulously is mentioned many times in this volume as being
one of the requirements of a skilled personal construct practitioner. It is sometimes
believed that it applies to any and all work that a personal construct practitioner
undertakes with another person. But that is to misunderstand what Kelly meant.
He describes it like this:
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... the personal-construct psychologist observes a person’s own abstractions of
behaviour. . . . He starts by taking what he sees and hears at face value. He even
takes at face value what he sees and hears about his subject’s constructs. In psy-
chotherapy this is commonly called ‘acceptance’ of the client. ... Our term. . .is
the credulous attitude. (Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 174/Vol. 1, p. 121)

What Kelly was proposing is that the personal construct practitioner is always trying
to subsume the client’s construing and this does not mean ‘going along with how
the client sees things’. ‘Acceptance does not mean seeking mere commonality of
ideas between clinician and client, it means seeking a way of subsuming the con-
struct system of the client. One must retain his integrity in order to be of help to
the client’ (Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 374/Vol. 1, p. 277).

Once some understanding of a person’s construing has been achieved, any pro-
gramme to help the person reconstrue may well involve the practitioner in acting
so as to invalidate some construing of the client. But that is always done in the
context of attempting to ‘hear’ and ‘see’ how the client is construing that invalida-
tion. The trap that needs to be avoided is to think that ‘acceptance’ is the end of the
process. It is only the beginning. While even obvious lies are accepted at being mean-
ingful and important to the client, at some later stage those lies may become the
focus of the counselling if it is thought that would help the client reconstrue them-
selves and life.

Reflexivity

One final skill that is essential for anyone wanting to apply personal construct psy-
chology in a professional capacity—or in daily life if they wish—is reflexivity. Kelly
does not mention this in Chapter 1 of this volume, but Don Bannister discusses it
at some length in Chapter 3 (pp. 33-39) and shows how reflexivity is central to all
Kelly’s thinking. To emphasize its importance, below is a description that Don
Bannister gave to a group of American psychologists of how the ability to be
reflexive discourages psychologists from diminishing their concepts of themselves
and those they study. He said:

... At a joke level psychologists may argue that a particular psychoanalyst is
writing a particular paper in order to sublimate his sex instinct, or we may toy
with the notion that a book by some learning theorist is evidence that the said
learning theorist was suffering from a build-up of reactive inhibition. But in our
more solemn moments we seem to prefer the paradoxical view that psycholo-
gists are explainers, predictors, and experimenters, whereas the organism, God
bless him, is a very different kettle of fish. . . . The delight and instruction which
many of us find in George Kelly’s Personal Construct Theory derives in no small
measure from the fact that it is an explicitly reflexive theory. There may be no
onus on the chemist when he writes his papers on the nature of acids and alkalis
to account in terms of his acid-alkali distinction for his behaviour in writing a
journal paper. But psychologists are in no such fortunate position.

Turning this issue of reflexivity the other way around, I am reminded of
a recurrent theme in certain types of science fiction story. The master-chemist
has finally produced a bubbling green slime in his test tubes, the potential of
which is great but the properties of which are mysterious. He sits alone in his
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laboratory, test tube in hand, brooding about what to do with the bubbling green
slime. Then in slowly dawns on him that the bubbling green slime is sitting alone
in the test tube brooding about what to do with him. This special nightmare of
the chemist is the permanent work-a-day world of the psychologist—the bub-
bling green slime is always wondering what to do with you.

(Bannister, 1966, pp. 21-22)

Personal Characteristics of Psychotherapists and Counsellors

Four vital skills that a personal construct practitioner has to acquire have already
been mentioned. These are being able to subsume a client’s construing of the world
(as far as that is humanly possible), suspending his or her own values, being able to
listen credulously, and being able to apply the theory to one’s own construing
processes.

Apart from those, Kelly suggests that psychotherapists and counsellors should
have four other skills.

Creativity

Kelly argues that every client will present new challenges which will mean that the
therapist has to devise methods and construe in ways not used before.

Creativity implies that one can construe elements as being alike and different in
ways which are not logically deduced or, as yet, literally defined. Creation is
therefore an act of daring, an act of daring through which the creator abandons
those literal defenses behind which he might hide if his act is questioned or its
results proven invalid. The psychotherapist who dares not try anything he cannot
verbally defend is likely to be sterile in a psychotherapeutic relationship.
(Kelly, 1955/1991, pp. 600-601/Vol. 2, p. 32)

Skill in Observation

In order to be alert and sensitive to a wide range of client responses, clinicians need
to have a well-elaborated construing system of their own coupled with a variety of
experiences. For instance, it is necessary to be able to decide when it is important
to ask for a medical opinion about a client—perhaps the client’s current confusion
is the result of a developing brain tumour.

Clear Construction of the Psychotherapeutic/Counselling Role

In the reflexive manner that permeates personal construct psychology, the clinician
has to be able to recognize when he or she is threatening or making the client
anxious. In subsuming the client’s construing system, the therapist and counsellor
are able to maintain enough distance from the distresses of the client not to be over-
whelmed by them. They have to be able to cease that role when they return home.



SOME SKILLS AND TOOLS 109

Verbal Skill

Kelly also says the therapist and counsellor need to be verbally skilled. That is not
so much about vocabulary but about being able to get to the meaning that often
lies behind the words.

SOME ‘TOOLS OF THE TRADF’

Kelly created two ‘tools of the trade’, one being the repertory grid (see Chapter 9,
pp- 95-103) and the other the self-characterization (see Chapter 11, pp. 123-132).
Here we are concerned with ‘how do you do it?’ Richard Bell gives an extensive
overview of many aspects of repertory grid methodology, so the following is an
example for those who want to explore the methodology by designing a ratings grid
themselves.

Repertory Grids

First of all, a grid is nothing more than a blank matrix. The job of the designer is to
fill it in with ‘element’ labels at the top of each column, ‘construct labels’ on either
side of each row and ratings in each of the cells showing how the person construed
each element in relation to each construct.

Richard Bell, in Chapter 9, describes ways in which the elements can be chosen
and constructs elicited. As he says, the choice of elements is crucial and relates
totally to the purpose of the grid. Choice of elements is centrally determined by
asking the question ‘“What am I trying to find out by using this grid?’ Having decided
on the purpose—for example, why people choose specific makes of toothpaste—the
elements must then cover the broad spectrum of toothpaste available. They must
also be within the range of convenience of the constructs being used. It is no use,
having elicited constructs from different toothpastes, adding an element ‘my
favourite jewel’, as that is unlikely to be within the range of convenience of such
constructs as has a peppermint taste. One of the best examples of a range of con-
venience problem comes from Brown’s review of the Semantic Differential when he
asked ‘is a boulder sweet or sour?’ (1958).

Most grids are designed to find out how a person construes people or events in
their lives. If you wanted to find out whether people taking part in a course you are
running have the same views about their organization, then the elements would be
about their work and their organization, such as:

‘my manager’, ‘my job now’, ‘my organization’, ‘the best manager I can think of’,
‘how my organization will be in 3 years’ time’, ‘how customers see my organiza-
tion’, ‘how I would like my job to be’, and ‘my organization 3 years ago’.

These elements include the essential ‘ideal’ element. That element acts as an
anchor against which all other elements and constructs can be compared. If that
ideal does not have mostly very positive ratings, then something is going wrong from
the client’s point of view—perhaps he or she just does not want to complete the
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My [ My job My Best My As customers | How My
manager| now | organization | manager | organization see my  [would like [organization
I know | in 3 years | organization | job to be |3 years ago
Constructive 5 3 7 1 5 7 1 7 Mundane
Disorganized 6 2 2 6 4 1 6 1 Organized
Listens 4 6 5 1 6 6 1 2 Doesn’t hear
No clear view 4 5 4 6 4 3 7 5 Takes strategic view
Figure 10.1 Ratings grid

erid and is answering randomly. Those elements enable one to see how the organi-
zation is perceived in the present as compared with the past and the future, how
immediate authority is perceived and how the recipients of the service or product
provided are perceived. The constructs elicited were:

Constructive vs. mundane; disorganized vs. organized; doesn’t hear vs. listens; has
no clear view vs. takes a strategic view; easy-going Vvs. rigid; in tune with things vs.
discordant; communicates well vs. communicates badly.

A grid form into which ratings can be inserted is shown in Figure 10.1.

Ratings can be elicited from your client by having each element written on a small
card and spread out on the table in front of the client. It is sometimes useful to have
the scale range indicated. If you use a 7-point scale—which is most common—then
it would be shown as ‘1...7’. That applies whether or not the evaluatively more
positive pole of the construct is on the left- or right-hand side of the card. In fact,
it is important to have some positive poles on the left-hand side of the grid and
some on the right. Most computer programs will sort out the constructs so that
all the positive poles are on the same side (see Appendix 3 for details of some
programs).

To elicit the ratings, the client is asked to look at the first element and then at the
first construct and decide, first of all, whether ‘my manager’ is best described as being
constructive (ratings 1,2 or 3), or as being more mundane (ratings 5, 6 or 7). In the
example, the person said ‘my manager’ was slightly on the mundane side, giving that
cell a °5’. The client then gives ratings for all the elements on construct 1, construc-
tive versus mundane.

Different Types of Grids

Many grids have been created along these lines. For instance, Ryle and Lunghi
(1970) found it useful to have constructs elicited in terms of relationships. The dyad
grid uses elements such as ‘you in relation to your priest’ and ‘your priest in rela-
tion to you’; ‘you in relation to your mother’ and ‘your mother in relation to you’.
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The task for the client is something like ‘are there any ways in which your rela-
tionship with your priest is similar to or differs from your mother’s relationship with
you?’

Then there is Bob Neimeyer’s biographical grid. For this, the client identifies
significant events or stages in his or her life (Neimeyer, 1985b). The client can then
be asked to construe these events indicating, as usual, how any two of them may
be alike and thereby different from the third, or simply being asked to describe
the events.

The exchange grid (Mendoza, 1985) has been used in many contexts, especially
where team building is involved. Members of a group or couple complete their own
personal grids, A’s, then one or others complete the A grids ‘as if’ they were the
other person and produce the B grid. Comparisons of the A with the relevant B
grid can be very informative. Like most procedures in a personal construct context,
these grids need to be carefully handled because the comparisons may well cause
people to feel personally threatened or to become anxious.

One type of grid has been found useful in relation to decision-making issues. Shaw
and McKnight (1981) suggest that once a grid on, say, the construing of cars, has
been completed with a 1 to 5 rating scale, with 5 being the most favourable rating,
constructs in the grid are changed so that all favourable poles of constructs are on
the left-hand side of the grid. Naturally, in a grid about cars, the elements are dif-
ferent types of car. The ratings are simply added down each column to give an
overall rating for each car. One step further measures the relative importance of
each car. Each construct is assigned a number from 1 to 10, with 10 being given to
the most important construct. The rating for each element on each construct is mul-
tiplied by the assigned number indicating construct importance. Those numbers are
then added up to show precisely the relative importance of each car.

Dunn and his colleagues (1986) describe the ‘policy grid’ they designed to study
‘frames of reference towards criminal justice information policies in a large urban
municipality’. In fact, as Richard Bell says, it is the very versatility of this type of
repertory grid that is both its attraction and its challenge.

Such grids are basically determined by their elements. If one uses situations for
a person to construe—such as someone who stutters—then one has a ‘situations’
grid. If different countries serve as elements, then one has perhaps a ‘cultures’ grid.
Sometimes a particular grid is developed so as to become an assessment tool in its
own right. Such a grid is the one developed by Bob Neimeyer on the construing of
death.

The Death Threat Index

Bob Neimeyer describes his long and fruitful line of research deriving from per-
sonal construct theory. It examines the degree to which people are aware of immi-
nent, comprehensive change in their core role structure when asked to reflect on
their own mortality. The original, repertory grid-based measure of this concept, the
Threat Index (Krieger et al., 1974), required eliciting a sample of death-relevant
constructs (for example, painful versus painless, meaningful versus meaningless)
from the respondent through a comparison of situations involving death, such as ‘a
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tornado kills three children in an elementary school’, ‘your grandmother dies in her
sleep’. The person then rated the elements ‘self’, ‘preferred self’ and (personal)
‘death’ on these constructs. The number of splits in which both self-elements were
aligned with one construct pole, and death with its contrast, served as the index of
the subjective threat that would be entailed in construing the death of self as a per-
sonal reality. The Threat Index was streamlined into a standardized measure using
frequently occurring constructs and its validity and reliability documented in dozens
of studies, making it the best established measure in the entire literature on death
attitudes (Neimeyer, 1994).

The availability of a solid measure of death threat made possible numerous appli-
cations to such topics as the death threat experienced by suicide intervention
workers (Neimeyer & Dingemans, 1980), the link between death anxiety and the
completion of one’s existential goals (Neimeyer & Chapman, 1980), and the per-
sonal anxieties about death experienced by gay and bisexual men living in the
shadow of the AIDS epidemic (Bivens et al., 1994). Later research has expanded
this focus to include the threat and discomfort of counsellors working with clients
presenting with either death-related problems, such as grief or AIDS, or with non-
death-related problems, such as marital discord or physical handicap (Kirchberg et
al., 1998). As hypothesized, counsellors reported greater discomfort in responding
to the death than non-death situations—a response that proved to be mediated by
the personal death fears of the counsellor. Moreover, the least empathic responses
were provided by counsellors who construed death in fatalistic terms on the Threat
Index, suggesting that working with death and loss can prove especially challenging
for those counsellors whose personal constructions of death leave them vulnerable
to such work.

Further details of repertory grid theory and methods can be found in the forth-
coming second edition of the Manual for Repertory Grid Technique (Fransella, Bell
& Bannister, in press).

Laddering

It is difficult to decide whether laddering is a skill or a tool. It is really both. A very
complex skill to learn and one of the most useful tools to have come from personal
construct psychology. It is primarily used to elicit superordinate, more value-laden
constructs from individuals. It is sometimes very useful to put one or two of these
into a person’s grid. When Denny Hinkle first described this procedure (1965), he
did not call it laddering. It seems likely that Bannister and Mair (1968) coined that
name.

Hinkle called it ‘the hierarchical technique for eliciting the superordinate con-
structs of the preferred self hierarchy’. His theory of construct implications is
described in Chapter 20 (pp. 211-222). Here the focus is on the method.

Ever since Hinkle described the procedure, people have argued about how it
should be carried out, its usefulness and its validity—does it ‘really’ elicit superor-
dinate personal constructs? The method he described is clear enough. You ask the
person to say which pole of a construct he would prefer to describe himself and
then ask why he prefers that pole rather than the other. “What are the advantages
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of this side in contrast to the disadvantages of that side, as you see it?” One of
Hinkle’s people preferred to be reserved rather than emotional, because being
reserved implied being relaxed while emotional implied being nervous. Thus, relaxed
versus nervous is the first laddered superordinate construct. Hinkle then says that
you ask the question ‘why does the person prefer to be relaxed rather than nervous?’
That is repeated until the person can produce no more constructs. These instruc-
tions are very general when one starts to try to ladder someone, so it is not sur-
prising that there are differences of opinion about how one should do that.

Since I was one of the first to use the technique in research and therapy (Fransella,
1970), and have taught it to many hundreds of people over more than 35 years, I
shall here write in the first person and present the way I use it.

To me, laddering is a complex skill and not a simple interviewing technique. The
snag is that it looks simple. But it first of all requires the use of the three skills
already mentioned—the ability to be a credulous listener, to suspend one’s own
value system and, thereby, to be able to subsume the client’s construing. It is in the
process of laddering that one gets nearest to that experience of being almost a part
of the other person. Larry Leitner talks of this as ‘distance’ between two people
(Chapter 25, pp. 257-264). That can happen because one of the most important
aspects of laddering is to be able to concentrate 100% on what the client is trying
to say. Very often clients find it increasingly difficult to put their more superordi-
nate constructs into words and it is important to glimpse what it is they are strug-
gling to convey. Not, I hasten to add, so that one should help with the words, but
rather to gain an understanding of the meaning that lies behind the words.

I think it useful to see laddering as a structured interview. It is structured in that
one needs to ensure that the person does not stray away from the current ladder.
If the person appears to be straying, one can simply ask ‘is that the same thing we
have been talking about before on this ladder?’ It is structured also in the sense
that the interviewer is definitely in charge and the client is not free to roam at will.
It is definitely, in my view, not some free association exercise. I also think it very
important to keep the person self-focused. “Why is it important for you tobe ... ?’
Otherwise one can just get generalizations.

The first decision to be made is which construct to start the ladder on. A client
may have provided perhaps ten personal constructs from one of the elicitation pro-
cedures (many of these are described in Chapter 9 (pp. 95-103) as well as in Chapter
11 (pp. 123-131). If you are doing research, then you will have worked out a formula,
such as choosing the first, third and fifth elicited personal construct. If it is in the
context of helping a person reconstrue, then I use three criteria: the two or at the
most three constructs to be laddered should be relatively subordinate, should look
different from each other, and look as if they are likely to develop my understand-
ing of the client’s construed world. The relative subordinacy of constructs is, of
course, a very evaluative choice. What is subordinate to me may well be superordi-
nate to my client. But I will have learned a fair bit about the client from conversa-
tions and from the elicitation procedure. So, I do not go for such constructs as
respected, helpful or likeable as they are fairly superordinate to me already, but I
might choose instead constructs such as studious, talkative or easy-going.

An example of a ladder comes from my work with those who stutter. We were
starting to ladder from constructs elicited for this person’s ‘non-stutterer’ grid and
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I selected the construct nice personality versus disinterested in other people. His pref-
erence was for being a nice personality.

What are the advantages for you of being a nice personality?

. People enjoy being with you.

Whereas those who are disinterested in other people?

. Are not enjoyable to be with.

Why is it important, for you, that people enjoy being with you?

. They are likely to open up to you—you get to understand them.

Whereas? (Here one can indicate by gesture that you are looking for the
opposite.)

. They remain a closed book.

That is very interesting. I'm just wondering why you like people to open up to
you?

. Because it shows people are relaxed with you and trust you and respect you.
Whereas, if they remain a closed book?

. You never get to know them—people rarely open up to stutterers.

>0> Op OPOPOPO

So, we ended up on the non-preferred pole, where the person actually lives. That
example raises one of the questions most often asked. ‘How do you know when to
stop?’ I stopped there for two reasons. One was that I think it is not always useful
to go beyond superordinates to do with trust and respect. The other was that he had
come out with an idea that he had never thought of before. His stutter was indeed
very bad and he could see just what he was missing by being as he was. There could
be little doubt that this revelation was disturbing to him and any further exploration
would have been counter-productive for him.

Another common question is ‘Do you always ask for an opposite?” My answer
here is ‘it depends’. It depends on how the interview is going. If it is running
smoothly and the client clearly understands what he is supposed to be doing, I may
only ask for an opposite at every second or third rung. If the process is rather
laboured, I find it good to ask for opposites more often. As in this case, it is not nec-
essary to use words to elicit the opposites; a hand movement with the word ‘whereas

.. 7 will suffice.

One of my personal rules when teaching laddering is that one should never ladder
on the non-preferred pole of a construct. That pole nearly always has negative con-
notations and I feel I have little idea where it might ladder to. It is also likely to be
a very depressing experience. People quite often give their replies in relation to
the non-preferred pole, as in the example. There is no problem with that. But if the
laddering is to continue, I think one should return to the preferred side of the
construct.

Another question concerns ‘What does one do if a person replies with more than
one construct?’ In the example, the client gave three constructs at the end, so that
did not matter. If that happened on a ladder that was to be continued, I would ask
the person which best described the importance or the advantages of people opening
up to you. One last point about the example, more words were spoken than appear
in that text. But not a great many more. For me, conversation to do with the con-
struing interferes with concentration and can easily turn into part of a therapy or



SOME SKILLS AND TOOLS 115

counselling session. Of course, there is nothing wrong in using laddering in that way,
but if it is being used as a short-cut to getting as much insight into the world of the
client as possible in the shortest space of time, then general conversation should be
kept to a minimum.

This second, shorter example comes from teaching laddering to a group of people.
I think it serves a useful theoretical purpose if one starts at a very subordinate level.
If one can get a ladder to ‘work’ from, say, shoes, one can point out that, indeed,
construing takes place at different levels as stated in the Organization Corollary.
How people construe shoes may do well as the starting point of a ladder, but I rec-
ommend that you do not choose to ladder constructs to do with hair. Both men and
women have a great deal invested in how they wear their hair and—once tried,
never again!

If students are sitting around a table, I have found it useful to have coloured
folders on the table from which they can choose when they arrive. For the ladder-
ing they can be asked if anyone went for a particular colour. You ask for a volun-
teer from those who made a definite choice and then try to ladder the colour
construct.

Q. You chose the green folder. What is the opposite, for you, of green?

A. Well, there are some I definitely would not choose—let me say grey.

Q. OK. So you prefer a green folder to a grey one. Why is that? What is special
about the green one?

A. The green one is bright.

Q. Whereas the grey one is. .. ?

A. It’s dull.

Q. Would it be right to say you prefer bright things in general to dull things? (An
attempt has to be made at some point to move it away from the specific starting
point.)

A. Oh,yes!

Q. So, in general, what is it about bright things that make you prefer them to dull
things?

A. They make me feel good.

Q. Yes, I can see that. But what is it about bright things that makes you feel good?

A. Well, that’s not easy. It’s something to do with sparkling. It’s like a bright star
that beckons you. It reminds you that the world is full of wonderful things to be
discovered.

Q. Whereas dul/l things . .. ?

A. Make you feel enclosed, trapped, what you have is all you’'ll get.

Q. So, I think I understand about the bright star, but just to be certain, can you say
what it is that is so good about the bright star and everything?

A. You know you are alive.

When people talk about being alive, or say that is what one is on earth for or one
must do what one can for others, 1 am prepared to say that is the top of the ladder.
The other point I would make about that example is my not accepting the answer
‘it makes me feel good’. People often respond with that or such things as ‘makes
me happy’ and these are, of course, personal constructs. However, they are not
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helpful on most occasions. Most of us want to feel alive and to be happy. I like to
ask the additional question to find out what the ingredient is that leads to one feeling
alive or happy. That usually gets the ladder on the move again.

One final common issue concerns what is seen as the client giving an answer that
looks very much more subordinate than superordinate. The ladder seems to have
stopped going up and to have started coming down again. The most usual reason is
that the client cannot find an answer that goes to a more abstract level of constru-
ing and, since an answer is required, they give an answer that is familiar to them.

But that is not always the case. For instance, Butt (1995) talks of snakes and
ladders and gives an account of his client going from relaxed—tense to able to
be myself with others—put up a front, then to assert myself—give in to others the
preference to being about to assert herself was that she could deal with my mother
and the reason why she preferred that was because mother makes me feel so guilty.
One point to make is that Butt says the construct able to be myself with others versus
put up a front clearly has a wider range of convenience than deal with my mother.
It may well have a wider range of convenience, but Hinkle was talking about net-
works of implications. These are not necessarily the same. What is implied by deal
with my mother? The fact that it is linked to feelings of guilt means she is aware
that she is constantly being dislodged from her core role. That may suggest some
quite superordinate construing involved in not being able/willing to deal with her
mother. Could it not be that, for the present, the whole world for this lady centres
around her mother and the guilt she is made to feel about her? Its range of conve-
nience is narrow, but range of implication is vast. Being able to be herself with others
is much less important, has many fewer implications, compared with dealing with
mother.

Whether or not that is a valid point to make in the specific case of Butt’s client,
there is no doubt that sometimes clients do give a reply that sounds like something
that has gone before or to be more subordinate. If that seems to be happening, it is
important to check, repeat the question and to indicate you would like the client to
think about the answer again. If the same response is given, then it is clear that the
client either does not want to continue the exercise or has really reached the ‘top’
of her ladder. Perhaps she is not used to the intellectual exercise of trying to find
words for some feelings or ideas that she has never put into words before. In the
end, the client must always have the last word. Perhaps, as is often the case, the con-
struct with which the laddering has started is, itself, at an already very superordi-
nate level. So the person really struggles to provide answers but just cannot do so
because there is nothing higher up the ladder—she must come down again or feel
she has failed in the task.

Costigan and colleagues (2000) discuss their use of laddering in relation to how
psychiatric nurses construe their changing role, and provide a very useful commen-
tary on its general use. They also emphasize the care that must be taken with lad-
dering. When teaching people about laddering, I never fail to say that it is not a
party game. It can, indeed, be quite psychologically damaging to some people who
become faced with an aspect of their own construing that they did not know was
there. They now ‘see’ a previously unknown aspect of their construing and find that
knowledge most disturbing. It is therefore always important to keep a keen eye on
the person you are laddering and to stop at the first sign of unease. If the ladder-
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ing is taking place in a counselling context, then it will be up to the counsellor to
decide whether it is useful to continue with the process or not.

Bob Neimeyer (1993) has described a useful variation of Hinkle’s laddering which
he calls dialectical laddering. It is of use when a client finds it impossible to say which
pole of a personal construct is preferred. Both poles have negative implications. In
his example Suzy said she had difficulty trusting anyone, but both trusting and dis-
trusting had disadvantages. He then asked ‘“What would be the implication for you
of being trusting?’ She replied burdening others with its opposite being controlled.
That then led to not relaxed and relax control completely. All other constructs were
similarly undesirable at both poles. He then went back to controlled versus bur-
dening others and asked her to try and find some way of bringing them together—
an alternative that would create a synthesis. She came up with realistic trust. That
questioning was repeated for not relaxed versus relax control completely and the
synthesis was relax control to some extent. And so the process continued until all
the constructs had been dealt with in this way. Neimeyer says that, of course, this
cognitive exercise is not a ‘cure’ in itself, but that Suzy found the process genuinely
therapeutic and they continued to explore the implications of this major recon-
struction of her world.

Support for Hinkle’s Ideas

As a direct test of Hinkle’s work, I checked to see whether the laddered constructs
for my group of stutterers (Fransella, 1972) had more implications than the previ-
ously elicited constructs. They consistently did. Eric Button (1980) also found that
superordinate, laddered constructs had more implications than subordinate ones
with a group of anorexic women.

Neimeyer and colleagues (2001) carried out a validity study of Hinkle’s hypoth-
esis that laddered constructs are more important than non-laddered constructs, and
so the procedure provides a measure of hierarchical structure. The authors inter-
viewed 103 university students and carried out laddering with each one. Their find-
ings supported Hinkle’s hypothesis that laddered constructs are more important
than subordinate ones. In addition, their results confirmed what most practitioners
know, and Hinkle also found—that laddered constructs take more time to put into
words than do more subordinate constructs. One other measure Neimeyer and his
colleagues took was the ‘meaning’ of the constructs. They found that significantly
more superordinate constructs fell into the Existential category than subordinate
ones and that more subordinate constructs than superordinate ones fell into the
Specific Interests and Relational categories. Thus, as one would expect, superordi-
nate constructs were found to be more value-laden than the more subordinate ones.

Summary on Laddering
Several people have provided lists of do’s and don’t’s for laddering. For instance,

advice is given on the Internet at http://www.EnquireWithin.co.nz/busChap3.htm,
but my own view is that the only way to learn laddering is by practising it. I have
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given indications above of what I find useful, but it is such a personal skill that each
person who masters it will have developed his or her own style and will have a per-
sonal list of things to do and not to do.

Pyramiding

Al Landfield described a way of moving downwards to more concrete or subordi-
nate constructs which he called pyramiding (1971). Most practitioners and clients
find this considerably easier to work with than laddering.

The client is asked to think of a person they know and to select one characteris-
tic of that person and then proceed along these lines: ‘He is kindly.” ‘How would you
describe a person who is not kindly?’ ‘He is unkind.” “What sort of person is a kindly
person?’ ‘He would take care of someone if they were in trouble.” “What sort of
person is an unkindly person?’ ‘He walks on the other side of the street.” The pro-
cedure continues in this way asking about one pole of the construct and then its
opposite.

Once that pyramid has been created, Landfield suggests that further questioning
might be along the lines of asking how the client would know, say, that a person was
kindly. The client might reply, ‘He has a kindly smile.” Once one gets to that level,
one is into behaviours. That can be extremely useful when designing behavioural
experiments that a client might conduct between therapy sessions. Or, sometimes it
is useful to know more precisely what a particular superordinate construct actually
means. Then one can start directly with the ‘how do you know that someone is (for
example) trustworthy’?

The ABC Model

In 1977, Finn Tschudi, in collaboration with Sigrid Sandsburg, wrote a chapter on
‘Loaded and honest questions’ in which he described the ABC Model. He suggested
that Kelly’s definition of ‘disorder’ as representing ‘any structure which appears to
fail to accomplish its purpose’ was too flexible. The authors preferred to use
‘symptom’ and ‘symptomatic behaviour’. Thus, symptomatic behaviour becomes any
behaviour ‘which obliquely gets at the issues which are important for the person’.

A typical form of construct network consisting of three constructs—which they
label A, B and C—helps to locate the important issues that are obliquely related to
the symptom. A central feature of this model is the question: “What keeps the person
from moving?’ There must be some advantage to remaining as, say, a smoker, when
the person explicitly says she wants to give up smoking.

The method goes like this. The person says she wants to change from, for example,
being a smoker to being a non-smoker. That forms the first step in the method. The
second step is to ask the person to state the advantages of being a non-smoker and
the disadvantages of being a smoker. Now, the C level looks for the double-bind or
‘implicative dilemma’, as described by Hinkle (1965). Such implicative dilemmas
result in preventing the person from moving from the undesired position to the
desired position. For example, it might go like this:
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A. The statement of desire to change

Al: Being a smoker A2: Being a non-smoker
B. The disadvantages of A1 and the advantages of A2
B1: 1. It makes a lot of dirt B2: 1. Everything is much cleaner
2. It ruins your health 2. It is much healthier

C. The disadvantages of the desired state A2 and the advantages of the
present state A1l

C2: 1. It gives me something to do Cl1: 1. Feelill at ease in company
with my hands
2. You are more popular 2. People who don’t smoke

are not popular

That procedure is useful in many contexts other than the clinical one. In the work
context as ‘I want to be more assertive’. In the marital context as ‘I want to listen
to my husband more’.

Nick Reed and I have modified the ABC Model so that it can be used for deci-
sion making, calling it ‘Quandary Resolution’. By just putting forward two possible
ways of moving forward, looking at the disadvantages and disadvantages of both as
above, the desirability of one over the other often emerges very quickly.

As with laddering, the ABC Model needs to come with a health warning. It can
show to clients the advantages of remaining as they are before they are psychologi-
cally ready to deal with that revelation. Again, it should not be viewed as a party
game.

The Core Process Interview

In this interview, described by Helen Jones (1993), clients have the opportunity to
look at how their lives have progressed and at the choices they have made that have
affected their lives. It focuses on the good rather than the bad experiences. She
describes it as consisting of the following seven parts.

1. My life till now: The client is asked to think back over his or her life and to divide
it into four natural divisions of time in relation to age—and then to say what
those age ‘chunks’ are. These might be ‘0-11’,‘11-16’, and so on.

2. Reminiscences: The client is now asked to think of two occasions in each period

when he or she felt really wonderful about life. As far as possible, the replies are

written down verbatim.

Unique qualities: What were the special qualities about that time?

4. Other happy times: The client is now asked to describe seven other occasions
in which his or her life felt really good. That is followed by a request that the
client think of another occasion when he or she felt as good or happy as that
time. There is then a request for two memories from each of the other time
‘chunks’.

5. Review: The client is then passed the notes that have been made and asked to
highlight passages that seem particularly important in terms of fulfilment.

w
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Looking at these highlights, the client is asked to ‘highlight the phrases that best
complete the sentence “For me to be fulfilled .. .”’. A statement is sought from
the highlighted passages.

6. Fulfilment: That is the statement that has emerged from the previous stage.

7. Simple truths: Jones says: ‘It is always a lovely feeling to write down these simple
things; they always ring true for the individual concerned. It is a powerful ex-
perience’ (Jones, 1993, p. 20).

Jones uses this procedure after completing a resistance to change grid (see Chapter
20, pp. 211-222) and finds that the fulfilment statement closely reflects the relative
importance of the values that emerge from the grid.

Viney Content Analysis Scales

These are standardized scales designed to tap into a variety of psychological states,
especially positive and negative emotions. Computer-supported versions of all of
these Australian scales have been developed. These scales include: the Cognitive
Anxiety Scale, the Origin and Pawn Scales, the Sociality Scales, the Positive Affect
Scale and the Content Analysis Scales of Psychosocial Maturity. Their psychomet-
ric qualities are impressive. Linda Viney and her colleagues have provided a scoring
manual for the Content Analysis Scales of Psychosocial Maturity (CASPM) (1995¢),
and one of a number of chapters describing these scales is Viney (1993). Some of
these scales are also discussed in Chapter 26, pp. 265-272.

The Self-image Profile

This is a standardized tool (Butler, 2001) that compares how children rate them-
selves on a 6-point scale compared with their rating of how they would like to be.
The discrepancy between the two is seen as a way of assessing children’s self-esteem.
The 25 items in the Self-Image Profile were selected from the 12 most frequently
elicited positive self-descriptions and the 12 most frequently elicited negative
descriptions provided by large groups who were asked to describe three ways in
which they think about themselves. The self-description scales contain only one pole
of each construct.

The Profile can be changed to contain a child’s own personal constructs. It then,
of course, becomes a form of repertory grid. Some examples of the uses of the Self-
Image Profile can be found in Butler and Green (1998).

SUMMARY

The skills described are requirements for any personal construct practitioner. Some
are quite straightforward and others, such as suspending one’s values, require con-
siderable experience to achieve. The same applies to many of the so-called ‘tools’.

Many of the ‘tools’ ask the clients to explore their construing that has, up until
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that point, not been available to them consciously. The construing is present, but
words have to be found to explain their meaning to someone else.

The grid, discussed here and in Richard Bell’s contribution (Chapter 9, pp.
95-103) together with the self-characterization are Kelly’s ‘methods of assessment’.
Pam Denicolo, in the next chapter, discusses the latter together with the elicitation
of meaning by non-verbal means. She particularly emphasizes the importance of the
context in which the ‘tools’ can be used.



CHAPTER 11

Elicitation Methods to Fit
Different Purposes

Pam Denicolo
University of Reading, UK

I am suggesting that the avoidance of subjectivity is not the way to get down to
hard realities. Subjective thinking is, rather, an essential step in the process the
scientist must follow in grasping the nature of the universe. .. science tends
to make its progress by entertaining propositions which appear initially to be
preposterous.

(Kelly, 1969d, p. 150)

This handbook is replete with examples of how the key instrument of personal con-
struct psychology, the repertory grid, has been used in its traditional form, and in
imaginative variations of it, to explore personal construing (see Chapter 9, pp.
95-103). Indeed, the repertory grid is probably the most frequently encountered
technique used to serve this purpose, and is often the first one met by novices to
the field, so much so that personal construct psychology and the repertory grid are
sometimes viewed as synonymous. However, there are other techniques that have
been used by personal construct psychologists to good effect.

While these techniques are based on the kind of questioning that underpins reper-
tory grid elicitation, they each have a benefit to offer to particular client groups or
to suit different situations experienced by practitioners and researchers. Despite
Kelly’s suggestion in relation to the self-characterization that if you want to know
something about a person, then ask him and he may tell you, the mode of asking
using any technique certainly has an effect on the answers received. Establishing
rapport and a common purpose, with agreement about how far and with whom the
information will be shared, are fundamental to all personal construct dialogues. The
actual technique used should then be selected from the plethora designed to suit
different clients and contexts.

Some examples are provided in this chapter to demonstrate the range available
as alternatives, or additions, to grids to illuminate the uniqueness and complexity of
the perceived world of the person. As a prelude, though, some theoretical consid-
erations underpinning the development of these techniques are reviewed.
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LOOSENING PERCEIVED CONSTRAINTS

Kelly was critical of over-reliance on psychometric methods. He emphasized that
knowing that there was a correlational link between two variables did not help him
to decide what approach should be taken with an individual client. He also ques-
tioned the utility of research that used approaches that did not lead to emancipa-
tion for the participants. He suggested that there should be more emphasis in
psychology on studying the individual; hence his creation of, first, the Repertory Test
for eliciting personal constructs, and then the repertory grid with its method of sta-
tistical analysis for those who wanted to ‘get beyond the words’. That basic stance
is also a fundamental tenet adopted by qualitative/interpretative researchers today.

In the process of encouraging participants or clients to reveal personal meaning,
to articulate tacit knowledge, personal construct psychologists have used a variety
of techniques in an attempt to embody the spirit of Kelly’s writing and the chal-
lenge it presents to its users. He encouraged us to look at his theory and sugges-
tions for practice as if they might be useful ways of looking at things, discarding
aspects that do not prove useful. Thus we are specifically invited to engage in
theoretical extension, elaboration and reformation to inform our practice by
extending our horizons.

Practitioners using personal construct psychology are no less prone to perceiving
artificial constraints on their horizons than are their clients. Those for whom an alle-
giance to ‘qualitative’ practice is an important construct may eschew without further
consideration methods that are highly numerical or require statistical manipulation
of the data since they are perceived as fitting a ‘quantitative’ approach. As previ-
ously described by Pope and Denicolo (1986) at the height of the qualitative/quan-
titative debate, novice researchers have found some comfort in the traditional
formulation of ratings grids because they appear to pose less threat within the, then
prevailing, quantitative tradition in psychology. This was perhaps a sensible resolu-
tion to their paradigm dilemma at a time when short papers were favoured for pub-
lication in journals since ‘a grid is worth a thousand words’.

In such cases the difficulty inherent in the use of the terms ‘qualitative’ and ‘quan-
titative’ to describe approaches to research becomes apparent. Those terms are
more appropriately used to describe data. Thus, those subscribing to an interpreta-
tivist/constructivist approach, with a focus on meaning exploration, may use tools
and techniques that produce either qualitative or quantitative data. Indeed, they
may use a range of such techniques, some more structured and numerical than
others, in order to build a mosaic of meaning, each technique contributing a small
tile or ‘tessera’ to the picture. As Kelly demonstrated, numbers need not be ana-
thema to constructivists, nor yet should they become an obsession.

Bannister recognized that the grid had encouraged many psychologists to value
the central tenets of personal construct theory. Nevertheless he raised a caveat
about unwarranted concern with the statistical analysis of the resulting data, saying
that the:

grid method is a Frankenstein’s monster which has rushed away on a statistical
and experimental rampage of its own, leaving construct theory neglected,
stranded high and dry, far behind. (Bannister, 1985, p. xii)
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In this he was urging a greater emphasis on understanding meaning through con-
struct elicitation and the raw grid data than on the statistical analysis per se.

Rather than neglect the essentially idiographic nature of constructivist data col-
lection, practitioners should consider the purpose of the activity engaged in, their
own skills and the inclinations of the clients to express their meaning in a preferred
form, if they are to be responsive to situations they encounter. The techniques
described below are useful for different purposes and provide some possibilities
from which to select a form most conducive to the aptitudes of the joint explorers
of meaning systems. They all produce a mass of rich but unstructured data that
requires skill in making it manageable by the identification of key themes, categories
and patterns that are meaningful to all engaged in the task. Nevertheless, although
insightful interpretation of such complex verbal data is demanding, it can be reward-
ing if the elicitation process has been one that the client/participant finds helpful in
the articulation of their embedded meanings.

ALTERNATIVE TECHNIQUES

It is fitting to begin with Kelly’s qualitative method of assessment, ground-breaking
in its time, and to follow this with techniques selected from a range devised
subsequently.

Self-characterization Sketches

Because of shyness, or concern for implications, some requests for information
about self produce rather self-conscious, sanitized responses. Kelly’s original version
of the self-characterization sketch has much to commend it for occasions when the
goal is inducing self-understanding as a prelude to considering change. The proce-
dure involves asking the person to write a character sketch of himself or herself, as
if a principal character in a play, from the perspective of a friend who knows the
person very intimately and who is sympathetic. It should be written in the third
person, beginning something like: ‘name (e.g. Joe/Joanne) is . ... The phrasing of
this request:

permits people some latitude to use their own constructions of self;

emphasizes that it is structure rather than detail that is important;

allows them to make themselves plausible from an outsider’s perspective;
indicates that something more than a superficial description of appearance is
required;

e frees them from feeling threatened into providing either an incriminating descrip-
tion or a litany of what they ‘ought’ to be like.

Such sketches are replete with constructs, the emergent poles at least, not only about
how people view themselves but how they perceive the worlds that they inhabit.
While these can then be explored further, perhaps using laddering, pyramiding or
ABC techniques (see Chapter 10, pp. 105-121), analysis of the sequence and linking
of ideas, the organization of them, shifts in emphasis, the emergence of themes and
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the repetition of them, all provide evidence of personal viewpoints. Kelly suggests
that the first sentence may be productively viewed as if it were a key statement
about the person’s view of self. Similarly, he suggests that the last sentence is a good
indicator of where the person considers he or she is going. What is excluded is also
relevant. In characterizing oneself, it is likely that important features will be
included that distinguish self from others. Thus, if mode of dress has little signifi-
cance to a person, then it is unlikely to be mentioned. Trevor Butt (Chapter 38, pp.
379-386) writes further about the ‘credulous approach’ advocated for the analysis
of such sketches and their value at the beginning of a phenomenological inquiry
(see also Chapter 10, pp. 105-121).

The self-characterization has been productively used with novice professionals
describing themselves in the professional role. For example, ‘Josh as a nurse is pri-
marily concerned with helping patients . ... Such a sketch enables the practice
supervisor or mentor to appreciate areas of concern or confidence, while the novice
is alerted to current priorities, and sometimes to those being ignored—sketches
can act as springboards to considering alternative self-constructions. When self-
characterization sketches are elicited at intervals and compared, development
can be demonstrated, as with Fransella’s (1981) client who used the self-
characterization as a means of helping himself to reconstrue over time.

Bow-ties

Procter has had extensive experience in both personal construct psychology and
family therapy work which has resulted in innovative assessment and intervention
techniques. One of these involves the ‘bow-tie’ principle (Procter, 1987, see also his
discussion of family therapy, Chapter 43.2, pp. 431-434), named from the pattern
formed when constructs and resultant behaviour are elicited from each member of
a couple or larger group. The behaviour of the individuals in relation to the per-
ceived constructs of the other may serve to reinforce the actual constructs of the
other, leading to the continuance of their own behaviour. A form of ‘zigzagging’
questioning of the individuals about how they construe themselves, what they think
the other thinks of them and how they consequently behave in response, demon-
strates the pervasive and pernicious feedback loops in operation as each person tests
out his own hypotheses about the other and has them apparently confirmed.

For instance, a manager may perceive herself as a democratic leader, delegating
tasks and encouraging her employee to make decisions about them. She is disap-
pointed in her employee. She perceives him as lazy, unable to take responsibility, so
she refuses to continue to give guidance. She produces more tasks for him that
require self-organizing behaviour and independent decision-making. In contrast, the
employee perceives himself as hard-working, his job as responding to the manager’s
needs. He is frustrated by ‘unclear’ tasks. He spends time on strategies to explore
actual requirements before starting on the task. The vicious cycle continues, some-
times exacerbated by other members of the team. Some colleagues reinforce the
manager’s view by complaining about the employee’s continuous questions and his
apparent inability to get on with the task. Others reinforce the employee’s view-
point by commenting informally on the vagueness of the manager’s direction.
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It is only by uncovering and recognizing these self-fulfilling prophecies that con-
struing can be challenged and reconsidered to end this destructive cycle.

The Lying Game

Bright (1985) considered the general philosophy of lying as a human activity and
how it might be used within a personal construct framework to help people to shift
away from the constraints of troubled construing towards recognition of potential
change. Acknowledging Kelly’s principle that you cannot fully understand what
people are saying until you gain some notion of what, for them, is the opposite,
Bright devised a game based on lying—a game because there is no real intention
to deceive.

The technique is particularly useful when people, perhaps enmeshed in describ-
ing how they feel, have difficulty in expressing the contrast poles of constructs. These
lies can be especially informative when explored further for their implications,
heightening awareness of ‘truth’.

Respondents are asked to write down lies about themselves within a chosen para-
meter, for example, myself as a worker or a parent. When an individual is unable
to produce any more relevant lies, two columns are added to the side of the page
in which to insert the respondent’s replies (Y or N) to these questions:

1. Would you like this lie to be true?
2. Would you like other people to believe this lie?

This produces the following potential patterns of response for each lie: NN, YY, YN,
NY

e An NN response indicates complete rejection of the lie, with no wish for change.

* A YY response indicates a wish for change at a high level of awareness—a good
start.

¢ A YN response indicates a wish for the lie to be true but not for others to believe
it—perhaps a wish for change that would be unpopular with significant others.

e An NY response indicates a concern for image presentation rather than a desire
for change—a potent source for skilled exploration.

The game format is relaxing so that people can more readily produce lies about
themselves, the fun element ameliorating the sense of being tested sometimes ex-
perienced with grids. The next methods use other means to achieve a similar aim.

Illuminative Incident Analysis

Cortazzi and Roote (1975) developed this technique as a means of investigating
the thoughts and feelings of members of teams. Though team development can be
encouraged by a frank interchange of ideas and feelings about incidents that have
happened while the team have been working together, the emotion connected with
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Figure 11.1 Tightrope walker—an example of a drawing used for illuminative analysis

certain incidents often blocks verbal discourse. Words can also hide reality whereas
feelings, as every art therapist knows, are more accurately portrayed in drawings.
The drawings encourage all team members to confront their own feelings about the
incident and allow, by comparisons between drawings, each one to come to an
understanding of the other’s perspective. Thus drawings are a conduit from the non-
verbal to the verbal. A new member of a research team produced the drawing shown
in Figure 11.1. He portrays himself as blindfolded, setting out across a tightrope.
Though it is firmly tied to his previous experience, the end-point is shrouded in mist
while the rope itself is fraught with obstacles. He clings to a trusty pole—current
knowledge—to keep himself steady.

The researcher was relieved to find that he was not alone in experiencing trepi-
dation, and that more experienced colleagues would be willing to lead the way.

Analysis of such drawings requires the combined efforts of the listener and the
producer of the drawing to interpret the nuances encapsulated in the lines, to tease
out their full significance. In other words, the drawing in its production provides the
first step in expressing ideas and feelings and then acts as a catalyst to the verbal
commentary.

No artistic prowess is required because it is the simple, unrefined nature of the
line drawing that allows it to capture the essence of meaning. The illuminative value
of simple drawings is further demonstrated by Tom Ravenette who uses drawing to
elicit the meanings of specific situations with children (see Chapter 28, pp. 283-294).
The use of illuminative incident analysis is demonstrated further in the next
technique.

Interview about Instances

Osborne and Gilbert (1980) used this technique to explore students’ views of the
world in relation to scientific concepts. They generated a series of cards, each
showing a stick figure (for example, a golfer) engaged in an activity (hitting a ball
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with a club) that represents the scientific concept being explored (in this case, both
force and energy). The cards were used as a stimulus to conversation about the
concept. From analysis of the conversation the alternative, but coherent, under-
standings that students have about the concepts were demonstrated. These fre-
quently diverged from scientists’ views. Awareness of such alternative frameworks
by a teacher is important in helping the students to move from a layperson’s under-
standing towards that of experts in the field. See Chapters 29 to 32 (pp. 295 to 326)
for coverage of the role of pupils’, students’ and teachers’ construing in the learn-
ing process.

Such uncomplicated drawings encourage a focus on the action depicted, so this
method can be readily adapted for use in a variety of situations in which under-
standing process is the focus. Similarly the next technique uses a simple drawing
technique to explore the influence of the past on the present.

Snakes and Rivers

Contradictory as it may seem, the anticipatory power of constructs lies in the past.
In order to come to an understanding of the present we need to compare and con-
trast it with experiences we have had previously and use these to predict the future.
The success of our predictions will depend on our selecting appropriate and rele-
vant constructs and being willing to contemplate adapting them to fit current cir-
cumstance or amending a network of constructs to meet new situations.

Thus biography has an important influence on the constructs we bring to bear on
any situation in which we find ourselves. The ones that predominate are likely to be
those that have served us well in what appear to have been similar circumstances
in the past. Since much of life is hectic, encouraging action rather than reflection,
we are often unaware of the constructs guiding that action and from whence, in our
pasts, these are derived. This means that, although well established, some of our per-
sonal constructs may now be redundant or even counter-productive. However,
unless we become consciously aware of them and attach words to them, they cannot
be challenged, and they remain influential in how we relate to events.

Denicolo and Pope (2001) devised ‘career snakes’ for exploring the useful and
redundant constructs held by professionals about their development in their roles,
and later used them to research commonly held productive and limiting constructs
within professions. Similar to the Salmon Line (see Chapter 31, pp. 311-318), the
rationale for the technique drew on a recognition that constructs evolve over time
and are particularly influenced by formative experiences. Only by reflecting on their
origins can the opportunity be provided for contemplating alternatives and break-
ing free from biography.

Participants draw up in private a representation of their working lives in the form
of a winding snake, each turn of its body depicting a personal experience that influ-
enced the direction that their career took. These turns are annotated briefly (Figure
11.2), forming the bases for later discussion and elaboration with the researcher,
about their significance as formative experiences both for career decisions and for
their personal style as practitioners.

The subsequent discussion generally requires little input from the researcher,
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Age 8
Got a nurse’s uniform for Christmas.
Really wanted a doctor’s set, but

the uniform was pretty. Age 14

Careers teacher laughed when | said
| wanted to be a doctor. ‘You'll be

Age 15 lucky to get ‘O’ levels.
Got caught playing truant with boys.
‘You're a waster’... Determined to

‘show 'em. Age 17

Got enough exam passes to start

e |
Age 20-30 nurse training....Yeah!

Enjoyed nursing, married a patient;
intrigued by his OU studies but I'm
not clever enough. /N[~ Age 32

Left on my own...think about OU
to while away the evenings....

Age 38 They let me in!

Got an upper second BA! Wow!
It was hard work but | loved it...
want more! ~ " Age 40

Sponsored for a Masters degree:
must not let them—or me—down

Age 42 but scared!

Got my Masters — maybe I'm not so
thick! Could | do a PhD? Maybe I'll
be a ‘doctor’ after all!

Figure 11.2 A career snake

other than interest, as participants interrogate themselves about reasons for isolat-
ing a particular incident, how it was influential and perhaps still is. They often report
feeling empowered by the experience. Many researchers now using the technique
to explore the influence of previous experience on current practice prefer the title
‘rivers of experience’ in deference to those who dislike snakes! The ‘river maps’
encourage participants to discuss other topographical features of their lives, high
points, rapids and calm sections, demonstrating yet again the power of metaphor
(Mair, 1988) in eliciting and elucidating constructs.

Metaphors are often found in everyday speech to provide the connecting threads
between constructs and their personal meaning, as well as being graphically
evocative.

Metaphors and Artefacts

Some writers contend that all language is metaphorical. Lakoff and Johnson (1980)
illustrated how metaphors pervade our lives not only as descriptors of people, events
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and objects but also in governing and orientating action. A salient example pro-
vided is the terms in which argument is described in Western languages—to be won,
using ammunition and counter-attack, for instance. Examining documents and
records of people’s descriptions of their worlds for the metaphors they live by can
be a rich resource for understanding the meaning they attribute to them.

Similarly, asking people to provide a metaphor to describe themselves, or a situa-
tion, can provide a conduit to their pervasive constructs. For those who are less
adept at using figurative language forms, or reticent about personal disclosure, a less
invasive alternative is to ask them to identify an artefact that represents something
they think or feel about themselves or their role. The artefact may be a picture, pho-
tograph or an object such as a treasured ornament or favourite tool.

CONCLUSION

The examples of techniques described above represent only a selection of those
available. Several can be used together, or in conjunction with grids, to explore
meaning more fully. These innovative techniques reinforce Kelly’s point that we are
only restricted in developing our construing by the limits of our imagination.
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Expert Systems

Mildred L.G. Shaw
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There once was a passionate dame
Who wanted some things made plain,
So she punched up the cards,
Filled tape by the yards,
But—somehow—it just wasn’t the same!
(Kelly, 1963, p. 229)

The role of personal construct psychology in computer research and applications
concerned with the development of ‘expert systems’ and their beginnings in ‘artifi-
cial intelligence’ and ‘cognitive science’ are covered in this chapter. Research on
expert systems led to the identification of the ‘knowledge acquisition bottleneck’,
that it was generally extremely difficult to make overt the presumed knowledge of
human experts in order to program it for computers.

The history and reasons for the adoption of repertory grid methodologies and
tools to overcome the knowledge acquisition bottleneck are described. Then a more
fundamental analysis is made of why expert systems to date have had only limited
success, and the merits of a personal construct approach to emulating human exper-
tise in greater depth than has been achieved with existing cognitive science models
are presented.

RESEARCH ON PROGRAMMING COMPUTERS TO THINK

The arrival of the first commercial digital computers in the 1950s led to widespread
interest in the potential applications of computing. The use of the term ‘giant brains’
became common in the press although it was clear that the precise, logical opera-
tions of computers had little in common with the human brain. However, interest
in simulating human thought processes was common among the early computer
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pioneers. Alan Turing, a brilliant Cambridge logician who had helped to develop
computers to break enemy message encryption during World War 11, wrote a paper
on ‘Computing machinery and intelligence’ for the journal Mind in which he consid-
ers the question ‘Can machines think?” (Turing, 1950). He answers it in behavioural
terms, proposing what has come to be known as the ‘Turing test’, that if a person
communicating with the computer and with another person through the same
medium (such as communicating teleprinters) cannot distinguish them correctly,
then the machine, for all practical purposes, can be said to think.

Research on programming computers to think became widespread. McCarthy
and colleagues (1955) proposed to the Rockefeller Foundation that it fund a study
of artificial intelligence (see also Jack Adams-Webber on this topic in Chapter 43.5,
pp. 443-445) to be carried out during the summer of 1956 at Dartmouth College,
Hanover in the USA. The year of this proposal also saw the publication of Kelly’s
seminal work on personal construct psychology but, as discussed in the following
section, the pioneers of artificial intelligence and cognitive science never became
aware of this work. The next decade was also the era of the development of
‘computer science’ as a new field of study when computers were very expensive, and
university and funding agency budgets were hard-pressed to supply the demand for
computer facilities. In Britain the competition between those wishing to undertake
research in computer science and in artificial intelligence was so intense that the
UK Science Research Council commissioned Sir James Lighthill to report on the
state of the art in ‘machine intelligence’. His report (Lighthill, 1973) was damning
about both the achievements and the prospects for such research and had a strong
negative influence worldwide on funding for research to program computers to
think (Fleck, 1982).

Embattled Al researchers focused on specific goals to develop programs that
emulated human expert performance in fields of obvious practical value such as
mineral exploration and medical diagnosis, and in the mid-1970s announced a
number of breakthroughs in what came to be called ‘expert systems’ (Michie, 1979).
The first successful expert systems were DENDRAL (Feigenbaum et al., 1971) for
reconstructing molecular structures from mass spectrometer data and MYCIN
(Shortliffe, 1976) for diagnosing microbial infections from medical data. The systems
were programmed as collections of ‘production rules’ that expressed a relationship
between a premise and a conclusion such that if the conditions of the premise were
satisfied then those of the conclusion could be drawn. For example, a rule from
MYCIN is:

If: (1) the infection is primary-bacteremia, and
(2) the site of the culture is one of the sterile sites, and
(3) the suspected portal of entry of the organism is the gastro-intestinal
tract,
then: there is suggestive evidence (0.7) that the identity of the organism is
bacteroides.

Such rules are obtained from specialists in microbial infections and their applica-
tion to particular data is fairly simple data processing. The rules are validated
through their application to many cases and revised when they fail to give the
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correct diagnosis. MYCIN was designed to interact with a clinician in order to make
a diagnosis and suggest therapy for a particular patient with a suspected microbial
infection. It first gathers data about the patient and then uses this to make infer-
ences about the infections and their treatment.

The success of the early expert systems attracted industrial and research atten-
tion, and a major industry developed in the early 1980s. The research objectives were
then defined by one of the commercial Al pioneers, Hayes-Roth (1984), in a work-
shop on ‘Al Applications for Business’ in May 1983. He enumerated some situa-
tions appropriate to expert systems, such as: the organization requires more skilled
people than it can recruit or retain; job excellence requires a scope of knowledge
exceeding reasonable demands on human training and continuing education.

As a modern example of the success of expert systems technology, the April and
July 2000 issues of InTech Magazine published by the Instrumentation, Systems and
Automation Society have a two-part paper from Eli Lilly on the use of an expert
system in its fermentation plant (Alford et al., 2000). The evaluation in 2000 corre-
sponds well to Hayes-Roth’s predictions in 1983. Within a few weeks, the expert was
satisfied that the expert system reliably came to the same conclusions he would have
by looking at the same data. The expert system then took over this part of the
expert’s job, freeing up 40 hours a month of his time for other work.

THE KNOWLEDGE ACQUISITION BOTTLENECK

Expert systems appeared at first to be a major validation of the possibility of digital
computers being able to emulate human thinking, and there is continuing evidence
of some successful applications. However, the industry has not grown to the extent
predicted, largely because programming such systems has been very much more
difficult than expected. Feigenbaum (1980), one of the pioneers of expert systems,
termed this the ‘knowledge acquisition bottleneck’. Hayes-Roth and co-workers
(1983) in their book Building Expert Systems noted that, since the programmer has
far less knowledge of the domain than the expert, communication problems impede
the process of transferring expertise into a computer program. The vocabulary
initially used by the expert to talk about the domain with a novice is often
inadequate for problem-solving; so that the programmer and the expert must work
together to extend and refine it. One of the most difficult aspects of the program-
mer’s task is helping the expert to structure the specialist knowledge, to identify and
formalize the expert’s concepts.

From a personal construct perspective, the task of the expert system programmer
is to reconstruct the conceptual and operational framework that an expert in a
domain uses to solve problems in that domain, noting that the terminology used
may be highly idiosyncratic, that is, personal to the expert. However, the expert is,
by definition, someone who is effective at problem-solving in the domain and, hence,
her or his knowledge is valid in some practical sense. The expert’s knowledge has
been acquired by some mix of processes, such as trial and error, mimicking others,
reflection on personal experience, reading text written by other experts, conversa-
tions with others, and so on. That corresponds to Kelly’s notion of an individual as
a personal scientist (Shaw, 1980) about which he asks:
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Might not the individual man, each in his own personal way, assume more of the
stature of a scientist, ever seeking to predict and control the course of events
with which he is involved? Would he not have his theories, test his hypotheses,
and weigh his experimental evidence? (Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 5/Vol. 1, pp. 4-5)

Kelly merges the notions of prediction and control into the unitary notion of antici-
pation and hence his Fundamental Postulate: ‘a person’s processes are psychologi-
cally channelized by the ways in which he anticipates events’.

Thus, from a personal construct perspective, the task of the expert system pro-
grammer is to model the personal construct system of the expert in operational form
as a computer program such that the program is able to anticipate events in the
same way as the expert. It was suggested in the early years of expert systems (Gaines
& Shaw, 1980) that new methods for rule extraction made Kelly’s repertory grid a
suitable tool for eliciting knowledge from experts. Existing computer programs
for interactive elicitation of repertory grids were rapidly modified to support
knowledge acquisition for expert systems (Shaw & Gaines, 1983; Boose, 1984). The
approach proved successful in industrial applications (Boose, 1986), and a frame-
work based on personal construct psychology became accepted as the foundation
for developing knowledge acquisition techniques and tools (Ford et al., 1993; Gaines
& Shaw, 1993).

A PERSONAL CONSTRUCT ALTERNATIVE TO RULE-BASED
COGNITIVE MODELS

While repertory grids were widely used as knowledge acquisition tools in the
1980s and 1990s, expert systems themselves failed to achieve as much as had been
expected, and a large-scale artificial intelligence industry did not materialize.
Various writers have speculated on the reasons for that failure, the deepest analy-
sis being that of Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986). They see the problem as a manifes-
tation of Wittgenstein’s (1953) argument that the notion of human behaviour
following a rule is paradoxical because, as he showed, by a suitable interpretation
every course of action could be made to accord with the rule.

The pioneers of cognitive science had modelled the human mind as a repository
of so-called ‘production rules’ (Anderson, 1983) and the designers of expert systems
had followed this model in their ‘knowledge representation’ schemes. Dreyfus and
Dreyfus argue that such representation is a major weakness and that systems based
on it could never fully emulate human expert behaviour. In the Al literature,
Clancey (1989) has criticized approaches to expert system development based on
the assumption that expertise can be captured in overt knowledge, and has noted
that all processes of behaving, including speech, problem-solving and physical skills,
are generated on the spot, not by mechanical application of scripts or rules previ-
ously stored in the brain. He argues that knowledge is a capacity to behave adap-
tively within an environment; it cannot be reduced to representations of behaviour
or the environment.

Repertory grid-based knowledge acquisition tools had of necessity delivered
knowledge in the form of rules so that it could be utilized by existing expert system
knowledge representation tools. However, the analysis leading to the rules is not
part of the construction process and may be regarded as an artefact of the need to
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use rule-based expert systems technology. Kelly developed personal construct
psychology from a perspective that was consistent with that of Wittgenstein, and did
not introduce rules in his psychological model. For him construing was all that was
necessary to account for human behaviour, and anticipation was a by-product of
construction. That is, construction intrinsically supported anticipatory processes
without the storage of anticipatory ‘rules’ but, at a particular stage in the construc-
tion of experience, these anticipations might have a regularity that an observer could
ascribe to ‘rules of behaviour’. This corresponds to anticipations being ‘super-
venient’ on constructions, to use a technical term from the philosophy of mind (Kim,
1993). However, as the person construed more experience, then the anticipations
might change and the observer could construe this in terms of the person ‘learning
new rules’. Kelly also emphasized time and again that personal construct psychol-
ogy does not need a notion of ‘learning’ on the part of the person or personal
scientist. Construction alone was sufficient to account for the person’s mental
processes and behaviour, and it could also account for the models being produced
by observers or psychologists. The Wittgenstein paradox presents no problems to
personal construct psychologists because there is no assumption that human behav-
iour is rule-governed.

It is unfortunate that the development of cognitive science in the mid-1950s
became dominated by those whose background was in mathematical logic. Kelly
published his major work on personal construct psychology in 1955, and it could
easily have become adopted as the foundation for what became called ‘cognitive
science’ and provided foundations for artificial intelligence and expert systems. In
the few years until his death in 1967 he made a number of presentations to wider
audiences that might have triggered recognition of the far-ranging implications of
his work. In April 1961 he presented personal construct psychology to Luria and
other members of the Moscow Psychological Society in Moscow as ‘a mathemati-
cal approach to psychology’ (Kelly, 1969f) paralleling the development of math-
ematical psychology in the USA by Miller, Mosteller and others (Hirst, 1988). In
June 1962 he was an invited commentator at a conference on ‘the computer simu-
lation of personality’ held at Princeton University and stated:

In this connection I would like to make a plug for the psychology of personal
constructs. Not only is it a system built upon the notion that scientists and human
beings, alike, approach truth by erecting simulation devices—called constructs—
but is a theory deliberately formulated in a language system which is based on
binary elements and which does not accept the so-called subject—predicate error
of the Indo-European language system. (Kelly, 1963, p. 228)

However, Kelly’s work was not recognized in the 1950s by computer and cognitive
scientists.

PERSONAL CONSTRUCT PSYCHOLOGY AS A FOUNDATION
FOR MODELLING HUMAN EXPERTISE

The models of human thought processes derived from personal construct psychol-
ogy and from mathematical logic can be contrasted through a simple example.
Suppose a child has three constellations of experience:
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child is well-behaved; mother is attentive; mother smiles;
child is naughty; mother is attentive; mother frowns;
child is passive; mother is inattentive.

A machine-learning program might derive the rules:

child is well-behaved implies mother smiles;

child is naughty implies mother frowns;

child is passive implies mother is inattentive;

child is well-behaved or naughty implies mother is attentive.

So that a child who is well-behaved might infer that her mother will smile, but how
does the child know when she is well-behaved?

A personal construct model would be that the child construes her three sets of
experience in terms of the constructs: well-behaved versus naughty, attentive versus
inattentive and smiles versus frowns. Supervenient on the construing of the three
constellations of experience are all the compatible anticipations, that is, those above
plus:

mother smiles implies child is well-behaved;
mother frowns implies child is naughty;
plus others.

These reverse implications will be used to give meaning to the construct well-
behaved-naughty in novel situations. To act to make the mother smile the child will
choose situations where the child is well-behaved and the mother smiles. If the child
wants the mother’s attention then the child may choose situations where the child
is naughty, the mother frowns but also pays attention to the child. There are no ‘rules
of behaviour’ but there is the choice of situations in a rather more flexible way than
would be entailed through sets of rules. In addition there is an increasing repertoire
of behaviour as the child construes new situations in terms of her behaviour and
the mother’s smile or frown. One might say the child is ‘learning’ but there is no
specific mechanism for learning, only for construction. One might say that the
mother’s smile ‘reinforces’ good behaviour but there is no reinforcement, only con-
struction and choice. Kelly’s view is that construction provides a complete account
of human behaviour and can also model the constructs of different schools of
psychology.

Now apply that model to human expertise. It models the expert as a construing
agent not as a ‘knowledge base’ of rules. The model automatically updates as more
experience is construed, that is, as the expert system attempts to solve more prob-
lems. The experience can be used in a variety of ways to solve problems and to give
meaning to new situations, for example, the availability of a new drug or treatment.
‘Knowledge acquisition’ is intrinsic to personal construct-based expert systems and
does not need to be treated as a separate phase. Expert knowledge can be trans-
ferred to the system not only through exemplary problem-solving but also by com-
menting on the system’s problem-solving and by choosing problems for the system
which are at the limits of the system’s current capabilities. That is, experts can make
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their behaviour available to be mimicked and can also act as coaches comment-
ing on performance and setting tasks, all major strategies in supporting human
development.

An example of repertory grid-based expert system development and applica-
tion tool is WebGrid, which is freely available on the World Wide Web
(http://repgrid.com/WebGrid/). To use WebGrid an expert enters exemplary situa-
tions and, once some have been entered, can enter test cases to see how the system
performs (Gaines & Shaw, 1997). If the system is incorrect, the expert can change
the result and enter the corrected test case as an additional example until the system
is generally correct. The system retains only the repertory grid of constructions as
its knowledge base. WebGrid can produce sets of rules at any stage that character-
ize and explain its model of expertise at that stage, but these are not stored, just
produced on request, and are truly supervenient on the expert’s construction.

CONCLUSIONS

Expert systems were recognized as a breakthrough in artificial intelligence, in pro-
gramming computers to emulate human thinking. However, they were based on a
form of cognitive science that took mathematical logic as its foundations and was
not well suited to modelling the full richness of human behaviour. Personal con-
struct psychology developed over the same time period but was not recognized by
those working on artificial intelligence and cognitive science as a complete psycho-
logical system providing more effective foundations for cognitive science and expert
systems. Repertory grid elicitation was recognized as a valuable knowledge acqui-
sition technique with which to develop rules for expert systems, but the knowledge
transferred in the form of rules was static and brittle, and did not lead to the systems
being open to experience. It would be timely to adopt personal construct psychol-
ogy as the foundations of cognitive science and use it to build expert systems that
fully emulated the capabilities of human experts, not only to solve problems but also
to be effective in dealing with new problems as they arise.
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SECTION IV

Individuals in Relation
to Society

INTRODUCTION

Apart from the general comment that Kelly failed to deal adequately with feelings
and emotions, another criticism is that he talked only about individuals and not
about groups of individuals and society at large. It may therefore be somewhat sur-
prising to find one of the largest sections in this book to be about individuals in rela-
tion to other people, in relation to groups of people and to society generally.

The first two chapters look at the individual as a member of a society or culture.
Devorah Kalekin-Fishman explains her thinking about social relations. She explores
the idea that sociology has something to offer personal construct psychology and
personal construct psychology has something to offer sociology. Jorn Scheer looks
at the larger social scene, this time in relation to cross-cultural construing. He
describes the various problems involved and suggests ways in which these might be
overcome.

The smaller social scene is the theme of the next two chapters. Jim Horley is a
forensic psychologist who has worked for many years trying to understand and help
those who fall foul of the law. He limits himself here to a discussion of ‘sexual
offenders’ such as child molesters and rapists. So great is the amount of personal
construct work being carried out with ‘offenders’, that Jim Horley has edited a book
on the subject. Beverly Walker looks at what personal construct theory has to offer
in relation to the dependency of an individual upon other individuals. She describes
the form of grid Kelly created—now called a ‘Dependency Grid’—and gives exam-
ples from her own work on dependency.

Two chapters then discuss personal construct psychology in relation to politics. A
previously unpublished talk by Don Bannister relates how politics may be construed
and discusses the political implications of personal construct psychology. Dusan
Stojnov then talks from personal experience as one who lives in what is now Serbia
and Montenegro. He looks at the different ways in which ‘rational’ and ‘irrational’
behaviour is construed as well as the nature of choice and how psychological tran-
sitions may relate to politics. He uses his own research to illustrate his view that a
personal construct approach to politics has much to offer to increase our under-
standing of it. It might even, he suggests, help politicians to reach conclusions on
how the public may understand—or misunderstand—their policies.
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CHAPTER 13

Social Relations in the
Modern World

Devorah Kalekin-Fishman
University of Haifa, Israel

You can have no such thing as an individual unless you have a group.
(Kelly, 1932)

The Fundamental Postulate and the Corollaries of personal construct theory articu-
late the relationship between the individual and society and are in accord with dif-
ferent schools of sociology. The venture has the practical consequence of providing
a broader base than is customary for delving into how the social infuses the shaping
of the individual than is customary. Moreover, by exploring the potential of inter-
action between personal construct theory and theories of social structure and
process, a radical road for the future of personal construct psychology suggests itself.

Developments in the theorizing and application of personal construct psychology
have led to an interest in explaining how people function as part of society. There
are, furthermore, vital points of contact between concerns of researchers in psy-
chology, who increasingly find it necessary to account for the effects of the social
on the individual, and those of theoreticians in sociology, who are attempting to
establish how comprehensive social structures and processes are linked to human
experience. Different components of Kelly’s theory solve conceptual problems that
impair the applicability of sociological theories, and alternative constructions of
social structure and social process enhance our understanding of how society
impacts the person.

DEVELOPMENTS IN PERSONAL CONSTRUCT PSYCHOLOGY

It is generally accepted that constructive alternativism is the philosophical basis of
the theory, yet practice may fall prey to conventional orthodoxies. Although most
counsellors who use Kelly’s theory acknowledge wide-ranging sociocultural influ-
ences on the person, problems may arise because the nature of the process is likely
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to be taken for granted. Kelly understood the difficulty. Defining culture as ‘a vali-
dational system of events’, Kelly (1955/1991, p. 693/Vol. 2, p. 96) goes on to point
out that:

The clinician, although he is aware of cultural homogeneities, is unaware of their
heterogeneities. He assumes that his client goes swimming along in a smooth
stream of cultural and neighborhood expectancies . . . [looking] for validators
rather than implausible causes.

To the extent that this tendency is prevalent, counsellors may misconstrue how
others perceive social realities. If and when this happens, the counsellor or thera-
pist relegates constructive alternativism to the level of a rule of thumb.

That is understandable because of the tendency to rely on the Commonality and
Sociality Corollaries as the prime means of access to clients’ bonds with society.
Indeed, these Corollaries have been shown to explain how individuals construe and
experiment with face-to-face relations in organizations, in families, with friends, and
in creating culture (Kalekin-Fishman & Walker, 1996; Scheer, 2000). That focus,
however, leads to a narrow view of the nature of society and of its potential for
affecting members. Taking into consideration diverse scientific views of how society
operates, the range of convenience of the Fundamental Postulate and of all the
Corollaries can be extended to include alternative constructions of the social and
its effects, many of which are unexpected.

Complementary developments in contemporary sociology support the view that
it is important to find the connections between sociological theory and psychology.

A SOCIOLOGICAL DILEMMA: ESTABLISHING LINKAGES
BETWEEN THE PERSON AND SOCIETY

Sociology is often called a multi-paradigm science because there is to date no
theoretical school that describes the how’s and why’s of social order and disorder
exhaustively (Ritzer, 2001). Ruling schools of thought offer diverse approaches to
understanding society. Yet, the challenge to resolve tensions between sociological
conceptualizations of how society can be understood and the perception of how
people get on in everyday life (bridging the macro-micro gap), poses a reality test
that none of the paradigms passes adequately. None provides for an image of the
individual that is ‘true to life’. Because social structure is central to sociological
thinking, the individual is often viewed as a consequence of macro-societal processes
and structures, or even as a rather troublesome appendage (Durkheim, 1964/1895).

Thus, prominent schools of sociological theory, which focus on interpretations of
how society as a whole works (theories of consensus and conflict theories alike), fall
short of resolving the issue of how the macro and the micro are mutually produced
and reproduced. True, some theoretical paradigms (such as exchange theory and
phenomenological sociology) base research on an examination of individual action
and feeling. But apart from the rather simplistic image of the individual that each
of these schools proposes, they also imply a crude additive construction of macro-
processes in society. The ‘cultural turn’ (Bauman, 1973; Jameson, 1991) in the social
sciences renews attempts to describe and explain the encounter between society and
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the person by linking personal identity with culture. This orientation does not,
however, fully account for the dynamic dialectical relationship between what indi-
viduals do and the actions for which responsibility can be assigned to society as a
whole. In the literature, it is customary therefore to resort to common-sense gen-
eralizations about human beings as individuals.

In sum, despite the limitations found in the theoretical frameworks developed to
date, sociologists and psychologists rarely enter into a productive dialogue. If we
rely on Kelly’s explication of personal construct theory, however, it becomes possi-
ble to trace specific connections between macro-frameworks conceived in different
ways, and the sundry types of individuals that make up any society. What is pro-
posed is a reconstrual of the Fundamental Postulate and significant Corollaries so
as to construct a viable bridge between the domains of sociologists and the enclaves
of the psychologist. For the community of sociologists, this is a bid to deepen analy-
ses of society by providing a complex understanding of how individuals maintain
social structure. For the community of psychologists, the sociological paradigms can
enrich the ways in which it is possible to interpret how individuals construe the
reality in which they live. If this approach is accepted, the openness to alternative
constructions of the social can add to the perspectives that inform exciting research
as well as boost the capacity of counsellors and others to proffer assistance that is
relevant in differently construed contexts.

It is important to emphasize that the attribution of one or another kind of inter-
pretation of the nature of society need not be held to be a revelation of certainty.
Each of the paradigms is an invitation to broaden one’s framing of the social. For
even in a single community, people may adopt constructions of the social, which,
although unconventional or outside the ken of the psychologist, are theoretically
justified on sociological grounds. The prospect of different interpretations of the
nature of society and its modes of functioning provide the psychologist with tools
for understanding the social implications of various kinds of construals and vari-
ously structured systems of constructs. Thus, alternative hypotheses about what con-
stitutes a viable construction of reality (if only for the time being) can enrich the
repertoire of perceptions about how individuals may fit in and how they can be
helped to do so.

COMBINING THE SOCIAL AND THE PERSONAL

To illustrate the possibilities for combining the personal and the social the follow-
ing refers to the affinity between personal construct psychology and aspects of four
theoretical approaches in sociology: Bourdieu’s (1977) reflexive sociology, Parsons’
(1949/1937, 1966) structural functionalism, Garfinkel’s (1967) ethnomethodology,
and critical theory that derives from Marx and Engels (1970/1845-6).

Bourdieu’s ‘Habitus’ and the Fundamental Postulate

Stating that ‘a person’s processes are psychologically channelized by the ways in
which he anticipates events’, Kelly’s Fundamental Postulate explains the acquisition
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of a central concept in contemporary sociology, ‘habitus’. As elaborated by
Bourdieu, ‘habitus’ refers to the cluster of dispositions, attitudes, orientations, pos-
tures, habits and values conveyed to individuals by their cultural surround. That
broad conceptualization suggests (a) that culture shapes groups of people, attuning
them to sharing modes of construal and, hence, (b) that key systems of constructs
are likely to be shared by groups embedded in social structure and involved in social
processes. The sociological significance of this construction is disclosed in con-
frontations between groups who command social power and groups deprived of
power. Each group commands a different habitus (the complex of dispositions and
orientations, and so on) so they have different construals of reality. Those with
access to power in different social, economic or cultural fields, tend collectively to
anticipate ways to protect a system of construing that justifies their rights, while the
less powerful and the powerless construe reality as a demand to withstand pres-
sures. Because people are constantly anticipating the far as well as the near future,
and experimenting to test those anticipations, meetings between differentiated
groups constitute an ongoing series of contested experiments in which all those
involved are seeking validation. With the help of the Fundamental Postulate, the
‘habitus’ can, therefore, be understood as the resultant of encounters between
dynamic construing individuals and the equally dynamic constraints on their right
to use social resources. The sociologist who works with the construct of habitus can,
therefore, with the help of the Fundamental Postulate, understand how social
process leaves its stamp on individuals.

The concept of ‘habitus’ specifies the various ways in which construals are man-
ifested. For the psychologist, this reading of the confrontation between persons in
culturally differentiated groups introduces an understanding of how the political is
implicated in development and in education, as well as of how the person is caught
up in history. Group chronicles record how apparently haphazard strings of inci-
dents provide grist for the mills of anticipations; how outcomes record the successes
and failures of experiments in context, and how evidence from validation or in-
validation governs what is appraised as success and what anticipations are viable.
Thus, insight into the workings of the dialectic between power in every domain and
the habitus can be of aid not only in helping people to adjust, but also in empow-
ering them.

Kelly’s Ideas and Parsons’ Structural Functionalism

The dominant paradigm in twentieth-century sociology was that of structural func-
tionalism as developed by Talcott Parsons. The theory assumes that every society
provides a structure that fulfils at least four functions: adaptation to the physical
environment (economy), collective decision-making and action (polity), sharing
symbols and values (culture), and transmitting patterns of behaviour from genera-
tion to generation (socialization/education). It also presupposes that people further
these functions with their actions. Several central ideas in personal construct psy-
chology fill significant gaps in Parsons’ theory. Basically, the philosophical hypothe-
sis of ‘man the scientist’ and three corollaries: the Organization Corollary, the
Dichotomy Corollary and the Choice Corollary, breathe life into Parsons’ formula-
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tion of the ‘theory of action’ that is designed to bridge the distance between society
and the acting person or collective. In turn, the insights of structural functionalism
enrich the corollaries with social meaning.

Organization

This is central to Parsons’ analysis. The Organization Corollary states that: ‘a
person’s constructs are organized into a construction system embracing ordinal rela-
tionships between constructs’. Parsons’ analysis describes the qualities of the social
setting that actually oblige persons to develop an organized system of constructs. In
the analytical model he compiled, reality is hierarchically organized in systems: the
physical, the biological, the psychological, the social and the cultural. Each of the
systems can be analysed separately, but also serves as ‘environment’ for the others.
To explain that relationship, Parsons proposed the concept of ‘emergence’—with
each system emerging from the other because agents act systematically. Still, despite
Parsons’ insistence that action is necessarily systematic in a world of systems, his
description of what comprises action remains static. Only by relating the Parsonian
construction to Kelly’s ideas about ‘man the scientist’ can we imagine how the
actor—agent actually gets into the fray of living in a social system.

Man the Scientist

Kelly proposed that because of their nature, people act like scientists in everyday
life. Parsons hypothesized a system of action operated by agents, whether individ-
uals, groups or collectives. The model of the system of action asserts that in action
energy is expended (as motivation) in order to achieve a goal by using appropriate
normative means. Although Parsons’ actor is a pre-Kellyian person who is prodded
into action by a particular impetus, we can easily show the parallels. As in the lab-
oratory, every action involves construing a situation (defining the problem), antici-
pating the next step and planning action (designing an experiment according to
rule), acting (carrying out rule-governed intervention), and checking for validation
(confronting findings with the initial hypothesis(es)). That is the dynamic image of
agents that invoke the Parsonian ‘system of action’. According to Parsons, agents
are bound to confront existential dichotomies in which they make choices.

Dichotomies and Choices

In the Dichotomy Corollary, Kelly specifies that a person’s ‘construction system
... is composed of a finite number of dichotomous constructs’ and, in the Choice
Corollary, he asserts that a person chooses ‘that alternative in a dichotomized con-
struct through which he anticipates the greater possibility for extension and definition
of his system’.

According to Kelly, there is a ‘reality’ out there, but that reality awaits our con-
strual and experimentation. What is often ignored, however, is that in his theoriza-
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tion of the person, Kelly implies not only that there are differences between indi-
viduals, but also that there may be different kinds of reality that change over time.
Parsons’ models provide an appropriate framework for understanding this suppo-
sition. The integration of Parsons with Kelly provides a social perspective on aspects
of reality that impose organization and enable choices that are anchored in exis-
tential dichotomies.

The exercise of choice between dichotomies is central to Parsons’ system of
action. In his view, however, the very structure of society requires the constant exer-
cise of choice. As he puts it, an actor has to find solutions for five superordinate
dilemmas, which are inevitable in every action and in every society, even if the actor
is not aware of them. In most cases, actors are guided by preverbal construing. As
agents, actors are confronted with dichotomies and have to deal with issues of decid-
ing: whether in an anticipated situation one should be guided by desire (affectivity)
or affective-neutrality; whether one should attempt to realize private or collective
interests; whether actions should be based on universalistic norms, or on the norms
that govern the particular relations of actor and other; whether one should relate
to the objects of one’s action according to their potential accomplishments or
according to a construal of each object’s innate qualities. Finally, when acting, the
agent solves the dilemma of ‘scope of significance’, that is, how specifically or how
diffusely he or she wishes to be involved with the object. The dilemmas that con-
front the actor hint at the types of norms and values (the elements of the system of
culture) that can diverge and show discrepancies when specific social contexts are
construed.

Kelly’s insight as to the nature of the person as he explains the Fundamental
Postulate is an almost uncanny complement to Parsons’ modelling of organization,
dichotomization, and the necessity for choice as qualities of the real world. For
application, Parsons’ models of social functioning and of action can serve to fire the
psychologist’s imagination in regard to clients’ stories. From the point of view of the
psychologist, the set of superordinate constructs identified by Parsons provides a
gateway to assessing the dimensions of subordinate construals and their relation to
the actions generated. Thus, Parsons hypothesizes what it means to be governed by
a cultural system. With the aid of his models, psychologists are supplied with param-
eters that shed light on the kinds of constructions a client is led to make in and
through participation in a social system. This kind of analysis provides concrete
meaning to Kelly’s proviso that a person’s ‘culture’ has to be taken into considera-
tion whenever one tries to understand how another person views the world.

Kelly’s Ideas and Garfinkel’s Ethnomethodology

Garfinkel’s contribution to the many paradigms of sociology, first systematized in
Studies in Ethnomethodology (1967), elaborates on his emphatic declaration that
people are not ‘existential dopes’. Society is possible because people know what
they are doing and, furthermore, adapt themselves to different events in assorted
ways. The sociologist should be aware of the fact that persons in society are methodi-
cal. It is because they share methodologies that institutions such as the state and
its politics, religion and its rituals, can be established and maintained. People know
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what methods are appropriate and meaningful for acting in familiar situations in
each institutionalized framework. They identify similarities between events, under-
stand what rules can be applied, and act within the available range of variations that
all the members of the group grasp explicitly or implicitly. For members, the mean-
ings attached to actions may be invisible, but that is because they are ‘natural’ and
therefore rarely examined. In this type of sociological analysis, every group in an
identifiable social location can be considered an ethnie that has its own, taken for
granted, ways of living.

The approach of ethnomethodology is peculiarly congruent with the openness
that Kelly preached and exemplified both in elaborating a psychological theory and
in his work as adviser and therapist. For instance, both the Construction Corollary
and the Fragmentation Corollary are pertinent to the type of world envisioned by
the school of ethnomethodology.

Construction

In line with the Construction Corollary, individuals in this type of reality have to
be understood as anticipating events ‘through construing their replications’. Eth-
nomethodologists agree that the methods people use in order to construct actions
are not random. But they cannot account for why certain methods have taken hold.
They lack the Kellyian insight that a capacity for anticipating repetitions of occur-
rences, and for recognizing them when they arise, is inborn. Nor do they have means
for recognizing the validation that enforces people’s methods of coping with situa-
tions identified as similar. Were replication the only criterion for construing situa-
tions and constructing actions, people might, however, still be relatively unaware of
the potential for variety in construal and in action.

Fragmentation

This is where the Kellyian construct of fragmentation is placed in a normative per-
spective. According to the Fragmentation Corollary, ‘a person may successively
employ a variety of construction subsystems which are inferentially incompatible with
each other’. In the best scenario, fragmentation is an opportunity for formulating
superordinate constructs that can accommodate the subsystems. If, however, that
opportunity is not seized, fragmentation may be the key to severe psychological
unease. Ethnomethodologists agree that people do not have to give up an old idea
before considering a new one. In their view, we do not have to show with every
action that we fit into an obviously systematic context. Every person who is a
‘member’ of a society—and that means every person—necessarily makes use of con-
struction subsystems that may not be congruent without self-consciousness. This
possibility is vital in a society that requires individuals to move in several social
domains; people are flexible enough and smart enough to fit in with all of them. The
capacity for fragmentation in the Kellyian sense is, therefore, actually a sign of one’s
ability to be a ‘member’, and that is a condition for survival. Like all other modes
of construal (and in tune with the claims of ethnomethodology), fragmentation turns
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into a problem and people undergo invalidation only if and when domains are
confused.

For the psychologist, the paradigm of ethnomethodology provides scaffolding for
construing the authority of ‘membership’ in different circles with their diverse reper-
toires of what is to be taken for granted. Although construction systems that evolve
through membership in different circles may be ‘inferentially incompatible’, they
make sense in the life world of the actor. That ‘sense’ is the tool for unravelling the
client’s construals because it is possible to follow up the distinctions between the
logic of life world know-how and the logic of cognition. By construing actions as
applications of ethnomethods, the psychologist is alerted to the significance of dif-
ferences between what is implicit in the client’s milieu and what has to be spelled
out. Thus, the grasp of society put forward by ethnomethodology opens an avenue
for getting at the non-verbalized constructs that are embedded in habitual action.
Through this insight, psychologists and clients, or subjects, are part of a collabora-
tive process. The methods each uses have to be subjected to scrutiny for clarifying
the construction of membership. When the paradigm of ethnomethodology is taken
as a working description of the nature of society, negotiating meanings is under-
stood to be inherent to the social structure.

Kelly’s Ideas and Critical Theory

The basis for exploring the connections between Kelly’s ideas and critical theory in
sociology is the Modulation Corollary. ‘The variation in a person’s construction
system is limited by the permeability of the constructs within whose range of conve-
nience the variants lie.’

The Modulation Corollary helps to solve difficulties explored in the paradigm
of critical theory—a sociological paradigm elaborated by the Frankfurt School on
the basis of the writings of Marx. Sociologists of this school study ideas and their
stubborn reproduction in social structure. With the Modulation Corollary, Kelly
indicates how it is possible for prevailing ideas to be reproduced by individuals even
when overtly there are good reasons for effecting change (Kalekin-Fishman, 1993).

In critical theory, the aggregate of ideas prevalent in a society, the ideology, is part
of the strategy for preserving social arrangements that benefit the few. This claim
stems from the sociological construal of society as a class structure, with classes
differentiated according to their locations in processes of production. Because
thinking and feeling inevitably arise from material conditions, each class should
have different conceptualizations of the nature of the world (Marx & Engels,
1970/1845-6). Under capitalism, there is generally a division between workers whose
contribution to production is using their minds for thinking and planning (owners,
highly placed administrators, engineers, for example) and workers whose contribu-
tion to production is in the main manual—carrying out instructions. The distinction
between mental and manual labour is conceived as defining how people live and,
therefore, what and how they think. Critical sociology assumes that the connection
between the material context and the ideas people hold requires explanation.

The view of this school is that the owners of the means of production—whose
interest it is to ensure continued control—frame ideas, beliefs and values that legiti-
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mate the status quo. These are conveyed in education, in the media, and through
all kinds of cultural enterprises. Thus, the conglomeration of ‘mental productions’
that express the interests of the ruling classes become the ruling ideas; they are taken
for granted as representing the true and the good in society. Perpetrated as con-
cepts and beliefs that are ‘natural’ and ‘logical’, the ruling ideas become a multi-
faceted tool for concealment. There is no need to suppose that this is a conspiratorial
plan in order to see that since they serve class interests they are likely to hide injus-
tice and deprivation. According to the paradigm of critical sociology, the deprived
classes can see through the veil of ideology if they discover the contradictions in
systemic outcomes. But unless they take on some of the apparatus of personal con-
struct psychology, sociologists have no gear for facilitating such discoveries.

The Modulation Corollary actually pinpoints the psychological effects of ideol-
ogy in the sense of critical theory. Because the patterns of collective living that serve
the governing interests are imposed on everyone, people are likely to have adopted
constructs, even systems of constructs that are in principle impermeable. Constructs
that limit criticism of the political system and constructs that restrict the identifica-
tion of opportunities for resistance to coercion are probably most opaque. We must
remember that the psychologist, like the client, is swayed by the ‘ruling ideas’. Al-
though every person is susceptible to the ruling ideology, at least in part, informed
use of personal construct theory can shed light on how to let go of the fetters of
ideology. The view that the least permeable constructs are likely to contribute to
the preservation of the status quo in society can indicate to the psychologist what
types of situated construals can pry open the limitations of ideology—the nexus of
impermeable constructs.

If the psychologist discovers that the client construes society in class terms, he or
she has a tool for exploring and tempering impermeability.

SUMMARY

Sociology, a discipline with multiple paradigms, is a realization of Kelly’s phi-
losophical ideal—constructive alternativism. The diversity shows that despite the
disciplinary presumption that it makes sense to talk about society as an entity,
there is no consensus about the shape and form of that entity, or about how it
should or must be described. Hence, there is no definitive conclusion as to how
people fit in. Because of this indecision, however, sociology provides a fund of
resources for the psychologist who works within the framework of personal con-
struct psychology.

This chapter has outlined four sociological paradigms and indicated initial pos-
sibilities of the promise they hold for extending the scope of personal construct
theory. Similarly, personal construct theory—the Fundamental Postulate and the
specific Corollaries—shows how an understanding of the Kellyian person can con-
tribute to extending the scope of sociology, by clarifying ongoing relationships
between societies and the people that comprise them. It is possible to show that
other of Kelly’s Corollaries relate to sociological paradigms such as rational choice
theory, exchange theory, sociobiology and symbolic interaction. The expansion of
Kelly’s ideas proposed here enables all practitioners to open their thinking to the
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possibility that the influences of social reality on people’s development throughout
the life cycle cannot be interpreted unambiguously. Different schools of sociology
propose alternative construals of the social and therefore hint at varied types of
impact on individuals. Those who use ideas and methods of personal construct psy-
chology to be creative are constantly challenged by diverse perspectives to revise
and reconstrue the meanings attached to social relations.



CHAPTER 14

Cross-Cultural Construing

Jorn W. Scheer
University of Giessen, Germany

Looking through glasses that are not your own can permanently affect your
eyesight.
(Kelly, 1962, p. 90)

COMMONALITY AND SOCIALITY

The psychology of personal constructs is primarily concerned with the ways persons,
that is, individuals, find their ways through the hassles of life. Using their own per-
sonal constructs to anticipate events by construing the repetitions of earlier events,
individuals ‘make sense’ of their lives and of the events they encounter. In princi-
ple, others are involved only as sources of validation or invalidation of the
individual’s personal constructs. Assumptions about similarity of construing
(‘commonality’) and trying to understand others’ construing (‘sociality’) are appro-
priate as soon as more than one person is involved.

The notion that groups of individuals may share their ways of construing is an
extension of that idea. It makes sense to assume that people who grow up together
or who live together construe in similar ways. That some family members may
dissent does not necessarily mean they have other constructs: it may simply be that
they locate themselves at the opposite pole of some constructs. People who work
together may share certain constructs. Adrian Robertson elaborates on Kelly’s
notion of ‘super-patterns’ (see Chapter 34, pp. 339-348). People of the same reli-
gious denomination share certain constructs. The same may apply to residents of a
country or a region.

CULTURES

Obviously there are different levels of sharing of construing. That can be as con-
fusing as the use of the term ‘culture’, which is applied to a multitude of social
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entities: youth culture, corporate culture, national culture, Islamic culture. It can be
said that inasmuch as someone shares important ways of construing with a group
of people, he or she is part of that culture.

It is easy to see that an individual can in effect belong to several cultures. In
writing this, I am aware that I am writing as a psychologist, as an academic, as a
(West) German, as a male person of retirement age, as a ‘Westerner’, to name just
a few bio-psycho-social affiliations. In some ways I find myself construing like the
majority of my various peers, in others I most certainly am a dissenter. That in itself
is probably due to the specific combination of my affiliations. If I were living in a
different country or at a different time, my constructions would probably be more
like those of others, I would experience more commonality of construing. That has
to be kept in mind when speaking of ‘cross-cultural’ construing. Not every member
of a culture shares all the constructs seemingly characteristic of that culture.

The term ‘culture’ has a variety of meanings and is used on a variety of levels of
abstraction, and the term ‘cross-cultural’ therefore may apply to a variety of
settings. It is not necessary to try to be overly precise about that. Cross-cultural
construing occurs whenever people belonging to different cultures meet. In general,
the term is used to describe relationships between members of different national
or ethnic entities.

WHEN CROSS-CULTURAL CONSTRUING OCCURS

Encounters between members of different cultures have occurred throughout the
history of mankind. Travellers, explorers, traders, conquerors and anthropologists
have had to ‘make sense’ of what they experience when meeting foreign peoples.
The idea of ‘construing others’ constructions’ was certainly not on their minds, but
they still had to think about what ‘the others’ may have meant when they said and
did something. For travellers this was necessary to be able to survive, for traders
it served their interests, for ethnographers it was at the core of their business.
Conquerors, on the other hand, did not necessarily have to care about others’
constructions.

These days, much cross-cultural construing is required: of the common tourist, of
professionals doing business in other countries of a globalized world, of politicians
involved in international affairs, of migrants in need of survival in a new society; not
the least, of researchers doing cross-cultural research. So far, all of these activities
have been carried out without resorting to theoretical constructs, and it remains to
be shown how those constructs can improve an understanding of these activities.

GEORGE KELLY’S VENTURE INTO
CROSS-CULTURAL CONSTRUING

In 1960/61, George Kelly travelled to 37 countries in 12 months, with—among
others—the aim of exploring ‘Europe’s matrix of decision’ (1962). In some ways, his
journey can be compared to the expeditions of early explorers who set out to dis-
cover the ways other people make sense of their lives and who, like him, had to rely



CROSS-CULTURAL CONSTRUING 155

on locals as informers and translators. Kelly’s informers were mostly psychologists,
and he employed several strategies to elicit the information he was interested in,
including group discussions with certain recurring questions as stimuli.

Among the dimensions of construing that he noted were humanitarianism vs.
opportunism, idealism vs. materialism, or, more concrete, German cars vs. American
textbooks. Some of these ‘personal’ constructs are of a more general, philosophical
character, some of them bear a certain resemblance to stereotypes. Anticipating
future developments on a larger scale was an important issue for Kelly. That is, of
course, as hazardous as a weather forecast. Another aim of his was to inform his
fellow Americans about their own impending choices. Cummins (2002) has revis-
ited Kelly’s report almost 40 years after the original journey with interesting insights
on the nature of anticipations. Predictions about the future of the European coun-
tries are limited by the failure of anticipating certain other developments, such as
the reduced importance of a national identity and the lessening of the influence of
World War II. Perhaps the ‘decision matrix’ has too many components to allow an
accurate prediction. Or, long-range predictions may always lie outside the range of
convenience of any construing system!

Since Kelly’s tour, the personal construct literature has not produced many exam-
ples of cross-cultural research, although it has been argued that personal construct
concepts are well suited to such attempts (for example, McCoy, 1983). Davidson and
Reser (1996) have connected the Kellyian approach to the distinction between ‘etic’
(intercultural or universal) and ‘emic’ (intracultural) research in anthropology.

THEORETICAL CONSTRUCTS RELEVANT TO CROSS-
CULTURAL CONSTRUING

Naturally, the concepts of sociality and commonality are of prime importance in the
cross-cultural context. Immersing in a foreign culture also requires the ability to
loosen one’s own construing, but also facilitates resorting to tightening when expo-
sure to new environments poses a threat to the individual’s core constructs. Valida-
tion and invalidation of one’s construing probably occur more frequently and with
more dramatic results in cross-cultural contexts, compared to the calm waters of
everyday life within a given culture.

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES OF CROSS-CULTURAL EXPERIENCE
Travelling

Walker (2000, 2002b) has analysed the processes occurring in travelling from a
personal construct perspective. Travellers can be considered as being continuously
engaged in construing in the personal construct sense, looking for differences and
similarities. ‘Here in Australia they have roundabouts just like in England’: similar-
ity if observed by a British tourist; contrast from a German point of view. ‘In our
country we don’t have flag-poles in our front gardens like the Americans do’:
contrast and it is clear that construing such as that may have implications such as
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‘we are less nationalistic’. What begins as mere observation leads to the attachment
of meaning and from there to the confirmation of identity. Walker (2002b) has sug-
gested that cross-cultural travelling may lead to an extension of a person’s identity—
including personal development—but that may be accompanied by consolidation
of identity—possibly constriction. Such changes, however, may also be a painful
experience.

Global Economics

In these days of global economic interrelationships, understanding others, in the
literal sense, may be crucial. Devi Jankowicz (see Chapter 36, pp. 359-366) shows
that this is not simply a matter of one-to-one translation of words and terms. Lan-
guage represents the cultural experience of a group and may therefore transport
idiosyncratic meanings. ‘Language acts as a unifying force’. Commenting on the task
of knowledge transfer from ‘Western’ economics to ‘post-command’ economics,
Jankowicz stresses the necessity of ‘negotiating common meanings’.

It should not, however, be overlooked that this does not necessarily happen in an
atmosphere of trust and good-will—the credulous approach that Kelly emphasized,
the ‘working alliance’ in a therapeutic relationship, or the innocent curiosity of the
globe-trotting traveller. It is also about power and dominance, and the downside
of ‘transfer’ can be takeover and submission. The story of the re-unification in
Germany and how it is represented in the minds of the people, is enlightening. The
considerable transfer of financial resources from the former West to the former East
is construed by many West Germans as an act of generosity, while many East
Germans feel humiliated by being seen as receivers of alms. After construing their
Eastern ‘brothers and sisters’—a preferred term in the 1950s and 1960s—as victims
of oppression for many years, Westerners now seem to blame the Easterners as
accomplices of the former regime. Language is also an instrument of exerting power,
and this may happen even in the comparatively mild form common in scientific
communication (Scheer, 1996b). Many East Germans now stick defiantly to the
somewhat different usage of German that they have developed over the past half
century.

Politics

Global economics is intimately related to international politics, which is historically
older. Given the importance of understanding the meanings that ‘the other side’
attaches to events, it is surprising that personal construct psychology has not delved
more into this field. Kelly’s paper on ‘Europe’s matrix of decision’ was not followed
up for more than 30 years. Since then, Cummins (1996) has commented on the
British construing of European affairs, Scheer (1996a) on the relationship between
the two parts of Germany, and Stojnov discusses the relationship between the
peoples in former Yugoslavia (see Chapter 18, pp. 191-198). It is to be hoped that
Don Bannister’s hitherto unpublished paper (see Chapter 17, pp. 181-189) will
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encourage personal construct scholars and practitioners to discover the ‘political
Kelly’. It may be particularly interesting to explore the notion of choice in this
context: to what extent is it really a ‘national identity’ (like being a Serb) that deter-
mines the construal of self and also the construal of others? Cummins (2000) men-
tions his surprise when realizing how much of his own thinking along these lines is
rooted in his (Irish) background. But he also quotes du Preez who wrote:

We may construe a person’s identity in terms of peripheral or even irrelevant
constructs. That is we may simply misunderstand him. We may think that his
nationality or his race is the key to his identity; whereas he attaches importance
to his religion, the fact that he is a good musician, and his loyalty to his family.

(Du Preez, 1979, p. 352)

Why does he or she do this? A study using the ‘laddering’ technique might be
particularly helpful to explore aspects of cross-cultural construing such as these
(see Chapter 10, pp. 105-121).

Again, cross-cultural construing may be considered irrelevant as long as power
relationships prevail. The dominant culture can afford not to bother about ‘shared
meanings’.

Migration

The situation of migrants can be seen as a classical stage for the study of cross-
cultural construing. Migrants of necessity ‘attach meaning’ to their new experience.
Often differing interpretations of the same events, such as the behaviours of men
and women towards one another, can lead to clashes of a serious nature—‘she asked
for it—the way she looked’. Since here, too, power is involved it is often not about
negotiating shared meanings. It is rather about taking over others’ constructions or
forcefully maintaining one’s own constructions. What Walker (2002b) has elabo-
rated for travellers, applies to a much greater degree to migrants, because of the
vital necessity to consolidate one’s identity or system of core constructs. That may
be a reason for the ‘ghettoization’ often observed with migrants once higher
numbers arrive, such as Chinatown and Little Italy. It also leads to frequently
reported tighter construing in migrants compared to fellow nationals who stayed at
home. Many Turkish migrants in Germany keep to a much stricter regime with
respect to religious matters as well as to family structure than they would back
home. English residents abroad are often called ‘Little Englanders’.

Cummins (2002) has described the changes in his identity after migrating from
Ireland to England, using the dual constructs safety vs. danger and legitimate vs. ille-
gitimate, as well as the construct poles degradation of social role vs. advancement,
and ascribed vs. attained. That is also a good example of the usefulness of the Choice
Corollary. Migrants are not necessarily bound by their position in society. McCoy
(1983) has described the ‘culture shock’ experienced by a temporary migrant from
Australia to Hong Kong, using repertory grids to document the changes in con-
struing that occurred over a two-year period.
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RESEARCH

Finally, the context of research into the lives of people living in foreign countries,
in different cultures, is a prime example of the importance of adequate cross-cultural
construing. The history of ethnography and anthropology abounds in misunder-
standings due to the lack of ability to see the world with the eyes of the people
under scrutiny (again the ‘emic-etic’ dilemma). This is in part a question of
language. In hindsight it is not difficult to see that the language of a European
country may not be the best tool to represent the constructs of the South Sea Island
people, especially if natives of these islands use a rudimentary English or French to
communicate their constructs to the explorer.

Methods of Research

As always, personal construct-related methods of research include semistructured
exploration on the one hand and highly structured repertory grid techniques on the
other. Different objectives require different techniques depending, for instance, on
whether other people’s construing of their own world is the object of investigation,
or whether the same issue is under study with members of different cultures.

Kelly apparently used somewhat systematic but loosely employed interviewing
or conversational techniques in his cross-cultural study tour. Others, such as Blowers
and McCoy (1986), have used repertory grids in comparing responses to film
sequences elicited from Australian and Hong Kong Chinese participants. Ross
(1996) found a version of the pyramiding technique particularly useful when explor-
ing attitudes of Australian desert Aborigines towards housing facilities, but also
employed group grids with supplied constructs. Scheer and colleagues (1997) used
repertory grids to compare constructs of elderly Germans and Australians about
successful ageing. The elements included retrospective self-elements, such as ‘me
when I was a child, about 8 years of age’, and anchor elements such as ‘the happi-
est person I know’. Neimeyer and Fukuyama (1984), in an effort to enhance the
effectiveness of counsellors dealing with members of ethnic minorities in the USA,
developed the ‘Cultural Attitudes Repertory Technique’. The aim was to assess the
clients’ and the counsellors’ own cultural value systems by using members of
different cultural groups as elements in the grid.

McCoy (1983) has argued that the flexibility and sensitivity of the repertory grid
technique makes it particularly well suited to the needs of a value-free approach
required in cross-cultural studies.

PROBLEMS AND LIMITATIONS OF A PERSONAL
CONSTRUCT PERSPECTIVE

Conceptual Issues

At first glance, comparing, identifying similarities and making distinctions seems
to be a fundamental cognitive, emotional and pragmatic activity, one of the basic
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principles in making sense of events. Therefore, personal construct concepts should
be universally applicable across cultures even if the range of convenience of certain
constructs appears limited. But using these principles does not necessarily mean
employing them explicitly, let alone communicating about them. Hence difficulties
may arise in eliciting personal constructs.

However, another important aspect of personal construct theory is the notion
of an individual behaving like a personal scientist—acting, making choices, and
experimenting. That notion is not shared universally. In some Asian cultures there
exists the notion of a group ego which is seen as being superordinate to the indi-
vidual. Some cultures are reported not to enhance the notion of an autonomous
individual but an individual in relation to, for example, ‘me as a nephew’ when
talking to or dealing with my uncle. The psychiatrist Wulff (1978) has observed such
an understanding of self in Vietnam and related it to the notion of a ‘group ego’
described by Parin and Morgenthaler for the Dogon people in West Africa (Parin,
1967).

The multiplicity of relational selves could imply something like Mair’s (1977)
‘community of selves’, but this issue has not yet been explored. Ross (1996) remarks
that ‘many cultures do not customarily follow the modes of discourse and inquiry
necessary for the completion of a grid such as asking and answering questions and
making direct comparisons’ (p. 184). According to her, in Australian Aboriginal cul-
tures it is considered impolite to ask direct questions. Many of her respondents were
unable to verbalize comparisons although they could describe elements. Blowers
(1995) notes in Chinese respondents a ‘cultural imperative not to pry too deeply’,
and furthermore suspects that an ‘individualist view of the world’ as implied by a
personal construct psychology approach ‘could appear dangerously radical’. A per-
sonal construct enquirer (like a therapist or counsellor) needs not only to be able
to speak the language of the interviewee but also to be aware of the importance of
gaining some understanding of the specific usage prevalent in the interviewee’s
social or cultural group. Then it might be easier to use Kelly’s metatheoretical
approach to construe the others’ behaviour as an experiment that tests out their
hypotheses about the current situation or event.

Language

The question of language is, in my view as a non-native speaker of English, grossly
underestimated. This refers not only to the specialist personal construct psychology
language but also to the effect of a language on the ways its speakers construe.
Blowers (1995), as a resident of Hong Kong, points out that ‘the translation of the
Kellyian terminology’—like construe, repertory, grid—‘presents major problems’.
Scheer (1996b) has reported similar problems with translations into German. The
term Korollarium is alien to anyone not versed in academic philosophy. For grid the
dictionaries list Rost (grid-iron, as in barbecues), Netz (a fisherman’s net, or figura-
tively a railway system or a power distribution system), and Gitter (lattice, fence,
railing, some sort of enclosure), all of them with misleading connotations. Several
of these words have been used in the German personal construct literature. The
solution that I, and most authors, finally came up with is—Gtid. Since Kelly’s terms
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do not seem to be used in the same way in non-academic English there may also
be an issue of scientific jargon as opposed to common usage.

Still, language barriers seem to be a major stumbling block for a more general
proliferation of personal construct psychology ideas. In the non-English-speaking
world, only in countries where personal construct psychology textbooks have been
written in the respective language (Italy, Spain, Germany, Russia, China) has there
been a noticeable if still limited adoption of personal construct ideas. That is even
more so if we look beyond academic circles where competency in English is more
common.

Furthermore, we do not know the extent to which properties of the language
available to express constructions may themselves affect the ways we construe (see
Chapter 36, pp. 359-366). In translating Kellyian terms into Polish, Jankowicz (2002)
found that ‘different languages encode, that is to say, arrange, or structure, or slice
up experience differently, and in any language, a construct only exists because idiom
or metaphor permit it’. Blowers has observed a ‘strong cultural tendency for con-
crete construing’ in Hong Kong Chinese students. Davidson and Reser (1996) report
that in certain Australian Aboriginal languages there is no word for compare or
better. Thus even in competent translation, construing systems may appear much
simpler (more constricted, one-dimensional and so forth) than they really are.

Surprisingly, Kelly (1962) in his report does not mention issues of language. While
he could probably rely on competent interpreters, this, to many native speakers of
English, does not even seem to occur as a potential problem—understandably, for
wherever they travel in the world there are always people who speak English (or
try to).

Social Constraints

Although the choices that migrants are faced with have been mentioned, it must
not be ignored that socioeconomic conditions, cultural traditions and historical ties
in fact limit the range of choices for a person in a given social context. The assump-
tion of an individual in a constant process of experimentation with respect to the
options available in life, always the master of one’s own fate, is probably in itself
culturally biased.

POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF A PERSONAL
CONSTRUCT APPROACH

In spite of the limitations discussed in the previous section, adopting a personal con-
struct perspective may open up promising avenues into cross-cultural understand-
ing. Openness to the constructions of others may free the traveller, migrant, or
researcher from his or her preferred ways of construing and so liberate those indi-
viduals from the restrictions that are imposed. The habit of questioning one’s own
construing, and engaging in the exercise of reconstruing will certainly help to avoid
misinterpretations.

The ‘cargo cult’ that certain people in New Guinea adopted in the early stages of
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contact with Europeans need not be ridiculed as ‘primitive’. The unexplainable
regular spotting of high-flying shiny objects ‘made sense’ in the spiritual construing
of these people. Or, more seriously, what appears to ‘Westerners’ as nepotism
or corruption in some African countries makes sense in a society without a state-
supported social security system where survival traditionally depends on clan
loyalty.

More generally, the notion that apparently contradictory constructs may be com-
patible on a higher hierarchical level of construing can be applied to many ‘alien’
events or behaviours. Above all, the intellectual discipline and rigour that are char-
acteristic of personal construct theory as a system, in conjunction with the basic
openness mentioned above, offer promising possibilities for the ‘soft science’ of
cross-cultural endeavours.

ANGLO-CENTRISM HURDLES

In conclusion, it is my opinion that people involved in personal construct psychol-
ogy should be encouraged to cross boundaries and borders, both in the figurative
and the literal sense, and become more internationalist. To achieve this, it is prob-
ably necessary to overcome a certain Anglo-centrism that personal construct psy-
chology seems to share with modern science in general. As demonstrated in the
research of Ross, Davidson and Jankowicz, being creative in developing methods
and concepts adapted to the different cultural environment of other peoples is
essential.

But there is no need to reinvent the wheel altogether. A vast body of evidence
has been collected by cross-cultural travellers, explorers and researchers over the
course of centuries. It might be worthwhile to take a fresh look at this evidence,
informed by a personal construct psychology perspective.



CHAPTER 15

Forensic Personal Construct
Psychology: Assessing and
Treating Offenders

James Horley
Augustana University College, Alberta, Canada

Sometimes the punished person turns the tables on the punishing people . .. He
moves towards establishing a core role for himself which includes the very behav-
iour which others have found threatening. Now he can be threatened, not by his
evil ways . .. but by the prospect of losing his status as an ‘evildoer’.

(Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 506/Vol. 1, p. 373)

Forensic psychology is a subdiscipline of psychology concerned with applications of
psychological principles and research to aspects of the justice system. It has flour-
ished over the past two to three decades, although the origins of this field can
be traced to at least the late nineteenth century (Bartol & Bartol, 1999). Its
application has been felt in three areas of the justice system: rehabilitation of
offenders, consultation of various forms with the police, and research and consulta-
tion on legal issues and processes. In spite of this being a young field, and the obvious
need for further work in some areas, a significant body of work has already been
produced. The focus of this chapter is on the assessment and treatment of sexual
offenders.

Much of the clinical work with offenders to date has been informed, either explic-
itly or implicitly, by biomedical perspectives. Included here would be personality
type-trait approaches (for example, Eysenck, 1977) that emphasize inborn, endur-
ing characteristics that lead to criminal behaviour. This is unfortunate for a number
of reasons. First, it leads to the paradoxical and disturbing situation of finding indi-
viduals criminally responsible for their actions, yet their actions are not seen as
under their control. Learning theories, too, remove personal responsibility from the
individual and shift it to the social and/or physical environments. Perhaps a more
serious concern from a rehabilitative perspective is the lack of hope for change that
results from a ‘diagnosis’ of paedophilia, antisocial personality disorder, and so
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forth. The individual offender is left with some hope of a medical breakthrough that
produces a ‘magic pill’ to address the problem, but the pill will probably only address
the symptoms of the ‘illness’, rather than provide any real hope for a ‘cure’.

That raises a related concern about the dominance of biomedical models, namely
‘symptom management’. Rather than address underlying reasons for offensive acts,
we are often content, perhaps because of the ease and power of modern psychiatric
medication, to contain the aggressive or abusive expressions of offenders. Finally,
alternative perspectives have not been seriously considered for the most part. Even
when other approaches are presented (for example, Houston, 1998), they are often
compromised by attempts to reconcile them with the biomedical perspective and,
thus, they fail to outline and to document the actual and potential richness of the
other perspectives. Obviously biomedical considerations, such as neural injury or
disease and biochemical imbalances, should be examined in specific cases of offen-
sive behaviour, but theoretical alternatives, such as personal construct theory,
provide an important perspective in the assessment and treatment of the majority
of offenders.

EXPERIENCE, LABELLING AND OFFENDING

In general terms, how might a personal construct account of offending appear?
Needs (1988) has noted that, while Kelly had nothing to say directly about offending
and forensic issues, his theory can be applied to the field both broadly and narrowly.

Freedom to choose a course of action based on personal experience, even if the
act might be interpreted by the vast majority of observers as ‘negative’ or ‘undesir-
able’,is emphasized by personal construct theory. In his Choice Corollary, Kelly says
a person chooses for himself that alternative in a dichotomized construct through
which he anticipates the greater possibility for extension and/or definition of his
construing system. What Kelly is concerned with are the psychological reasons, or
motives, for particular acts. The importance of asking and examining responses to
motivational questions for offenders has been accepted by many investigators in
various disciplines but examined by few.

Extending our construing system is a major reason for selecting one act or behav-
iour rather than another. Kelly (1970) viewed all behaviour as experimental, or a
tentative trial to observe whether an outcome was as predicted. Having sex with a
young boy or killing a rival gang member could allow an individual, as unappealing
or repulsive as it may seem to most people, to experience power or status through
self-understanding as ‘attractive’ or ‘tough’. The extension of an individual’s con-
struing system does not require any degree of social acceptability, although social
demands undoubtedly shape an individual’s likely construal of an act before, during
and after the experience. Defining our construing system refers to more explicit and
clear self-definition. The act of murder or rape could lead to a more refined sense
of self. Whether the self-referent includes a ‘negative’ label such as ‘killer’ or
‘pervert’, or whether it would lead to a ‘positive’ label such as ‘predator’ or ‘tough’,
will be a function of the actor’s thinking at the time and the immediate social
response he receives.

One difficult issue to consider is the question of limits on freedom, many of which
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are placed by lack of awareness and ‘conditioning’. Certainly when Kelly uses the
term ‘choice’ he is not suggesting that all individuals have access to all pertinent
information before choosing a course of action. We are well aware of limitations on
thought processes and ‘stated’ versus ‘real’ reasons for behaviour (see Nisbett &
Wilson, 1977). We simply cannot know everything about ourselves and the world
around us to state categorically and correctly why we choose one act over another.
Also, once chosen, we must accept the consequences of an act which clearly limits
freedom. An individual appears free, for whatever conscious or less than conscious
reasons, to enact and to re-enact any behaviours, offensive ones included. Why
would an individual choose the actions of a ‘creepy pervert’, or why would a person
act in a manner that appears to be both self-injurious and injurious to others? The
answer may ultimately be an individual one, namely, it depends on his or her own
experience and past efforts to construe that personal experience. But it can also be
a simple, shared one, namely, it depends on perceived construct extension and def-
inition. Pain, whether through physical injury, humiliation or negative descriptors,
can be self-confirming and hence very positive. Being physically injured and/or
humiliated during what one construes as a sexual act can confirm self-identity as a
sexual masochist. The pain, in effect, is pleasure for that individual. In the same way,
a painful or negative label like ‘heartless killer’ or ‘rape hound’ can, when reinforced
by the experience of homicide or sexual assault, provide reassurance through a more
complete identity.

Kelly and other personal construct theorists say little about the origins of con-
struing, especially as applied to oneself. The origins of self-referencing constructs,
negative and otherwise, undoubtedly lie in how personal experience is construed.
For instance, a child may desire to hurt a parent through shame, or possibly want
to please friends in a particular deviant peer group. The origins of such construing
may well be lost to everyone forever. It is probable that the social environment
(such as family, peer groups) is responsible for the initial application of these
descriptions (see Mead, 1934/1977). Often, offenders can remember one incident in
which a parent or school-mate called them ‘Sicko’ or ‘Bastard’. The acceptance of
such labels may be instantaneous or very gradual, but their impact may be profound.
Even well-intentioned professional labels, such as ‘paranoid schizophrenic’ or ‘psy-
chopath’, can also lead to negative behaviour. Many offenders accept personal
labels quite freely in an attempt to interpret their own bewildering and harmful acts.
As Kelly put it: ‘psychological symptoms may frequently be interpreted as the ratio-
nale by which one’s chaotic experiences are given a measure of structure and
meaning’ (Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 366/Vol. 1, p. 272). Many of these self-referencing
constructs, tentative and fuzzy though they may be, only appear to exacerbate the
situation, making reoffending more likely. See Chapter 27 (pp. 275-282) for a dis-
cussion of the development of construing in the baby and young child.

SEXUAL OFFENDERS

As noted by many authors (for example, Quinsey, 1986), sexual offenders do not
represent a homogeneous group psychologically, and even subgroups of sexual
offenders, such as men who molest children, are very heterogeneous. Perhaps in part
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due to this important consideration ignored by early researchers and clinicians,
there are no generally acceptable theories of sexual abuse. The field is, therefore,
open to accounts of different types of sexual offenders provided by personal con-
struct theory.

Child Molesters

Several writers (see Chin-Keung, 1988; Horley, 1999, 2000) have suggested that per-
sonal construct psychology can provide a theoretical and therapeutic basis for child
sexual abuse. Following on from the early work of Marks and Sartorius (1967) and
Frisbie and colleagues (1967), Horley and Quinsey (1994, 1995) have developed a
ratings repertory grid to examine child molesters’ attitudes or thoughts about them-
selves and others. Child molesters, relative to non-molesters, described themselves
as submissive and sexually unattractive, while they described women as oppressive
and unattractive. Examination of the child molester group alone revealed some
intragroup differences. Molesters who had exclusively victimized girls had signifi-
cantly more external appearance constructs, while offenders against young boys
used more emotional and self-sufficiency terms to describe people. A subsequent
study (Horley et al., 1997), using a revised ratings repertory grid, confirmed that
molesters described themselves less positive sexually than did non-molesters.
Women were seen by molesters more negatively in terms of sexual descriptors than
by non-molesters although, somewhat paradoxically, molesters described women as
more trusting and mature than non-molesters.

One point called into question by that research is the belief that child molesters
offend simply because of low self-esteem (see Marshall, 1999; Marshall & Mazzucco,
1995). Horley and Quinsey (1995) and Horley and colleagues (1997) suggest that
the situation may be more complex, in that child molesters may perceive themselves
as inadequate sexually, or not very physically attractive, but they do not show low
self-esteem in general.

Rapists and Other Sexual Offenders

There are a variety of other forms of sexual deviation, varying from ‘nuisance’
offences such as exhibitionism to very serious offences such as rape-murder. Rela-
tively little work has been done from a personal construct perspective on men who
assault adult females sexually. Shorts (1985) reported on a single rapist who, over
the course of therapy in a forensic hospital, came to view himself as more like men
who assault women. Rada (1978) argued that rapists suffer from what he terms the
‘Madonna—-Prostitute Complex’, or a tendency to think in extreme terms of women
as either extremely pure, and not to be touched, or extremely impure, and to be
touched whenever desired. Carnahan (1988) investigated that hypothesis using a
ratings repertory grid with incarcerated rapists, and found no overall support for the
findings, although he did find that rapists viewed rape victims as ‘less pure’ than did
incarcerated property offenders. Carnahan’s sample included only rapists who had
been sentenced to confinement of two years or less, and it is possible that a group of
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more serious or repeat offenders might show more extreme construal patterns. One
problem with the limited work on rapists to date, however, is the tendency to view
all rapists as having common constructions. In fact, Prentky and Knight (1991) have
demonstrated that there are many different subtypes of rapists.

Men who exhibit their genitalia for sexual gratification, or exhibitionists, are very
seldom studied despite very high offence rates (Mohr et al., 1964). Landfield and
Epting (1987) reported on a single exhibitionist who, when completing a rep grid,
had difficulty nominating acquaintances, especially women, for specific role titles.
Whether this is a common circumstance of these individuals, and whether it is a pre-
cursor or effect of the problem, is unknown. One clinical treatment that Horley
(1995) conducted with a repeat exhibitionist, only somewhat successfully, showed
that this individual viewed himself as a ‘pervert’ who repeatedly offended in part
to strike back at his family.

Certainly a number of more exotic forms of sexual deviance, such as frotteurism,
have been examined, albeit infrequently, from a personal construct perspective. In
the case of frotteurism, or the public rubbing against other individuals for sexual
gratification, Horley (2001) presented a case study to support his argument that
there is no need for a separate diagnostic category. Frotteurs may well be timid or
would-be rapists.

VIOLENT OFFENDERS

Some first-time violent offenders, especially assaultive individuals, may act to vali-
date essentially invalid predictions (Houston, 1998). Many repeat violent offenders,
however, act in line with self-related constructs and views of others that involve
aggressive or violent labels (Needs, 1988). Gang violence, in particular, may be the
‘cement’ by which individuals establish a group identity for themselves (see also
Chapter 8 on anger, pp. 83-91).

Specific forms of violent offence have been examined by a number of investiga-
tors. Howells (1983) administered repertory grids to a number of violent offenders
deemed to be ‘mentally disordered’ (see Houston, 1998; Winter, 1992). He found
that repeat offenders, compared to first offenders, saw themselves in a more posi-
tive light despite, or perhaps because of, their lengthy criminal histories. Needs
(1988), too, found that a repeatedly violent offender saw himself in a positive
manner (for example, wild as opposed to soft). Landfield (1971), however, found
evidence that some violent offenders do not construe violence positively. One
violent individual saw many people as violent and unhappy, including himself, and
lashed out impulsively to perceived offences of others. This individual was a severe
alcoholic, however, and that may have had a significant impact on his construal of
self and others. A case of an arsonist (Landfield, 1971) was similarly intriguing in
that the arsonist had a very tight construct system with themes of religion and moral-
ity, and generally saw herself as a good and God-fearing person, but may well have
shifted to the ‘bad, Devilish’ view when unable to keep to her very high standards.
The arsonist of Fransella and Adams (1966), too, was a very religious man. His reper-
tory grids showed that, in his view, he was not committing acts of arson but was pun-
ishing wrong-doers.
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One problem with these and other studies of violent offenders is that they involve
very different expressions of violence. If we accept that specific types of sexual
offenders are heterogeneous, no doubt violent offenders cannot be considered a
single group. More consideration of the specific nature of the violence, such as
assault or homicide, is required in further research.

OFFENDER THERAPEUTIC ISSUES
Individual Psychotherapy

The principles of fixed-role therapy are now well established (see Chapter 23, pp.
237-245), but use of fixed-role therapy with offenders has not been examined in
detail. In some ways, it is straightforward because they tend to relate well to
‘conning’, or a swindle using a ‘confidence’ tactic to gain a victim’s trust. Adopting
a benevolent role can be more difficult, but the ability to adopt new roles is well
within many offenders’ abilities.

One difficulty with fixed-role therapy for offenders in a prison setting, or even
certain community-based forensic settings (for example, a half-way house), is the
limitation set on trying out the new role. The social and physical environmental con-
ditions of most prisons do not permit the range of experiences that allow for behav-
ioural try-outs based on new ways of construing. Often, only poor substitutes are
available for a client in a prison, such as talking to a female guard in an appropri-
ate manner in place of asking a female for a date. In many cases, especially in
maximum secure facilities, ‘imaginary encounters’, with substantial discussion of
how the new person would respond or think, can be substituted.

It is important to consider the nature of the forensic setting when writing the
sketches. Some sketches could result in a client’s death if enacted in the wrong place,
and some prisons are completely the wrong places for someone attempting to
become more sensitive to others or concerned about a neighbour’s well-being. The
‘inmate code’, or the unwritten yet prescribed set of acceptable behaviours for
prison inmates, needs to be considered. This varies somewhat from facility to facil-
ity, but all offenders in any facility, even forensic hospitals, need to conform to this
code. A prudent approach would be to go over the new sketch with the client in
extreme detail about possible negative outcomes of implied behaviours from the
sketch, expressing warnings wherever necessary. It might be necessary to send a
sketch to the street upon release with a client accompanied by a warning not to
attempt it while incarcerated. Feedback can then be provided via phone conversa-
tions, letters, or contacts through probation-parole officers or therapists.

One of the most common forms of individual therapy for offenders is cognitive
restructuring. This form of individual therapy is useful in situations where fixed-role
or enactment therapies are difficult to use or when clients object to enactment-based
approaches. This can be viewed as an elaborative technique as described by Winter
(1992). A client is invited to identify and to explore his own construing system by
‘talking about yourself, your past, and how you think about things’. Clearly this may
involve some relatively minor movement from one construct pole to another, but
changing the use of a particular construct can be significant when it comes to,
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for instance, reconstruing oneself as thoughtful versus thoughtless and avoiding a
rape.

Challenging accounts or understandings of one’s life and actions are part of the
process of cognitive restructuring but, because this is not a rationalistic therapy, there
is no ‘name-calling’ or ‘finger-pointing’ with respect to a client’s account of events.
Use of guilt in the Kellyian sense, displacement from negative core roles (such as
‘solid con’), can be an important tool in getting an offender to reconstrue himself
and relations with others. The offender client must be allowed to express himself,
with his views respected, and given hope for long-term change. This is important
because respect and hope are experienced all too seldom in forensic settings.

GROUP THERAPY

Horley (1999) developed ‘problem identification’ as a general first step for offend-
ers interested in some help with psychological problems. It is intended to provide
a supportive environment for offenders to discuss their lives, personal difficulties
and construct systems in order to receive feedback from therapist(s) and peers. As
such, this process-oriented group becomes a first step rather than an end in itself.
Clients, usually six to eight, are allowed to speak without fear of verbal assault,
although questioning and ‘challenge’ is encouraged. Each group member is per-
mitted to ‘tell his story’ through a detailed and coherent autobiographical account
or simply recounting specific episodes that are construed as meaningful for some
reason. The group composition that seems to work best is a homogenous one with
respect to offence (such as all child molesters with offences involving male victims)
and client background. One pitfall with this arrangement includes ‘alliances’ where
individuals band together to support each other and to validate each others’ deviant
perspectives. While that is a real danger, challenges to all potential allies at the first
sign of such a development can counter it.

‘Relapse prevention’ is a popular form of therapy, typically in group format, bor-
rowed from the alcohol treatment area and used by various therapists, including
those who work with sex offenders (see Laws, 1989). It is described as a cognitive-
behavioural approach to help clients to recognize how and why problem behaviours
occur and how to avoid repetition. A number of topics for discussion are presented
that include the role of negative emotion in sexual offending, victim empathy, devel-
oping helping networks, and avoiding high-risk situations. Homework in the form
of mock letters to victims and decision-making exercises is an aspect of the treat-
ment. Relapse prevention from a personal construct perspective may not empha-
size behaviour as such, or the didactic information to prevent re-offence, but
allowing offenders to explore how their own constructions of the world can lead
directly to inappropriate actions is important (for further discussion of relapse, see
Chapter 20, pp. 211-222).

FINAL THOUGHTS

It appears that we have, or soon will have, a forensic personal construct psychology
(see Horley, in press). Some gaps that remain reflect the problems with the area as
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a whole, for example, a preoccupation with male versus female offenders, and some
are very particular to personal construct psychology, such as the use of repertory
grids with offenders (Horley, 1996). Addressing these issues will be the task of all
concerned with developing a viable alternative to a biomedical perspective to work
with offenders and, indeed, advancing the field of forensic psychology in terms of
methods and practice.



CHAPTER 16

Making Sense
of Dependency

Beverly M. Walker
University of Wollongong, Australia

Now, may I invite you to look at psychology in a new way, more particularly at
counseling in a new way, and especially at interpersonal dependency. This is not
an attempt to proselyte. You may continue to be as loyal as ever you like to what-
ever you believe to be true of the psychotherapeutic process in general, and of
dependency in particular. This is, instead, a proposal to explore the implications
of a new viewpoint, even to the extent of experimenting with it actively.
Now, let me see if I can shake the kaleidoscope for you. Watch closely. See
what happens.
(Kelly, 1966a)

Kelly makes an important distinction between the ways in which we depend on
others. Not surprisingly, the kind of construing involved is central. This chapter will
explore this distinction, outline an associated methodology and use case studies to
demonstrate contrasting examples, locating this distinction within broader theoreti-
cal issues.

Patterns of Construing

In presenting a way of understanding our dependence on others, Kelly (1969g) feels
it important to consider the overall pattern. Do we concentrate our dependencies,
so that those we depend on are each expected to provide the satisfaction of all our
needs? Or do we view our support network and needs in more differentiated
ways, so that some resources meet some, while others satisfy different needs. The
first of these patterns he terms undispersed, the second dispersed, dependency. He
regards undispersed dependency as a less useful way of taking care of needs. Its
problematic nature stems, not from a link with unhappiness, nor with pathology
as traditionally defined, but rather the vulnerability of the person when change
occurs.

International Handbook of Personal Construct Psychology. Edited by Fay Fransella
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To explore these patterns, Kelly presents an instrument he called the ‘Situation
Resources Test’ (Kelly, 1955/1991, pp. 312-317/Vol. 1, pp. 233-237), now known as
a ‘Dependency’ grid. The grid indicates the perceived relationship between possible
resources the person can call upon and a sample of problem situations. Respon-
dents select resources from their current and past networks. In the original version,
they think of a time when a particular problem occurred and indicate with crosses
for which problems they would have been able to go to each resource in turn. The
participants are asked to make a decision as if the resource had been available when
the problem happened. Walker et al. (1988) propose a statistical means of assess-
ing dependency dispersion. That Dispersion of Dependency Index has now been
applied in a variety of contexts (Walker, 1997), and a worked example can be found
in Fransella, Bell and Bannister (in press). Kelly’s method has been further adapted
to create two forms of dependency grids, the original termed a ‘Being Helped’ grid,
and an adapted version, showing whom the respondent helps with particular prob-
lems, called a ‘Helping’ grid.

The initially curious thing about these grids is that they do not appear to contain
personal constructs. In contrast with a repertory grid, which looks at the relation-
ships between elements and constructs (see Chapter 9, pp. 95-103), dependency
egrids explore the relationships between two sorts of elements: resources and prob-
lems. The construing is implicit in the grid, reflected in the patterns of crosses and
blanks. Construct poles can be made explicit by asking respondents questions such
as why they went to the particular people for each problem in turn, with this ques-
tioning supplemented by obtaining opposites as well as laddering.

In exploring the importance of dispersion of dependency Kelly takes a develop-
mental perspective. He rejects the commonly held position that children are more
dependent than adults, suggesting that in some senses the reverse is true. He pro-
poses instead that the important feature of dependence in childhood is that it is con-
centrated, so that immediate family members meet all the young child’s needs. As
the child matures the pattern of depending becomes more differentiated, so that
ultimately the mature adult is maintained within a dispersed dependency network,
although some adults retain the relatively undispersed pattern. Increasing disper-
sion is closely tied to our developing capacities and willingness to understand how
others view the world, what Kelly termed ‘sociality’, since we need to balance our
demands on others with their preparedness to give.

In terms of the construing involved with increased dispersion of dependency, it is
not just that more discriminations are made between resources, problems and needs,
but the nature of the construing changes as well. Kelly considers that constructs
could be distinguished in terms of the extent to which they can apply to new con-
texts and events. ‘Permeable’ is the term he gave to those that could, ‘impermeable’
to those that could not. The former is associated with increased dispersion, the latter
with undispersed dependency.

Another way of differentiating construing is in terms of its relationships to other
constructs. Pre-emptive construing makes sense of the element in one, and only one,
way, so that, for example, mother is ‘just the person who looks after me’, and hence
is not seen in any other way. By contrast, constellatory construing means that once
one dimension is applied to an element, a whole complex of other construct poles
also apply. This happens with stereotyping, so that, for example, once an individual’s
gender is known, they may be construed as having many other additional charac-
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teristics. However, propositional construing entails no implications for how the
construing relates to other constructs, neither involving its isolation nor the enlist-
ing of a constellation of others. Kelly associated propositionality with dispersed
dependency.

One way of looking at Kelly’s proposals about these different ways of construing
is to see them as a developmental progression. Impermeable, pre-emptive and
constellatory construing would tend to be more common in childhood and, with
maturity, replaced increasingly by permeable and propositional construing. To
understand why some forms of construing are preferable to others it is useful to
look at how they are applied in practice. The examples that follow, illustrating dif-
fering dispersion, clarify this issue.

TYPES OF DEPENDENCY
An Example of Dispersed Dependency

Karen, aged 18, explained that her parents were divorced and she lived with her
mother and sister, but did not get on with her parents. Her Being Helped grid is
shown in Table 16.1.

In the interview based on the grid, her most widely applied construct was close
relationship—not close relationship, a distinction verbalized by many people, though
varying in meaning. For Karen closeness concerned talking in an involved way (not
superficially) and being understood. That construct was linked to whether the prob-
lems were serious and involved or merely required superficial help.

She distinguished people who listen and try not to sway her, as opposed to people,
like her parents, who simply tell her what to do. The former gave an honest opinion
and cared about how she felt. The latter were more concerned with what she had
done, not her feelings. Of her parents she said: ‘“We’re really different in values, have
completely different ideas. Lots of these problems have to do with my parents. They
cause them.

While she felt she gained her security from her grandparents, sister and boyfriend,
she had reservations about the help that her grandparents could give her in some
areas as they were a bit old fashioned. Further, they were the sort of people whom
she did not like to worry.

People who take your mind off it cheer you up, make you forget about problems,
such as her teacher, were the supports she required for certain situations, such as
when she felt lonely and needed to be more cheerful. By contrast, for other prob-
lems she wanted to be persuaded to think about better things (as when she was dis-
couraged about the future) and so she would go to level-headed people, like her
cousin. They were perceived as older people, more grown-up, people who are still
coping in their future. By this she meant that they were coping at ages that still lie
ahead for her.

Thus, from Karen’s Being Helped grid were elicited a variety of elaborated clus-
ters of predominantly propositional constructs, linking groups of people with groups
of situations. Furthermore underlying these intersections of people and problems
were constructs to do with the kinds of help required, including superficial talk,
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Table 16.1 Karen’s Being Helped grid

g )

Problems _ :i) ZE g é 5|5 E =
With vocation X | X]X X X | X
With opposite sex X|X[X[X[X[X[X]|X X | X
Were unlucky XX | X[ X[ X|X[X[|X]|X X X[ X | X
With finances XXX | XX X X
With illness X | X[ X]X|X X X | X X | X
Made serious mistake X X[ X[ X[ X[X[X|X][|X X X | X ] X
With failure XXX [ X]|X|X[X]X]|X X XX | X
Were lonely XX [X[X[X[X|X]X]X X X | X
Discouraged with future | X XXX [X]|X X | X X | X
Felt better off dead X X| XX [X]|X X X
Were misunderstood X XX | X[ X[X[X X X
Were angry X X X[ X[X]|X]X X X | X | X
Hurt someone X | X XXX | XX X X
Were ashamed X|X[X[X[X[X[X]|X X X
Were frightened X X1 XXX

Behaved childishly X X | X[ X[X[X X X
Were jealous XX [X[X[X[X[X]|X

Were confused X X X | X

With parents X X | X[ X[X[X X X | X | X
With sister X XXX XX [X]|X X XX | X
With boyfriend XX [ X[ X[ X|X[X][|X X X | X
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having a yak, cheering her up, providing material assistance, helping her to forget
about problems, persuading her to think more positively. Indeed, one cannot help but
agree with her that, as far as her future is concerned, she will indeed cope effectively.

Examples of Undispersed Dependency
Kam’s Grids

Kam’s Being Helped grid (Table 16.2) is illustrative of an undispersed pattern of
dependency. Kam was the same age as Karen and had come to Australia five years
ago as a refugee from Vietnam. He had no difficulties in understanding the task,
also completing a Helping grid which is not shown here.

Two major sets of constructs emerged from both grids. The first concerned the
priest and counsellor, the professionals. These were people who give advice in my
interest as opposed to people who tell me what to do, irrespective of my likes. Pro-
fessionals know a lot, are smart, are objective and understand human behaviours
while the others express opinions rather than facts. With regard to the helping grid,
professionals can handle things on their own, whereas non-professionals must
canvass others’ opinions. It was to the professionals that Kam takes problems that
were major.

The second set of personal constructs differentiated people relative to Kam’s age.
He found it easy to talk with older people about personal things, but not younger
ones. Paralleling this for the helping grid, he felt that older people would not come
to a younger person like him if they were puzzled or confused. Further there were
friends, who tell everything, in contrast to those who are either younger or older.

What is evident about these overarching discriminations is that they were what
Kelly termed ‘constellatory construing’. Once you know people are either profes-
sional or not, younger or older, all sorts of things follow on. People are either pro-
fessionals who understand facts about human behaviours and to whom one can go
for advice, or they are non-professionals who express mere opinion; they are either
older than he or they may be younger and, if so, the appropriate interaction is pro-
scribed by this comparison. Compared to Karen, the rigidity of the construing is
apparent. With regard to his best friend of the same age, Kam would go to him for
the problems indicated, not for advice, but merely to let him know. When asked
‘why?” he explained ‘because I think I can do it myself or go to someone who knows
better, the professionals’. Unlike Karen he did not feel he personally could cope
with whatever occurred. There are problems that he had control over and those that
were more major, that he could not control, but nevertheless could solve by seeking
professional advice.

Allen’s Grids

A great deal of biographical information about Allen emerged in the process of the
construct elicitation interview. He was 33 years old, worked at the Water Board and
had finally fulfilled his ambition to come to university. He described his family of
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Table 16.2 Kam'’s Being Helped grid
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With vocation X
With opposite sex X X X
Were unlucky X X X
With finances X X X X
With illness X X X X
When gullible X X X
Made serious mistake X X
With failure X X X
Were lonely X X X X X X
Discouraged with future X X X X X X
Felt better off dead X X
Were misunderstood X X X X X X X X
Were angry X X
Hurt someone X X X
Were ashamed X X
Were frightened X X X
Behaved childishly X X
Were jealous X X
Were confused X X X
With parents X X
With sister X X
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origin, his parents and two sisters, as ‘very close’. He was divorced, had remarried
three years previously and his current wife had two married brothers, whom he saw
a lot of on weekends. He and his wife were very close, ‘talk over everything with
each other’, but regrettably were unable to have children.

Beginning construct elicitation with the Helping grid, Allen had a great deal of
difficulty in operating in an ‘as if’ mode. To questions of “Why could these people
rather than those people come to you for this problem?’ his answer focused on the
fact that they had come to him previously. He gave reasons for this behaviour that
focused on specific biographical details of their life or his.

As soon as this pattern became apparent, that he had responded in terms of who
had come to him for help, not who could, this was pointed out. He understood the
distinction clearly but when given the opportunity to make modifications, was
unable to do so. He could make few predictions apart from those based on previ-
ous specific instances of help seeking. Similarly, he responded to the Being Helped
grid (Table 16.3) in terms of to whom he had gone in those situations. The excep-
tion occurred with his wife: ‘we’re very close. We discuss things and not let them
build up’, ‘we discuss everything we do’. Allen appeared to be highly motivated to
be interviewed about his grids, having taken time off work to do so, and having dis-
cussed his responses to the grids at length with his wife. He was trying to make sense
of what he observed on completion of them, particularly his differing response to
his family of origin compared to his in-laws.

His constructs were isolated, rarely integrated into clusters, unlike the previous
examples. Occasional exceptions occurred. In elaborating his relationships within
his family he stated some of the subordinate constructs such as: ‘I am the eldest. I
have gone to uni. I haven’t lived close to the family, so I've always been the odd
one out, and the family turn to me because of this.’

Considering the construing of both grids together, the major construct he used
was close-not close. Close people were either part of the family, people I grew up
with, have known a long time and/or have shared the same experience. Such con-
struct poles would not readily apply to new acquaintances, what Kelly termed
‘impermeable’. You can not, after all, have new people you grew up with. While you
can gain new members of the family, it is clear from Allen’s puzzlement about the
difference in the way he treated his own family of origin compared to his wife’s, that
the latter had not become close from his perspective. However this was not totally
the case since Rass, his male friend, had become ‘like part of the family’, though
some problems were too personal for a new friend. Further, work and non-work
problems, work and non-work relationships, were kept totally separate.

His construing about himself, and indeed problems themselves, seemed more
elaborated than those about others. The theme of wanting to work things out himself
was one he emphasized, describing himself as ‘a bit of a loner’. He distinguished
problems that were a personal challenge from those that were not, as well as prob-
lems he preferred to work out himself, as opposed to those that he would discuss
with others. There were also the things you hide from others, such as when he was
gullible or ashamed. Looking at the other’s perspective was quite important as a
theme about himself. If he got angry he would cool down quickly by seeing the
other’s viewpoint. ‘If in a situation, I'd quickly look at their perspective. This gives
my wife the poohs.’
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Table 16.3 Allen’s Being Helped grid

HRHE L
Problems R ;é é é » ;‘G_:) |z|
e | Els| 8| 8|l@|2|« = | Z = |E
32|82 2|2|2|8|2|2 2|8 ¢
With vocation X X X
With opposite sex X | X| X X X
Were unlucky X X | X X
With finances X X | X
With illness X | X| X| X|X|X
When gullible X | X| X X
Made serious mistake X | X| X X X
With failure X | X| X X X | X | X
Were lonely X | X| X X X | X
Discouraged with future | X | X | X X X
Were angry X X
Hurt someone X X
Were ashamed X X
Were frightened X X | X | X
Behaved childishly X X
Were confused X | X| X X X
With parents X X X
With sisters X | X| X X X
With spouse X X

TYPES OF CONSTRUING AND DEPENDENCY

What are the implications of these highly contrasting examples of dependency dis-
persion? The problem with lack of dispersion of dependency is that it leaves the
person vulnerable to change. Commonly this involves a few resources meeting the
host of varied needs that we all have. If those resources die, move or become exas-
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perated at the demands from the undispersed person and withdraw their availabil-
ity, then the undispersed are left high and dry. They may desperately search for
someone else to replace the missing helper(s), or may be unable to substitute
someone else without substantial reconstrual.

Integral to these patterns of depending, Kelly argues, is the link with certain sorts
of discriminations. Clearly the dispersed pattern is accompanied by a rich, varied,
multifaceted construing system, as Karen’s example demonstrates. By contrast Kam
and Allen show a more restricted range of constructs about resources as well as
problems. But it was not just the number and complexity of construing that differ-
entiated the patterns. The kinds of constructs were also important.

A striking characteristic of Allen’s construing was its impermeability, that is its
inability to encompass new situations. Allen based his sense-making on what had
already occurred, which is a limited basis for construing the novel. The people he
regarded as close were largely either family or people whom he had grown up with,
both categories that are resistant to inclusion of new resources. By contrast Kam
had a less vulnerable system, with constellatory construing being the predominant
emphasis. Professionals had a variety of characteristics that differentiated them
from non-professionals, seemingly without exception. Further patterns of helping
depended on the age of the helper or the helped, not on characteristics self-evidently
relating to helping behaviour. Elsewhere I have given an example of a further type
of construing that has been linked to undispersed dependency; pre-emptive
construing (Walker, 1993), which involves viewing the element concerned unidi-
mensionally, in one and only one way, so that mum may be viewed as ‘just the person
who looks after me’.

Contrast these ways of construing to those used by Karen. She used what Kelly
called ‘propositional’ construing, one ‘which carries no implications regarding the
other realm memberships of its elements’. Karen’s construing did not mean a whole
cluster of constructs were invoked once one feature of the element was known (con-
stellatory construing), nor was the way elements were viewed restricted to one per-
spective (pre-emption). The system Karen used was one that could apply to new
resources or problems she met, unlike impermeable construing. It was a flexible,
adaptable system that could accommodate new challenges and contexts.

Of course impermeability, pre-emption and constellatory construing are not just
confined to dependency construing but could be linked to more general develop-
mental processes. But a further useful way of looking at them is as examples of what
we have called ‘non-validation” (Walker et al., 2000).

TYPES OF CONSTRUING AND EXPERIMENTATION

Kelly’s assumption is that people have the potential to become like scientists in that
their ways of seeing the world, like the scientist’s hypotheses, are successively tested
out and revised or retained depending on the outcome of that experimentation
(Walker, 1992). However, all of us at times do not put our construing to effective
test, illustrating ‘non-validation” (Walker, 2002a). A number of examples of non-
validation are detailed. But the kinds of construing associated with undispersed
dependency are further illustrations.
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If we construe close people as those we have grown up with, an impermeable con-
struction, then we never effectively test this out as we cannot become close to those
with whom we did not grow up. This is very different from linking close people to
people who will listen or people who will not judge you, since these are ways of
behaving that one explores, tries people out on, conducts experiments with, in order
to evaluate who does or does not fit the bill.

Analogously, if we associate a constellation of constructs with a characteristic of
the person, such as their age, gender or race, then we have no need to test out the
applicability of that constellation to any one individual. Further, frequently in such
stereotyped thinking, the associated construing justifies avoiding the stereotyped
individuals, thus bypassing any challenge to the view of those involved. Similarly,
for example, if we can only talk with older people about our problems, then we never
find out that a younger person might be as effective as a helper. The experiment is
not conducted. Finally, with regard to pre-emption, if someone is ‘nothing but’ a
particular characteristic, then it is only that aspect of behaviour that is of interest,
and other features are ignored as the focus of experimentation.

SUMMARY

Kelly has pointed to an interesting distinction between extremes of patterns of
dependence on others. Kelly presented his account developmentally, detailing ways
of construing that are related to increasing dispersion. These include taking into
account others’ ways of making sense of things, as well as a greater differentiation
between potential resources, problems and needs. Additionally there is the increas-
ing reliance on the kinds of discriminations that can be applied to new eventuali-
ties, as well as tested out effectively to assess their continued viability. The practical
implications of viewing dependency in this way are far-reaching.



CHAPTER 17

Personal Construct Theory
and Politics and the Politics
of Personal Construct Theory

Don Bannister

INTRODUCTION BY FAY FRANSELLA

Don Bannister did more than anyone else to make personal construct theory more
widely known. He felt passionately about it. He saw it as a way of liberating the
individual, something no other psychology has ever been able to do. Kelly, himself,
did little to promote his own theory. He even is quoted as saying that if he found
he was getting ‘followers’ he would write a new theory.

Don, himself, felt passionately about politics as well. He was politically very active
at one period of his life.

Back in 1981, he gave a talk on personal construct psychology and politics in the
first series of lectures given by the Centre for Personal Construct Psychology in
London. This was never published, but Don had prepared it for publication and that
is the version that follows. He starts with a comment about a conversation with
George Kelly.

DON BANNISTER’S TALK

The last conversation I had with George Kelly was over a meal. It was a very bad
chilli con carne in Columbus, Ohio. We were discussing broadly where we would
like personal construct theory to go in an elaborative sense and I remember at the
end of the meal George suddenly and finally opting for politics. That is where the
meal ended so I never did get to find out whereabouts in politics construct theory
is going. And, alas, George died before I went back to the States.

So, I’ve been kind of stuck with his bald announcement that that’s where we
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were going to and I've been trying to think if we went where would we go. So,
tonight I'd just like to, in a fairly simple-minded way, try to imagine what the politi-
cal implications of personal construct theory are and, conversely, to imagine what
personal construct theory looks like if you view it politically.

There is a common and simplistic way of linking psychology to politics. It con-
sists of subsuming one under the other and thereby denigrating whichever is sub-
sumed. For example, from the point of view of psychoanalytic theory, radical
political positions and political attacks on social authority are sometimes seen as
manifestations of unresolved oedipal conflict with political authority structures rep-
resenting ‘father’. Conversely, radical political thinkers sometimes take the view
that, say, psychoanalytic psychology or some allied theory is merely part of the ide-
ology of bourgeois individualism and psychologists adhering to the theory are
thereby cultural lick-spittles of the capitalist class. Both kinds of theorizing, politi-
cal to psychological and psychological to political, have one thing in common. They
are both forms of pre-emptive construing. If this political stance is an unresolved
oedipal conflict then it is nothing but an unresolved oedipal conflict; if this form of
psychological theorizing is part of bourgeois ideology then it is nothing but part of
bourgeois ideology.

Clearly personal construct theory is opposed in a broad sense to pre-emptive
construing. The whole idea of constructive alternativism is opposed to the notion
of ‘nothing but’ ways of construing. If we take a Kellyian stance, then what we
might try to do is to apply construct theory to politics and vice versa but to try and
take both seriously. That is, to see what light is cast on either in a constructive
manner rather than to use one to put down the other.

CONSTRUING POLITICS
The Meaning of ‘Personal’

We can begin a psychological analysis of political construing by examining it in
terms of Kelly’s construct ‘personal’. Kelly argues that ultimately knowledge, choice
and experience are essentially personal and yet if we look at knowledge, choice and
experience in political fields we may recognize that, in our time, politics has been
to a considerable extent depersonalized. During the Niiremburg Trials Nazi war
criminals offered as their prime defence the assertion that they could not be held
personally responsible for their actions because they had been done on orders from
the State. Granted, most of the Nazi war criminals were hanged so, in that sense,
they were held personally responsible in a fairly emphatic way. But at the time the
argument of personal irresponsibility was largely dismissed as a piece of special
pleading by Nazi war criminals and not considered seriously as a common social
stance. There is a sense in which very often we do not hold ourselves personally
responsible for what governments, political movements, societies at large do.
We regard society as a force outside us for which we are not responsible. True, we
do see consequences as personal. If we recognize that if there is an atomic holocaust
then we may personally die, if there is massive unemployment we may be person-
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ally unemployed, if a totalitarian society develops we may personally have to be
servile. We are used to seeing the consequences of political developments as
personal to us but less commonly do we see political developments as personal
from us.

There are a number of constructs in common use which serve to depersonalize
politics. For example, there is the construct of a ‘politician’. This is an interesting
construct because it implies that politics is the business of politicians, but to para-
phrase someone it could be that politics is too important to be left to politicians.
Certainly we may depersonalize politics by adhering to the notion of a special
class or category of people who take care of political decisions and thereby we
distance ourselves from those decisions.

The second and more subtle argument stems from the notion of the forces of
history, historical determinism. In popular construing there is a folklore equivalent
of the construct of ‘historical determinism’ as it is used in self-consciously intellec-
tual circles. There is a background assumption that history marches on and there is
nothing much to do about it except to suffer it, complain about it or witness it. If
we took a more personal view we might suspect that when people say that this or
that is happening because it is dictated by the forces of history, that it is happening
because they want it to happen and that this is their way of making sure we think
twice before opposing it. Certainly to blame particular people for what happens is
in one sense simple-minded but in another sense it is the beginnings of a way of
espousing personal responsibility rather than off-loading the responsibility onto
the forces of history.

Most pervasively we have used the notion of complexity, the complexity of
political and economic events, to try to distance them from us. Society as a
whole and particularly the media encourage this kind of distancing. Television
documentaries, newspaper articles, political speeches convey the impression that
there is this vast array of complex events happening all over the world which con-
stitutes ‘politics’ and that all that is demanded of the individual citizen is that they
should take ‘an intelligent interest’ in them. In other words, they ought to watch the
television programmes, read the newspaper articles and listen to the political
speeches with voting at long intervals representing their only substantive contribu-
tion to these complex events. Thus political analysis is presented as essentially like
weather forecasting. You should, as an intelligent layperson, be interested in the
words of the weather forecaster, be grateful for his or her meteorological explana-
tions of what is happening and what is likely to happen, but you should recognize of
course that there is nothing you can do about the weather except perhaps person-
ally to take cover. Thus your duty is fulfilled when you take your ‘intelligent inter-
est’, but of course action, involvement, personal responsibility and personal reaction
are not envisaged.

The Meaning of ‘Construct System’

Political theorizing is a particular form of construing and we can examine the spe-
cific bipolarity of political constructs, consider their controlling functions and the
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way in which they govern our anticipations. A traditional bipolar superordinate is
the conventional construct of left versus right. This has dominated political think-
ing in Western industrial countries and in much of the rest of the world for nearly
a hundred and fifty years. We can question it by examining what the construct
excludes as well as what it includes, what cannot be taken into consideration if the
construction is given its conventional superordinate role.

In essence the left-right argument is broadly between those who favour control
of the means of production, distribution and exchange by state managers, as con-
trasted with those who favour control of said means of production, distribution,
exchange by private owners. Nowhere within the range of convenience of the
construct is there adequate space for discussion of the possibilities of collective
democratic control, direct workers’ control, syndicalism or whatever. The construct
polarizes political argument and action into two competing notions of control, both
of which invest authority in a relatively distinct elite group, under which workers
shall work. If we wished historically to check how far the construct has dominated
our political thinking we may note the fact that the whole issue of democratic
collectives of workers’ control is not and has not been a major political issue in
our time. There are a few anarcho-syndicalists, the occasional democratic collective,
who write the odd pamphlet, but by and large it has not been a major issue and has
certainly not been the axis around which political struggle has evolved.

It is argued in construct theory psychotherapy that one of the most difficult things
to help a client to undertake is shift change as opposed to slot change. The differ-
ence is simply that in slot change the person rattles from one pole of the construct
back to the other and then perhaps back to the first pole again. In shift change he
or she actually changes to another construct, reviews the situation using an essen-
tially different mode of construction. Clinical experience suggests that it is relatively
easy to encourage slot change and incredibly difficult to achieve shift change.

Consider the kind of client who divides the world into angels and devils, usually
sectioning it so that he or she is a devil and the rest of humankind are angels.
Surprisingly little encouragement will often reverse the position so that he or she
may come to the conclusion that he or she is an angel and the rest of the world are
devils. Further work may reverse the position again so that he or she joins the
devils and the rest of humankind shifts down to the angelic end of the construct. It
may even be possible without too much effort to get the client to use the construct
in the scalar mode and adopt some midway position as half angel half devil. The
really difficult undertaking is to get the client to entertain the idea that the total
construction is self-defeating, that it has too narrow a range of convenience, that it
cannot be elaborated, that it does not generate rewarding experiments and so forth.
This might well be a paradigm of political construing in that left-right and all stages
between represent barren way-stations from pole to pole and what is needed is shift
change rather than slot change.

The Meaning of ‘System’

Talking of a personal construct system draws our attention to the fact that our con-
structs are integrated; but integration is never final or complete, we are constantly
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struggling to interrelate our many subsystems. This raises the question of how do
we integrate our personal and political life? What are the common implications of
constructs we use to make sense of ‘politics’ and the constructs we use to make
sense of ‘life’?

Let us consider, for example, a construction like authority versus liberty, a con-
struction which deals with the issue of whether you favour hierarchical, disciplined,
controlled forms of organization or whether you favour open-ended, more liber-
tarian forms of organization. We may recognize such a construction as part of our
way of viewing the world but we may also recognize that we often use it in a very
partial way with a very restricted range of convenience. It is not unusual to come
across the free-wheeling, libertarian, political democrat who is also tyrannically
authoritarian within his or her family. It is not unusual to come across the political
authoritarian who is easy-going and tolerant socially and in interpersonal relation-
ships. It seems as if, in many cases, we do not extend and link up our political con-
structions to our constructions about family, personal relationships, social life and
so forth. This, in turn, implies a restricted construction of what political action is
about. If you have a narrow range of convenience of political construction you
may accept that ‘political” action is restricted to elections, to being a member of a
political party, to being a member of a trade union, to taking part in local govern-
ment; to a relatively restricted range of human activity. You may then have lost the
opportunity of seeing the possibilities of political action in much wider terms. If
you are truly a democrat, whatever that may mean to you, and if you have a very
wide range of convenience for that construction then you will be a democrat within
your family, you will be a democratic parent, a democratic family member. There is
a fair chance then that your children will grow up thinking in a decentralist, liber-
tarian, democratic way. You will, thereby (depending on the size of your family)
have multiplied the number of people who take a democratic political stance by
two, three, four, five or six or whatever. In other words, there is a possibility of quite
a healthy continuity in political views if they have a vivid and living form of expres-
sion within the family.

Clearly it can go a good deal further than that. Given a wide range of convenience
notion of authoritarian—libertarian then you may choose to be a libertarian within
the institution within which you work in relation to the hierarchy of your profes-
sion, your industry or whatever. To this extent, your interaction at work may help
to create the experience of democratic interplay within what is a central part of
most people’s lives, that is, their work.

Equally, everyone is socially a propagandist for political points of view, con-
sciously or unconsciously. By propagandist I don’t mean simply a hander-out of
pamphlets. I mean that in the way you conduct yourself, in the kinds of things you
say, the kind of things you act out, you represent a political philosophy and the view
you represent is socially diffused by you. And this diffusion is powerful. It can be
argued that forms of society are not simply created by forms of leadership. If we
consider the example that anyone of my age tends to think of—Nazi Germany—
then it is clear that Nazi Germany was not created simply by the acts of a limited
number of Nazis. There is no way in which a small group of people can create a
totalitarian state. What was necessary for the creation of that particular form of
totalitarian society was that there exists a society which had the theme of author-
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ity in every part of it. In other words, the theme of authority in Germany prior to
the Third Reich was deep and prevalent; it manifested itself in family life, in facto-
ries, in voluntary societies, it was elaborated in novels, films and newspapers, it was
imminent in millions of personal conversations conducted every day. In other words,
it needed the generation right through the society over many years and in the lives
of many people of an authoritarian theme to make it possible for that theme to be
structured finally into a totalitarian state.

This returns full circle to the argument that everything you do at work, in your
family, socially, is politically significant. This is not pre-emptive construing. I am not
arguing that your acts are nothing but political acts. I am saying that, among the
many implications which they have, there are political implications. The values
which you personally represent in your life are diffused into the structure of your
society. There is no way in which the totality of a society can represent something
which is alien to the kind of themes underlying the day to day life of the people in
that society.

THE POLITICS OF PERSONAL CONSTRUCT PSYCHOLOGY

We could now turn round this elementary analysis of political theorizing from a
psychological (specifically personal construct theory) point of view and examine
personal construct theory as a political entity, as a piece of political theorizing
to see what it implies.

Be it noted again that in arguing that all psychological theories can be politically
evaluated the argument is not pre-emptive. It is not saying that a psychological
theory is nothing but political propaganda. A psychological theory can be all sorts
of things: it can be aesthetic, it can be a philosophy, it can sometimes be a religion,
it can be a set of handy hints and tips for running your Christmas party, it can be
all kinds of things, but among the other things it can be is it can be a political
statement. Every psychological theory is a picture of humankind, it is a statement
about what human beings are like and when you make a statement about what
human beings are like you are thereby taking a stance towards human beings. Your
picture of what they are like will very fundamentally affect your relationship with
them, how you think they ought to be related to and how you think they ought or
ought not to be controlled.

PSYCHOLOGICAL THEORIES AS SONGS OF
SOCIAL SIGNIFICANCE

Many psychological theories seem to take a pessimistic view of humankind and
thereby to have at best paternalistic and at worst despotic political themes running
within them.

Looked at very simply (but not necessarily simple-mindedly) behaviourist theo-
ries seem to imply the inevitability of social control. If you believe that people
behave in terms of reinforcement history then your belief raises the paradoxical
question of who is going to control reinforcement so that they will be the ‘right’
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reinforcements which will historically produce the ‘right’ behaviour. Reading
Walden 11, Skinner’s novel portraying his ideal society, I can only conclude that
somewhere there must be a group of political managers controlling this ideal society.
Skinner says remarkably little in the novel about who they were and how they
worked, but one cannot imagine that just by sheer accident all these reinforcement
schedules were arranged neatly to produce such nice, white, cloak-wearing, Bach
playing, decent ladies and gentlemen. Somewhere there must have been a group of
social managers running the show to make sure that the reinforcements were not
of the kind which produce a mutinous, uncontrollable, combative citizenry. Granted,
we are in any case left with the puzzle of how the reinforcement history of the
planners had brought them into such amiable, organized being but, at best, a
token economy can only be seen as benevolent despotism, not as democracy.

Many psychological theories and mini-theories hinge on the notion of a geneti-
cally determined and fixed endowment in terms of personality and abilities. Given
‘fixed endowment’, there is a danger of a sequential logic that argues for a society
which apportions differential status, differential powers to these fixed and differen-
tial endowments. Equally, you may well conclude that what is needed is control of
genetics so that you can achieve the ‘right’ endowments. Certainly it is difficult to
derive any kind of faith in a changing and elaborative society given the notion of
unchanging, unelaboratable individuals. Even if we shift to psychoanalytic theoriz-
ing we are confronted with the notion of inevitable psychic original sin and from
this may flow arguments that, just as we individually need some already analysed
saint to free us of original psychic sin, then we need some social controllers with an
equivalent function.

THE POLITICAL IMPLICATIONS OF PERSONAL
CONSTRUCT THEORY

Personal construct theory is politically libertarian. The philosophical basis of the
theory is constructive alternativism. This essentially denies the possibility of any
indisputable or absolute truth. It denies that there are indisputable truths not only
in psychology, but there are no religious, social or political indisputable truths either.
This basic political value embedded in personal construct theory is not difficult to
detect because Kelly took the unusual step of stating his philosophical assumptions
in very clear terms. In fact, Kelly was setting up a philosophic doctrine, a doctrine
about the nature of what we know and an epistemology as a basis for psychology.
Constructive alternativism argues for an open society in which the pursuit of
alternatives is central to the way in which we live. Political doctrines favouring
authoritarian forms of social structure require the acceptance of indisputable
truths, indisputable ‘realities’. This is seen in its purest form in the theocratic state.

Personal construct theory is politically egalitarian. True, the concept of equality
is one which takes on varying meanings in varying social theories. In some societies
it seems to mean that we all have an equal opportunity to make money and in other
societies it means that we have an equal responsibility to sacrifice ourselves to the
State. Personal construct theory is politically egalitarian in a rather curious way in
that it is based on the argument that a construct system sets its own validational
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terms. This means that construct systems are essentially different, not only in terms
of how they work but what they are working for, what would represent the fulfil-
ment of values. Once you accept that all construct systems are in this fundamental
sense potentially different then it is difficult to argue that one is in any fundamen-
tal sense better than another.

Even ‘standards of comparison’ only have meaning within the context of particu-
lar construct systems. We can recognize this if we look at the judgmental bound-
aries of even widely accepted dimensions which are taken to imply superiority
versus inferiority. Consider a dimension such as verbally articulate versus verbally
inarticulate. This is a frequently used construct in our society. People rank each other
in terms of their degree of verbal articulation. Furthermore, it is considered to be
‘a good thing’ to be verbally articulate. People are put in therapy groups if they are
not and given better jobs if they are. As in the case of Shakespeare et al., immor-
tality is awarded to the verbally articulate and pity to the verbally inarticulate. Yet
if we examine the boundaries of the construction we can see that it has no unvary-
ing link to value. Behaviour therapists are enthusiastic to treat muteness or poor
verbal skills yet do not rush to treat monks of the Trappist order although they are
manifestly silent. Why not? Perhaps because we recognize that construct systems
contain within them their own validity. We accept that Trappist monks are not simply
verbally inarticulate. They have chosen not to talk, they have taken a vow of silence,
it is how they want to be. We sometimes recognize the internal validational quality
of a construct system. At other times we singularly fail to recognize it. Current edu-
cational systems by and large set up the same goals, the same standards, the same
targets and then process children and rank them according to how well they meet
these standards. What the child is in business for, individually and personally, is not
seen as a matter of importance. What is seen as important is how they are to be
taught to race in particular races and how they will be judged as having run well or
badly at the end of them. In contrast to this, if we accept that a construct system is
ultimately its own judge and jury then we are taking a politically egalitarian stance.

Clearly I have gone back to old French Revolutionary slogans in choosing to link
personal construct theory to liberty, to equality and finally to fraternity (granted
these are ideals and that, as has often been pointed out, the French revolution was
followed by Napoleon who replaced liberty, equality and fraternity with cavalry,
artillery and infantry). Personal construct theory is politically fraternal, not because
it explicitly sings a song of human brotherhood—it is in fact stylistically a cool
theory. But it does propose that brotherly love is not simply a good thing or a nice
thing, but it is necessary for survival. Personal construct theory argues that we elab-
orate ourselves through others, that our picture of what life is about is painted on
a social canvas, that our personal image of ourselves is built up as a mosaic out of
interplay with others. Kelly proposed this view in his essay ‘Social Inheritance’
(Kelly, 1979) twenty-five years before he formally elaborated personal construct
theory. In this essay he argued that we not only evolve, elaborate and experiment
through those who are immediately around us, ‘significant others’, but that we build
ourselves through many people we have never met, many people long dead.

This seems obvious enough. The language you speak you did not invent, nor did
the people you know invent it. It was invented by millions of people over hundreds
of years and finally you have inherited it. That language is a tremendous part of
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your capacity to make sense out of the world. It is a gift given to you by many people
long dead. The whole network of custom, legal formulation, economic structure,
sense of history, artistic and folk metaphor and so forth are all presented to you by
societies present and past. In that sense, your construct system is not your private,
isolated invention, your desert island. It is essentially partly a fraternal gift to you
and partly your fraternal gift to others.

CONCLUSION

One of the most encouraging developments in psychology over the past few decades
has been a growing awareness that the pursuit of a value-free science is a myth.
We increasingly recognize that science is a human endeavour and, like all human
endeavours, it either values or devalues humankind. All human endeavours imply
something for our vision of what being human is about. Historically, personal
construct theory is part of that humanistic elaboration of psychology, part of an
elaboration which has accepted that values are intrinsic to and not extraneous
to psychology. Kelly’s particular virtue is that he made his values very explicit.
Because he made his philosophical stance and his human values explicit within his
psychological theory, the political values of the theory are equally manifest. The
elaboration of these values is a task which lies ahead of us, but their fundamental
nature is clear.
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CONSTRUING: KELLY’S INTELLECTUAL TESTAMENT

As Don Bannister says in the previous chapter, George Kelly suggested moving his
theory into politics, but he did not leave concrete instructions on how he would go
about that, although ‘Europe’s matrix of decision’ (Kelly, 1962) is interpreted as a
move in that direction. In the 1970s, when political psychology began to be recog-
nized as an area of systematic study, Don Bannister shows not only that personal
construct analysis can be successfully applied to political issues, but also construes
psychology itself as an area being far from politically innocent.

Apart from Peter du Preez’s pioneering analysis of political processes in South
Africa in 1980, very few articles have appeared in response to Kelly’s tempting invi-
tation. However, several articles I have written over the last ten years (Stojnov,
19964, 1996b, 1999) have been construed as examples of the application of personal
construct psychology to politics. That was surprising since they were actually written
in order to grasp some understanding of the very disturbing events occurring to my
country, Yugoslavia. This chapter builds on that work and looks at just a few other
ways in which Kelly’s intellectual testament regarding political construing might be
applied.

Several authors, recognized as experts in the field of political psychology, share
many anxieties. Besides showing tensions while choosing one of the many psycho-
logical theories as a starting point, they also disagree on what the fundamentally
important question should be. Some assert that political psychology has developed
from the convergence of psychology and politics studying the effects that psycho-
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logical processes have on political behaviour, as well as the psychological effects
political structures have on individuals and groups (Stone, 1974). Others express
doubts that the study and criticism of politics can be based on psychology at all
(Brewster-Smith, 1977).

The diversity and discord of these views has helped me articulate Kelly’s unreal-
ized project in a manner that, it is to be hoped, avoids the tensions expressed above.
‘Moving Personal Construct Psychology to Politics’ can be construed as using
Kelly’s theoretical framework as an extremely convenient tool to understand, and
make sense of, those events affecting the realm of life that we usually call ‘psycho-
logical’ by those events and decisions in the realm of life that we usually call ‘politi-
cal’. Expressed in an invitational mood, it is hoped that the approach is comfort-
able and promising enough for further elaborations. Events in the world offer
reason enough to put as much of our efforts as we can into understanding what is
going on.

A STUDY OF POLITICS USING THE PSYCHOLOGY OF
PERSONAL CONSTRUCTS

Since this is not a classical review of work in a highly elaborated area, but is an
anticipation of a promising extension of personal construct psychology to an impor-
tant field, two points should be made clear. First, it aims to highlight those issues
neglected in other approaches to political psychology. Second, the issues mentioned
are the ones found relevant in my previous work, and are by no means presented
as an exhaustive cover of all potential topics. This chapter will concentrate upon
issues of the rationality of human conduct; alternatives of choice; and psychologi-
cal transitions in a political context.

Human Conduct: Rational or Irrational?

A point achieving unquestionable and unequivocal accord in the area of political
analysis is the condition of the human being as social and political—zoon politikon.
Politics, as a significant component of human history, and political theory as a major
perspective on it, make sense only on the assumption that politics is a highly ratio-
nal effort trying to fulfil objective needs of society. But psychology is striving to
make sense of human conduct that is too often not easily understood. It does so by
constructing invisible mental entities accounting for behaviour that is visible. It
deals primarily with subjective desires, wishes, fears and threats that are seen as irra-
tional in the light of the biological heritage of human nature.

Kelly solved the problem between the claims of politics, striving to deal with the
heights of human rationality, and of psychoanalysis, dealing with the poor capacity
of humans to deal with supposed lower instincts coming from biology. Bannister
described the latter view of the person as being in ‘a dark cellar in which a maiden
aunt and a sex-crazed monkey are locked in mortal combat, the affair being
refereed by a rather nervous bank clerk’ (Bannister, 1966a, p. 363). Instead of pre-
empting humans mainly as biological organisms, Kelly offers his model of the person
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as a scientist. He suggests that every person might best be understood as a scientist
in continuous efforts to predict and control the constant vicissitudes of life, instead
of being treated merely as a perplexed subject of scientific scrutiny propelled by
inexorable biological drives. The only remaining task is to account for so-called
‘irrational’ behaviour. Kelly puts it thus:

The psychologist who attempts to understand human behaviour often finds it
convenient to envision man’s action in terms of what the man knows—or thinks
he knows. When the device works it is said that the behaviour is rational. Strictly
speaking, however, it is not the behaviour that is rational; it is the explanation
that is rational. . . . When, on the other hand, the device fails and the psycholo-
gist tries in vain to see a logical relationship between what his friend knows and
does, he is inclined to give up and say simply that the behaviour is irrational.
(Kelly, 1977, p. 1)

The seemingly innocent question of ‘what are we actually saying when we call
certain behaviour irrational?’ was posed. The answer Kelly provides is simply that
psychologists call irrational those behaviours that they do not understand. That has
far-reaching consequences. Construing all behaviour as an experiment in which
certain hypotheses are being tested, he asserts that the term ‘irrational’ is being used
mainly when we fail to subsume the inner coherence of someone’s conduct. The
logic of someone’s behaviour does not necessarily have to be transparent to others.
Thus, by calling certain behaviours ‘irrational’ one avoids the need for further expla-
nation in the light of the meaning used. The integrity of the chosen system of expla-
nations is saved, and the desires and wishes of individuals or groups expressed in
such a way are discounted. The problem arises only if we construe psychology as
a discipline trying to understand people and help them, not its own system of
explanations.

In the context of political conflicts, people often behave in a so-called ‘irrational’
manner: they kill each other, sacrifice their compatriots, betray their country, lose
their beloved ones, go willingly through long periods of starvation; sometimes even
kill themselves. Whatever they do is frequently seen as ‘good’ from the viewpoint
of the group to which they belong, and as ‘bad’ from the viewpoint of the outer,
opposed group. Politicians either learn how to use this behaviour in the best possi-
ble interest for them, their party or country, or discount it as counter-productive.
When psychologists say that certain behaviour is irrational, they also discount it
saying that they do not understand the behaviour from the standpoint of their
explaining system, and that they are not interested in understanding it from the
point of a view of the person who is acting in such a manner. When politicians say
that certain behaviour is irrational, they discount it on the ground of it being an ille-
gitimate desire not to be counted in their bag of objective society needs. Whatever
the differences between the two, the similarity lies in the discounting attitude
towards behaviours labelled as ‘irrational’.

Personal construct psychology challenges this fragile alliance and offers a
somehow different solution. In the light of the model of person as scientist, every
single act of behaviour of every human being can be seen as the rational effort to
test certain important hypotheses. The person does not necessarily ‘know’ they are
testing hypotheses. More often, this process runs tacitly, without appearing in
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WAR WITH CROATS PEACE WITH CROATS
2 versus \2
CHANCE TO SURVIVE BEING SLAUGHTERED

Figure 18.1 Implications of going to war for Serbs

WAR WITH SERBS PEACE WITH SERBS
l versus -
BEING YOURSELF LOSING YOUR BEING

Figure 18.2 Implications of going to war for Croats

consciousness. Recent analysis of conflict in former Yugoslavia (Stojnov, 1996b)
shows that choosing war is as rational a choice as choosing between going to the
cinema and going to the theatre.

From the point of view of Serbs (see Figure 18.1), the only alternative to going
to war was being slaughtered by the institutions of the Croatian Government, which
had already happened once in 1941. From the point of view of Croats (see Figure
18.2), the alternative to fighting and expelling Serbs from Croatia was losing the
territory inhabited by Serbs, thus being fragmented, divided and dominated by the
Serbs—which meant losing their way of being.

For both sides, going to war was a rationally anticipated decision to save their
core national interests; whether it was a good or viable choice is a completely
different question. Personal construct analysis is concerned with identifying antici-
pated implications of the choices from the perspective of a person who has to
choose.

After investigating the superordinate implications of the construct war versus
peace by the method of laddering, different alternatives emerge. Choosing to be
yourself instead losing your being and surviving versus being slaughtered does not
seem irrational any more. The old adage ‘It is better to burst out than to fade away’
should not be understood as a work of ancient biological drives check-mating the
thin layer of juvenile human rationality. It implies that certain choices should be
carefully investigated from the perspective of the person who is making them.

DO POLITICAL DECISIONS LEAVE US WITH A CHOICE?

Connected closely with the issue of rationality is the question of understanding the
choices people make. The famous statement politicians frequently use ‘I had no
choice’, seen in the light of personal construct psychology can be understood as a
way of escaping responsibility for the choices they do make. Politicians always have
a choice. So does anybody else, as Kelly says in his Choice Corollary. We are always
free to choose between two alternatives, two poles of a dichotomous construct. Our
psychological processes are based on construing similarities and differences; every-
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thing presented to us is in pairs of opposites. We choose one alternative, that which
we construe as likely to lead to the greater extension and definition of our con-
struing system, from the other alternative, which we construe as not likely to have
these benefits. Unfortunately, we are too often fully convinced that the remaining
alternative is the only remaining alternative. An abandoned lover considering
suicide may be elaborating a choice between anticipated poles of a construct endless
pain and suffering versus the end of painful suffering. Deciding to choose the latter
not only seems fairly rational from the standpoint of this person, it also presents a
more personally relevant choice from the remaining alternative. What this person
does not have in the grasp of his alternatives, and what can be clearly seen from the
outer perspective, is that suicide is only one of the many possible ways, not the only
way to stop the suffering.

Constructs of identity are not always obvious. The issue of identity in personal
construct terms is addressed by the notion of core constructs governing a person’s
processes by which we maintain our identity and existence, as opposed to periph-
eral constructs that can be changed without serious modification of core structures.
Collective agents can, like persons, be defined in terms of peripheral or core con-
struing. In that case, core constructs can be understood as:

Images of the relation of members of the collective to others. . . . The test of the
core construct is that the collective begins to disintegrate if the core construct is
invalidated: morale declines after invalidation and must be restored to maintain
the collective. (Du Preez, 1980, p. 124)

To understand someone’s identity we have to construe his core constructs. Several
things can go wrong in this attempt. We may construe a person’s identity in terms
of peripheral or even irrelevant constructs. That is, we may simply make an act of
misunderstanding. We may think that his nationality or his race is the key to his
collective identity, whereas he actually attaches importance to his religion, the fact
that he is a good musician, and his loyalty to his family.

Some research results on Serbian national identity (Stojnov et al., 1997) unequiv-
ocally indicated that the Serbian people chose to consider belonging to Serbian
nationality as a peripheral social issue. The analysis of their core constructs showed
that this ostensively puzzling result revealed a choice, which can easily be inter-
preted as both deliberate and rational. It seemed that people were saying, ‘If I have
to be a Serb who is demonized in the eyes of the international community, or a
fading victim in the eyes of my own nation, perhaps I can give up my national iden-
tity and avoid the pitfalls of being a Serb!” Serbian demon and Serbian victim, on
the one side, versus somebody who is not Serbian, and not a demon and not a
victim—which one would you prefer? That sort of construing seems much more
acceptable for the generation which has stated constructs such as health, self-
respect, love and acceptance as their collective core—their social identity. If the
others pre-empt Serbs as killers, and if Serbs pre-empt themselves as victims, the
strategy that appeared as the easiest to deal with the problem was to give up being
Serbian. A nation that respects itself and its collective core must ‘kill and survive’,
and not allow other ethnicities to impose their language, customs, totems, taboos
and other things, which make life unpredictable and threatening. A nation wanting
to get respect for its own conduct from a wider international community must
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adhere to imposed standards and not kill but live peacefully in a multi-ethnic com-
munity—which for Serbs (backed up by the happenings in their national history in
the last couple of centuries) means to die out and fade away to the Kingdom of
Heaven. Stated otherwise, ‘die and become’.

TRANSITION: A ROAD TO HEAVEN IN POLITICS; A ROAD
THROUGH HELL PSYCHOLOGICALLY

Politics and psychology do share an important similarity: they are both concerned
with a process of change. They both consider change as something desirable, often
called political progress or psychological development, and they are both afraid of
its undesired effects—disorders—be it a political bloodshed or psychological dis-
turbance. Important differences arise when desired change in one of these fields
induces undesired effects in the other.

Political discourse is equipped with many terms describing current societal states:
post-traditional, post-industrial, post-capitalist, and so forth. Transition in political
terms refers mainly to periods in which an important aspect of State organization
is being changed. However, the most recent use of that term applies to the specific
process of change affecting mainly the countries of middle Europe ‘turning back
the clock of history’ and changing their governmental structure from communist to
capitalist.

However, there is one crucial difference between transitions in politics and psy-
chology. The aim of politics is to change outer circumstances in order to produce
desired effects. Capitalist means of production based on laws of economy are desir-
able because they will help people in these countries to produce higher annual
income and have measurably more resources to fulfil their objective needs. The aim
of psychological change, on the other hand, tends to produce change in meaning. In
personal construct psychology, the desired change of meaning is called reconstruc-
tion. This means that what we call a change in the outer world is not reached by the
change of the inherent properties of it, but in the change of meaning we ascribe to
that world.

Sometimes, we find our construing system does a poor job of anticipating. We are
not always good scientists. Instead of changing the world in order to fit our antici-
pations, we change our anticipations to fit the world. We may try using new con-
structs—not totally opposite but reasonably different from the old ones—and look
at events afresh. If the change fits in terms of offering clearer and more predictive
anticipations, the job is successfully done. Although it may appear that change in
the realm of meaning is much easier compared to changing the world, the highly
demanding work of psychotherapy has taught us not to trust appearances. In order
to reach reconstruction, we often have to pass through a road to hell. The period in
which we do this travelling is psychological transition.

The meaning Kelly gave to transitions is different from one given to the same
term in politics. Kelly is concerned with the construing process in a period of change.
Politicians have to work very hard to build a better society, but if they want their
effort to be complete, they also have to produce equivalent minds to go with it. A
system of anticipations well fitted to one political system does not necessarily have
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to fit in another. When political changes are put into effect, we may experience that
our construing system, which has served us reasonably well in the past, fails to antici-
pate new events with sufficient clarity (anxiety). We may realize a need to replace
a part of it (fear) or start building it afresh (threat). The change can be so deep that
it may affect our self-governing processes and make us feel different from what we
think we ought to be (guilt). If we do not have enough psychological resources to
afford a reconstruction, we may try to service our old construing system with exist-
ing resources to make it do a better anticipative job (aggression), or avoid the
change by means of rhetorical pirouettes claiming that everything else in the world
save our construing does not work correctly (hostility). We can trap the world in a
poor outlook that our construing system gives it.

People always choose that alternative through which they anticipate the greater
possibility for extension or definition of their construing system. So do politicians.
Unfortunately, political transitions aimed at the better life often induce a painful
period of psychological transitions, dangerous enough to affect people’s belief in a
better future, their voting habits, or even threaten their lives. A personal construct
approach to politics highlights the cost of political change in the realm of individ-
ual lives. Recent research into the crisis in the former Yugoslavia (Stojnov, 1996a),
exploring the effects of political change on psychological functioning of individuals,
clearly showed that transition in political terms can become a way of life in psy-
chological terms.

CONCLUSION

The change Kelly advocates is a reconstructive change. He was painfully aware how
difficult that is to reach. People will do almost anything to resist it and to save their
precious ways of construing the world. Politicians will discount all behaviour they
do not understand by labelling it ‘irrational’. They will claim that they have no
choice but to do what they have already done—introducing their best solutions
leading to the social welfare. Instead of being greeted by their voters, politicians are
all too often opposed by the public whose voices helped them carry out the change.
The public claims that changes voted for cannot be afforded. Politicians discount
this claim as ‘irrational’, because it comes from people that do not come to want the
things that can fulfil their objective needs. In return, a disappointed public discounts
politicians as insincere, without any trace of genuine interest for social welfare, only
trying to satisfy their greed. And this happens in all relevant areas referred to as
political psychology—leadership, conflict, authoritarianism, power, political perse-
cution, terrorism, power of minorities, to name but a few. Too many voices are
silenced, and the tension remains.

Perhaps personal construct psychology can point to a way out from this too
common misunderstanding. It starts by enhancing the process of understanding—
understanding all those voices we disagree with (see also Chapter 36, pp. 359-366).
This means understanding them from the point of view of those who are articulat-
ing them. Construing them from their own perspective, as an alternative to our own.
Measuring them with their own original yardstick, not with ours. Judging them at
their own price, including all the genuine anxieties, threats and guilt, not our own



198 INTERNATIONAL HANDBOOK OF PERSONAL CONSTRUCT PSYCHOLOGY

affordances. Rallying all voices different from our own—and that takes some
understanding,.

Simply stated, the point is that one does not have to be like certain people in
order to understand them, but we do have to understand how they see things
in order to lead them. That sentence expresses the most important theme of what
psychology of personal construct has to say in its numerous areas of application:
We have to strive to understand the voices of all the people we deal with, even if
we strongly disagree with them—political psychology notwithstanding.



SECTION V

Personal Change
and Reconstruction

INTRODUCTION

This large section takes a quantum leap. It is about individuals rather than the
person in relation to others. We are moving into the world of personal change,
psychotherapy and counselling.

Because of the wealth of ideas and work to be covered, this section is divided into
two parts. The first part is more theory-based while the second part has more to do
with the process of psychotherapy and counselling and how that has evolved.

It is not surprising that there are eight chapters in this section, as the focus of
Kelly’s thinking is about change. We are forms of motion. But sometimes we get
psychologically ‘stuck’ and cannot seem to move on. It happens to us all from time
to time. Mostly we pull ourselves up and get going again. But there are times when
we may feel the need to seek professional help in the form of psychotherapy or
counselling. Of course, what is covered in this section is not altogether new. Many
of the theoretical and practical ideas appear in other parts of the book, but each
time they occur, the focus is on different aspects of the same ideas.

A THEORETICAL UNDERSTANDING OF THE
RECONSTRUCTION PROCESS

David Winter describes the new constructs needed to ‘diagnose’ what is preventing
a person getting on the move again. Kelly called these ‘professional constructs’. It
is important to know that Kelly was very much against the so-called ‘medical model’.
But he continued to use the word ‘diagnosis’ in order to simplify communication
with others.

Fay Fransella emphasizes that theory leads to research which, in turn, can lead to
a programme for psychological reconstruction. Kenneth Sewell illustrates how, in
practice, theory and research can lead to a reconstruction programme by describ-
ing his own work with those suffering from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.

PERSONAL CONSTRUCT PSYCHOTHERAPY
AND COUNSELLING

George Kelly starts off the second part of this section, as is only appropriate, by dis-
cussing why he thinks ‘treatment’ it not a good idea. We are back again to the
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‘medical model’ issue. Kelly says it is not a good idea because people with psycho-
logical problems are not ‘ill’ in the medical sense. He even considered using the
term reconstruction instead of therapy.

One of George Kelly’s students, Franz Epting, tells how Kelly saw psychotherapy
and counselling, calling it ‘an audacious adventure’. Bob Neimeyer and Scott
Baldwin write about ways in which personal construct psychotherapy has evolved
into, for example, narrative psychotherapy. Larry Leitner and Jill Thomas then
describe a particular development of personal construct psychology—called
‘experiential personal construct psychotherapy’.

Finally, David Winter addresses that much-discussed issue that the only psy-
chotherapy approaches that should be used with clients are those that have evidence
to show they are ‘successful’. He gives an overview of the evidence that personal
construct psychotherapy and counselling should, indeed, be considered ‘successful’.



PART 1: A THEORETICAL UNDERSTANDING
CHAPTER 19

Psychological Disorder
as Imbalance

David Winter

University of Hertfordshire and Barnet,
Enfield and Haringey Mental Health Trust, UK

Gradually my clients taught me that a symptom was an issue one expresses
through the act of being his present self, not a malignancy that fastens itself upon
a man.

(Kelly, 1969, p. 19)

George Kelly viewed psychiatric diagnosis as ‘all too frequently an attempt to cram
a whole live struggling client into a . .. category’ (1955/1991, p. 775/Vol. 2, p. 154).
Such a system, exemplified by the internationally used Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders, is often applied without allowing alternative con-
structions of the problems thus categorized. A client (the term preferred by Kelly
to ‘patient’) may, for example, be construed as a schizophrenic and nothing but a
schizophrenic. By contrast, Kelly adopted the approach of ‘transitive diagnosis’,
using diagnostic dimensions focusing upon the avenues of movement open to the
individual presenting with a psychological disorder rather than classifying this
person in terms of disease entities and as suffering from a mental illness. An impor-
tant aspect of that approach is that the dimensions, or diagnostic constructs, used
are as applicable to the explanation of ‘normal’ as to that of ‘abnormal’ behaviour.

A disorder in Kelly’s terms is ‘any personal construction which is used repeatedly
in spite of consistent invalidation’. That definition implies that disorders involve
failure to complete the Experience Cycle, the process of experimentation which
characterizes the ‘optimally functioning’ person (see Chapter 23, pp. 237-245). In
this cycle, the person anticipates some event, invests himself or herself in this anti-
cipation, actively encounters the event, assesses whether predictions have been
confirmed, and revises the construct system accordingly. Neimeyer (1985b) suggests
that the earlier in the cycle a blockage occurs, the more severe is the resulting
disorder.

Although a disorder may be seen as some aspect of construing which appears to
fail to achieve its purpose, it can be regarded—just like the constructions of non-
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disordered people—as the individual’s attempt to make the best sense of his or her
world and to cope with or avoid invalidation. All of us, to this end, employ the strate-
gies which Kelly describes in his diagnostic constructs: for example, tightening and
loosening of construing; and constriction and dilation. Optimally, there is a cyclical
and balanced interplay of contrasting strategies, but disorders tend to involve the
almost exclusive use of a particular strategy. Recently, Walker (2002a) has taken a
similar view in suggesting that disorders can be regarded as ‘non-validation strate-
gies’ which are used repeatedly in most, or the core areas, of a person’s life to allow
avoidance of the risk of invalidation entailed in completion of the Experience Cycle.

Disorders may therefore be classified in terms of the strategies which most char-
acterize them. Kelly made a start on producing such a classification system, but did
not consider it practicable to produce a ‘cookbook’ of all the major disorders. This
chapter attempts to provide a model of psychological disorder which, if not a cook-
book, is a little more systematic than Kelly’s.

STRATEGIES IN PSYCHOLOGICAL DISORDER
Loose Construing

Loosening is a stage in the Creativity Cycle in which constructions are vague and
variable—as in dreaming. They will be tightened and tested if the cycle proceeds to
that stage, but if not, those constructions will be very difficult to invalidate since
they can accommodate virtually any event. Loosening may, therefore, serve to
protect the individual from invalidation and the anxiety which may accompany that.
However, it is likely ultimately to fail to increase the predictability of the individ-
ual’s world, as indicated by the fact that the interruption in the loose construer’s
Experience Cycle occurs at its very first stage, the person being unable to formu-
late any coherent anticipations of events.

Kelly proposed that the client exhibiting extensive loose construing is likely to be
diagnosed as schizophrenic. That proposition was examined by Bannister in a series
of studies associating schizophrenic thought disorder with weak relationships
between constructs and inconsistencies in the patterns of these relationships.
Bannister’s work led to his ‘serial invalidation hypothesis’ accounting for the origins
of such thought disorders (see discussion in Chapter 20, pp. 211-222). Several sub-
sequent studies are consistent with Bannister’s findings and, while alternative expla-
nations have been proposed for his results, none is entirely convincing (Winter, 1992).

Although all of us may loosen our construing to cope with invalidation, this strat-
egy is likely only to be adopted throughout a person’s construing system after alter-
natives (involving reconstruing and perhaps manifested in a disorder of thought
content) have been attempted without success. The option of massive loosening is
more likely to be adopted by some people than others: for example, those whose
construct systems are already loosely structured may resist the structural collapse
which could result from further loosening (Lawlor & Cochran, 1981). As Lorenzini
and colleagues (1989) suggest, the age at which major invalidation occurs may also
be a factor in determining the response to it. They consider that the person diag-
nosed as schizophrenic is likely to have suffered invalidation at an earlier age, when
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there is not yet much hierarchical organization in the construct system, than, for
example, the person diagnosed as paranoid.

Gara and colleagues (1989) have demonstrated that a particular construct sub-
system which is poorly elaborated in the person diagnosed as schizophrenic is that
concerning the self. These authors contrast the schizophrenic person’s predicament
with the state of optimal functioning reflected in a hierarchical system in which the
person has several identities, so that if one identity is invalidated another may be
enacted. In the schizophrenic person, invalidation of the individual’s identity may
result in what the authors term ‘not-me’ experience and behaviour, and possibly the
construction of a new identity based, for example, on delusions or being ‘a patient’.

The adoption of a strategy of loose construing in response to invalidation may
lead to the presentation of difficulties other than thought disorder, the nature of
these perhaps depending upon the extent and persistence of the loosening. If, rather
than persistent invalidation, the person experiences a single profound invalidation,
for example of a view of the world as a safe place, his or her response may be a
fragmentation of construing. As will be seen in Chapter 21 (pp. 223-231), this
pattern has been observed in post-traumatic stress disorder.

Tight Construing

While some people remain in the loose construing phase of the Creativity Cycle,
others fail to complete the cycle because they adopt the converse strategy of con-
sistently construing tightly. Kelly (1955/1991, p. 849/Vol. 2, p. 205) describes them as
developing a construing system with ‘no loose fits which might let anxiety seep in’
and, indeed, they may find themselves sheltered from anxiety if they were to live in
an unchanging world. However, since the predictions derived from it are so precise,
such a system is very vulnerable to invalidation by new events, and the effects of
this may be far-reaching, reverberating from the invalidated construct to others
related to it (Lawlor & Cochran, 1981). The threat posed by invalidation to the tight
construer is such that he or she is likely to engage in hostility in Kelly’s sense, that
is to extort evidence to prove he or she was right all along. In terms of the Experi-
ence Cycle, he or she fails to pass through the ‘confirmation or disconfirmation of
anticipation’ phase.

The likely reason for very tight construing is that the individual’s superordinate
constructs are not sufficiently permeable to accommodate changing events. In
Kelly’s view, which has received some empirical support (Winter, 1992), this is the
predicament of the person diagnosed as neurotic. Furthermore, in such people, tight
construing has been found to be particularly characteristic of the subsystems of con-
struing concerning the symptoms and the self, which is generally seen unfavourably
and as different from other people.

Dilation

Another contrasting pair of strategies, which may be used in an imbalanced way in
an attempt to avoid invalidation, are dilation and constriction. In the former, the
person faced with incompatible constructions extends his or her perceptual field to
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try to reorganize his or her construing system at a more comprehensive level. In
disorders involving dilation, ‘the person’s exploration has outrun his organization’
(Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 846/Vol. 2, p. 203). Such a person may be diagnosed as ‘para-
noid’ or ‘manic’.

Constriction

The converse strategy to dilation is constriction, in which an individual attempts to
minimize apparent incompatibilities in construing by drawing in the outer bound-
aries of the perceptual field. While possibly providing some temporary relief from
anxiety, ‘it may let issues accumulate which will eventually threaten a person with
insurmountable anxiety’ (Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 908/Vol. 2, p. 246), and its manifesta-
tions in psychological disorder may be observed in many people classified as
neurotic or depressed. For example, agoraphobia is a clear behavioural manifesta-
tion of constriction of the person’s world to, ultimately, his or her own home.
Research indicates that it may allow the avoidance of anxiety associated with inter-
personal conflict, an area in which the agoraphobic’s construing tends to be at a low
level of awareness (Winter, 1989). This research also suggests that the agorapho-
bic’s interpersonal world may be constricted to only include his or her spouse, whose
construing is similar to his or her own and who is likely, therefore, to be a constant
source of validation.

While constriction may lead to more certain anticipations of a narrow range of
events, a consistent use of this strategy is likely to preclude the extension of the
system to encompass events other than these. The Experience Cycle of such an
individual is interrupted at the ‘encounter’ phase.

Faulty Control

Another cycle which may be inadequately completed in disorder is the Circum-
spection—Pre-emption—Control Cycle. Indeed, Kelly says that ‘all disorders of con-
struction are disorders which involve faulty control’ (1995/1991, p. 927/Vol. 2, p.
258). In some individuals, the circumspection phase of this cycle is very prolonged,
and the process of experimentation consequently delayed. In others, this phase is
foreshortened and the person behaves impulsively. Such impulsiveness may be an
attempt to escape from uncertainty and consequent anxiety, or to return to a famil-
iar old role and thus reduce guilt. However, if the individual is to carry out the
evaluation of his or her actions which allows the possibility of constructive revision
and completion of the Experience Cycle, a period of circumspection must follow his
or her impulsive behaviour.

Covert Construing

Other strategies which may be adopted to avoid anxiety, and may be evident in
disorder, involve covert construing, in which the person is not fully aware of all of
his constructions. For example, one pole of a construct may be ‘submerged’, or rel-
atively inaccessible. This may prevent the construct from being tested out, and there-
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fore forestall the reconstruing that such experimentation might require. Another
strategy involving a low level of awareness of construing is ‘suspension’, in which a
construction is held in abeyance because it is incompatible with the person’s current
construing system and hence is threatening. For instance, in people suffering from
agoraphobia such strategies may characterize their construing of interpersonal
conflict.

A further type of covert construing, but in this case one that could not be regarded
entirely accurately as a strategy, involves the use of preverbal constructs. These have
no consistent verbal labels, generally because they were developed in infancy before
the person had the use of words. Their expression in symptoms of a disorder may
therefore take the form of, for example, bodily sensations rather than verbalized
complaints of psychological problems.

CORRELATES OF PSYCHOLOGICAL DISORDER

The view of psychological disorder as involving a block in the process of experi-
mentation suggests that a disorder may involve several potentially negative conse-
quences for the individual.

Idiosyncratic Content of Construing

Kelly states that some disorders arise from the content of the person’s construing
system rather than the construing process itself. That suggests that his diagnostic
dimensions are less relevant in such cases. As an example, he notes that a person
who believes that punishment expunges guilt is likely to be self-punitive. However,
for such a construction to be maintained the person must either be in a situation
where it is validated by others, or strategies have to be employed to avoid invali-
dation or extort validation. In the former case, the individual cannot strictly be said
to have a disorder in the sense of having a construction used repeatedly in the face
of consistent invalidation. In the latter, the strategies reflected in Kelly’s diagnostic
dimensions may be of considerable relevance. Indeed they, and not the idiosyncratic
construing itself, may be considered to represent the disorder.

Nevertheless, an idiosyncratic pattern of construing may arise as an initial
response to consistent invalidation, the person changing the meaning of constructs
in an attempt to avoid further invalidation. In other individuals, such as those diag-
nosed as depressed, idiosyncrasies of construing may be expressed in negative con-
structions of the self or change-inhibiting dilemmas (for example, ‘if I am happy then
I have to be insensitive’). Some of these dilemmas may be derived from experiences
of people, such as parents, who served as ‘prototypes’ of the constructions concerned.

Difficulties in Role Relationships

Another likely consequence of the inadequate formulation and testing of con-
structions in disorders is difficulty in anticipating other people’s construction
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processes, and hence in role relationships. For example, the person whose constru-
ing is very tightly organized may find it difficult to take another person’s perspec-
tive (Adams-Webber, 1969), whereas the consistently loose construer may be unable
to form any testable anticipations of the construing of others. A further possible
basis for inaccuracy in construing the constructions of others, as Widom (1976) has
observed in clients diagnosed as psychopathic, is the assumption that others share
one’s own idiosyncratic view of the world.

Undispersed and Undifferentiated Dependency

A further major dimension regarding the individual’s approach to interpersonal
relationships concerns the extent to which dependencies are dispersed across a
range of people. Although dependency was not one of the principal axes of Kelly’s
diagnostic system, he did make it clear that optimal functioning involves a variety
of dependency relationships of different types. By contrast, psychological disorder
may be associated with either depending on only one person, or a limited number
of people; or, on the other hand, turning to a very large number of people to satisty
every need. Beverly Walker has indicated that such patterns are related to pre-
emptive and impermeable construing, and associated with vulnerability to invali-
dation (see Chapter 16, pp. 171-180).

‘Negative’ Emotions

The definition of negative emotions as those which ‘follow unsuccessful’ construing
(McCoy, 1981, p. 97) suggests that such emotions are likely to be implicated to some
degree in all disorders. Kelly describes, for example, disorders involving guilt, in
which there is a sense of loss of role; and those involving anxiety, in which the person
is faced with the confusion of finding his or her world unpredictable. He also
describes disorders involving aggression and hostility, which McCoy regards as
behaviours associated with emotions. In the former, the person may, for example,
elaborate his or her position with little understanding of the construing of others
and hence little regard for role relationships. In the latter, the person acts in such a
way as to extort evidence for some construction, perhaps of the self as a failure or
of other people as rejecting.

THE SYMPTOM

Rather than being manifestations of some disease process of which the person is a
passive victim, Kelly considers symptoms to be ‘urgent questions, behaviourally
expressed, which had somehow lost the threads which lead either to answers or to
better questions’ (1969, p. 19). They may be relatively direct expressions of the
experience of invalidation, such as the anxiety associated with this. In other cases
they may reflect aspects of the person’s strategy for coping with invalidation, such
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as the thought disorder associated with a loosening strategy. However, they can
always be considered to involve an element of choice, the choice of a particular
symptom being grounded in aspects of the person’s construing system and their val-
idational experiences. For some individuals, an elaborated role of sufferer from a
particular symptom may be available within their social context. For example, media
portrayals of eating disorders may provide ready-made roles which can be adopted
if no equally elaborated alternative role seems to be available, while involvement
in a drug subculture may equally offer an attractive role of addict.

The validational influences on the development of a particular symptom may,
however, be more subtle than this. For example, the individual from a family which
predominantly communicates by means of physical illness may be expected to
develop an elaborated subsystem of ‘somatic’ constructs, in contrast to the elabo-
rated ‘psychological’ construct subsystem of the person whose family is character-
ized by open discussion of emotions. When faced with an experience of persistent
invalidation, which is likely to be accompanied by a high level of arousal with both
physiological and psychological components (Mancuso & Adams-Webber, 1982),
these two individuals are likely to focus pre-emptively on different aspects of this
experience and to present with somatic (such as headaches) or psychological (such
as social anxiety) symptoms respectively. There is some research evidence for this
view, and similarly for a relationship between the symptoms which individuals
present and the extent to which they are predominantly concerned with the outside
world or their inner worlds (Winter, 1992).

The possible basis for the presentation of psychosomatic symptoms is also con-
sidered by Kelly, in cases where the person’s preverbal core and dependency con-
structs are likely to be involved. He argues that the involvement of the latter
constructs explains why these symptoms may ‘appear as if they were something
which the client requires just as urgently as he requires sustenance and safety’
(Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 868/Vol. 2, p. 218).

Whatever symptom the person presents, it can be considered to involve both gains
and losses. The gains may include the provision of a degree of structure in an uncer-
tain, anxiety-provoking world. For example, not only has it been found that people
tend to use a large number of constructs with content relevant to their symptom
but also that these constructs tend to be tightly interrelated. Kelly’s notion of choice
would suggest that for such individuals construal of the self as suffering from
the symptom is preferable to not doing so because it carries greater possibilities
for elaboration of the construct system. As Fransella (1970) has described, the
person’s symptom becomes their ‘way of life’. However, they are then trapped
in a vicious circle in which the role of a sufferer from the symptom concerned
becomes ever more elaborated and there is no opportunity to develop an alterna-
tive, non-symptomatic role.

Symptoms may serve other purposes. For example, they may have the ‘payoff’
(Tschudi, 1977) of allowing the self to be construed in a favourable light in those
cases where the symptom carries some positive implication for the individual, such
as gentleness. Whatever their purpose, this view of symptoms as offering both gains
and losses makes it unsurprising that often a person may both seek therapy and
appear to resist the therapist’s efforts to help (see Chapter 20, pp. 211-222).
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AN ILLUSTRATION OF PERSONAL CONSTRUCT
FORMULATIONS OF DISORDER: DELIBERATE SELF-HARM

Deliberate self-harm is on the increase. In the United Kingdom, approximately
150000 people harm themselves every year, while around 3000 people kill them-
selves every day worldwide. The routes which have led to self harm for these
individuals differ, but can be conceptualized using some of the notions presented
above.

Kelly distinguishes between different types of suicidal acts. Suicide as a ‘dedicated
act’ is ‘designed to validate one’s life, to extend its essential meaning rather than to
terminate it’. This may be so, for instance, in the case of the suicide bomber in a cul-
tural setting where such an act is construed as honourable and a passport to par-
adise. He differentiates suicide as a dedicated act from ‘mere suicide’. This may
occur in two circumstances, which he terms ‘realism’ and ‘indeterminacy’. In the
former case, which is often associated with very tight construing, ‘the course of
events seems so obvious that there is no point in waiting around for the outcome’
(Kelly, 1961, p. 260). In the words of John, who marked his fiftieth birthday by taking
fifty sleeping tablets, ‘I can’t see the point of being alive . . . No romance, the kids
couldn’t care two monkeys, my relatives don’t see me any more’. Of relevance to
such a fatalistic view of the world may be undispersed dependency. Consider, for
example, individuals who focus all their dependencies on another person, who then
dies, leaves them, or is seen as betraying their trust. For such individuals, their future
only offers the certainty of isolation.

In contrast to suicides in conditions of ‘realism’ are those in conditions of per-
ceived indeterminacy. In such cases, which are often associated with very loose con-
struing, ‘everything seems so unpredictable that the only definite thing one can do
is to abandon the scene altogether’ (Kelly, 1961, p. 260). One reason for the person’s
interpersonal world appearing very unpredictable, and consequent suicide, may be
a difficulty in anticipating other people’s construction processes. The suicidal act
may be seen as the ultimate expression of a process of constriction, in which the
person increases the predictability of his or her world by drawing in its boundaries,
and this notion is particularly applicable to chaotic suicides.

Acts of self-harm may serve to reduce uncertainty, and the anxiety associated with
this, even when not committed with suicidal intent. Thus, for some individuals self-
harm may provide a way of life, perhaps not a very attractive one for most people
but one which is at least familiar and may provide an island of structure and pre-
dictability in a sea of chaos. To quote Fred, whose history of self-harm involved swal-
lowing not only tablets but also an impressive array of other objects, from razors to
starter motors, ‘I don’t really want to stop. It doesn’t harm me. It’s just part of me,
going to hospital and getting better.’

Two further processes of construing may be particularly relevant to suicidal ges-
tures. One is foreshortening of the Circumspection-Pre-emption—Control Cycle, the
person acting impulsively without taking account of all the issues involved. In Jim’s
case, when asked to explain his self-harm, he said that ‘I was thinking about a person
I worked with who cut himself and killed himself. I thought that if he can do it I
candoit...Iran to the kitchen, grabbed a knife and started cutting myself.” Stefan
and Linder (1985) also consider suicidal gestures to be hostile acts, in that they
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attempt to extort validation of some construction, for example that a partner is
uncaring.

Formulation of an individual’s self-harm in terms of the processes of construing
underlying it provides a basis for selection of a therapeutic intervention. For
example, the type of intervention used with the person whose self-harm occurs in
the context of a fatalistic view of the world may be diametrically opposed to that
used with the person with a world view characterized by indeterminacy. Winter and
colleagues (2000) provide some evidence of the effectiveness of such a personal
construct psychotherapy approach.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Faced with invalidation of constructions, the individual will generally attempt to
reconstrue so as to increase the ability to anticipate future events. However, in a sit-
uation of consistent invalidation or when alternative constructions are unavailable,
the person may cling to a particular construction regardless of evidence which
appears to disconfirm it, and therefore exhibit a disorder. The disorder is likely to
be reflected in the exclusive use of a particular strategy, as opposed to the cyclical
interplay of strategies which characterizes optimal functioning. Diagnosis of disor-
ders in terms of the strategies and processes of construing which characterize them
allows the planning of a therapeutic approach for the individual client.

Although used in this chapter, the term ‘disorder’ is an unfortunate choice by
Kelly since it carries mechanistic implications, is suggestive of a state rather than a
process, and its dictionary definition includes such words as ailment and disease.
Might imbalance be a more appropriate term?



PART 1: A THEORETICAL UNDERSTANDING
CHAPTER 20

From Theory to Research
to Change
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Instead of being a problem of threatening proportions, requiring the utmost
explanation and control to keep man out of trouble, behaviour presents itself as
man’s principal instrument of inquiry. Without it his questions are academic and
he gets nowhere. When it is prescribed for him he runs around in dogmatic
circles. But when he uses it boldly to ask questions, a flood of unexpected answers
rises to tax his utmost capacity to understand.

(Kelly, 1970, p. 260)

Bannister and Fransella (1986) argued that one of the prime effects of carrying out
research within a specific theoretical framework is that the theory decides the ques-
tions that are to be asked; that it not only provides the research with a language
and a methodology but should also indicate what issues are fundamental. The tie-
up between a theory and the questions that one asks is obvious enough. Not only
does theory generate issues for experimental investigation, it also provides ideas for
designing ways in which individuals may be helped to reconstrue. In particular, work
within the framework of the psychology of personal constructs does not see ‘normal’
and ‘abnormal’ as two psychologies, but as merely different ways of construing
described in the same terms. The following examples illustrate the tie-up between
theory, research and practice.

DISORDER OF THOUGHT PROCESSES
Bannister’s Theory

It was Don Bannister’s theorizing and research work on the nature of the type of
disordered thought processes seen in those diagnosed as suffering from schizo-
phrenia that alerted the academic world in the United Kingdom to George Kelly’s
theory and repertory grid method. Bannister argued that it was excessive loosening
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of the thought process that produced language that is, in the experience of the
listener, incomprehensible. In personal construct theory terms, one can ask whether
it is a private language or just a very weak language. Many groups use subsystems
of constructs that are incomprehensible to most of us. Mathematicians debating the
deeper mysteries of their subject may be incomprehensible, but we would not judge
them to be thought-disordered. We accept that they are probably saying something
very meaningful and that it is we who lack the specialist construct subsystem to
enable us to understand them. The shortcoming is ours not theirs. The same with
painting. The loosely construed paintings of schizophrenic people used to be likened
to the work of abstract artists. But it was pointed out that abstract artists differ in
that they can tighten up their construing when it is time to go home and those with
‘schizophrenia’ cannot.

The Research Programme

Bannister’s theory was tested in series of experiments using repertory grids
(Bannister, 1960; Bannister et al., 1971; McPherson et al., 1973). They all found that
thought-disordered schizophrenics do, indeed, suffer from a gross loosening of con-
struing. That is, the mathematical relationships between the constructs were very
low and the pattern of relationships between the constructs was unstable over time.
In contrast, grids repeatedly given to other groups showed significantly closer rela-
tionships between constructs and the pattern of these relationships remained rela-
tively consistent over time.

However, his early work with Phillida Salmon showed that such thought-
disordered people are not equally perplexed by every aspect of the world in which
they live. The greatest difference between them and other so-called ‘normal’ groups
lay in the discrepancy between ‘object’ and ‘people’ construing. The thought-
disordered group were only a little worse than ‘normal’ groups in their construing
of objects, but they were vastly less structured and consistent in their construing on
psychological dimensions. That suggested that schizophrenic thought disorder may
not occur throughout their whole construing system, but may be particularly related
to interpersonal construing (Bannister & Salmon, 1966).

Bannister argued that if it is interpersonal construing that has been specifically
affected in thought disorder, then any theory about it being the result of brain dis-
order has to postulate an unlikely bug or ‘schizococcus’ that bites ‘person-thinking’
but not ‘object-thinking’ brain cells.

The Origins of Thought Process Disorder

Personal construct psychology places great stress on process and change. Thus,
any research on thought disorder or any other problems, very rapidly forces the
researcher to face the question of how do people come to have that problem. It is
not enough to give an account of the condition as it stands.

Bannister’s initial hypothesis about what causes thought disorder was that it is



FROM THEORY TO RESEARCH TO CHANGE 213

the ultimate result of the experience of serial invalidation. He argued that thought-
disordered schizophrenics have been driven to loosen their construing beyond the
point at which there are enough workable lines of implication between their con-
structs for them to re-tighten their system. By loosening our construing we place
ourselves in the position of neither being right or wrong in our predictions. Loos-
ening and tightening are not of themselves pathological reactions, but are normal
reactions to varying validational fortunes.

To test his hypothesis Bannister conducted experiments in which so-called
‘normal’ people were ‘serially invalidated’” (Bannister, 1963, 1965). The experiments
showed that successively telling people they were right did, indeed, cause them to
tighten their construing. However, those who were successively told that they were
wrong, did not loosen the interrelationships between their constructs immediately,
but responded markedly with another strategy—they changed the pattern of inter-
relationships. Thus, on one occasion a person might have a high positive correlation
(say, 0.70) between kind and sincere then, on a later grid, these two constructs might
be highly negatively correlated (say, —0.90). That wild swinging of the pattern of
relationships between constructs seemed to be an initial and marked reaction to
invalidation. However, in a final experiment it was shown that if only one cluster of
constructs at a time, rather than a whole subsystem, was invalidated, then loosen-
ing did take place.

Bannister’s ideas and research sparked a vast amount of activity among
researchers, some producing results supporting his hypotheses, some against.
Included in that research activity was the development of the standardized Grid Test
of Schizophrenic Thought Disorder (Bannister & Fransella, 1967). The aim was to
provide an aid to a reconstruction programme to help such people to become
‘thought-ordered’. But it was destined to become only an aid to diagnosis.

The Resulting Therapy Research Programme

Although Bannister’s research was an artificial and laboratory model of the process
of serial invalidation, he felt that the experiments did suggest that thought-
disordered people may have been wrong too often. That raised the question of how
thought-disordered schizophrenics could again achieve ‘ordered’ thinking.

He suggested that a reduction of thought disorder might take place as a result
of serial validation (having one’s expectations confirmed). The programme he
designed began with a very extensive search of each individual’s construct system
for dealing with people. The aim was to find some residual structure; some group
of still semi-clustered constructs that would serve as a starting point for an elabo-
ration of the whole system.

The thought-disordered schizophrenic people were encouraged to think
about/relate to others and start having expectations about them. They were then
encouraged to experiment with their environment in order that they could test out
the implications of their construing. This research (Bannister et al., 1975) produced
no startling ‘cure’ for thought disorder, but it did suggest that a ‘journey back’ may
be possible, long and arduous though that journey would be.
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THE CONSTRUING OF STUTTERING

As this is about my own theorizing and research, I will talk about it personally. Don
Bannister’s research in the 1960s made me realize that personal construct theory
was a powerful way of trying to give meaning to the behaviour of some people
that otherwise seemed incomprehensible. My particular interest in the mid-1960s
was those who stutter. Why did they not stop doing something that obviously caused
them so much unhappiness? There is no body of evidence to suggest that people
stutter because of some brain malfunction. Like him, I turned to theory to provide
an explanation for the continuance of stuttered speech in those who had been
labelled ‘a stutterer’ from an early age.

A Personal Construct Theory of Stuttering

Kelly’s model is of the personal construer. Those who stutter construe. They, like
everyone else, have developed subsystems of constructs throughout their lives,
through which to view the universe of events that confront them and enable them
to predict and hence have some control over the course of these events.

Our personal construct systems make us both free and prisoners. We are free in
that we can change our construing of events in the light of the results of our pre-
dictions. But we are trapped by that same construing system. We have choice, but
we can only choose between the dichotomous constructs that make up our system;
we cannot view the world along totally new construct dimensions at will. I was struck
by Hinkle’s (1965) rewording of the Choice Corollary:

a person always chooses in that direction which he anticipates will increase the
total meaning and significance of his life. Stated in the defensive form, a person
chooses so as to avoid the anxiety of chaos and the despair of absolute certainty.

(p- 21)

Eventually I came to theorize that a person stutters because it is in this way that he
or she can anticipate the greatest number of events: it is by behaving in this way that
life is most meaningful to him or her. Someone who stutters cannot change because
none of us willingly walks the plank and so drops off into an unknown, unpre-
dictable world. In the world of fluency there lie many unknown hazards for someone
who stutters and a vastly decreased ability to predict these pitfalls.

People who stutter know all about being ‘a stutterer’. They know the variety of
ways in which a person is likely to react to their way of speaking, and know what
their reactions will be to the listener’s reactions. But they are unable to interpret
the subtler forms of communication such as eye contacts, hand gestures and general
body movements which usually accompany speaking for the fluent person. I argued
that one of their problems is that they do not try to see the situation through the
eyes of the listener. There is no role relationship as described in the Sociality
Corollary. No attempt is made to see things through the listener’s eyes, only an inter-
pretation of the listener’s behaviour.
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The Resulting Therapy Research Programme

My reasons for carrying out this research were two-fold. One was purely theoreti-
cal, a wish to show that behaviour is directly linked to construing—as personal con-
struct theory suggests. The other was to test whether personal construct theory could
be of use in gaining insight into another human problem that is also very resistant
to change. That, in turn, might lead to an approach to helping sufferers find a path
to fluency. The research was not designed to test the efficacy of personal construct
therapy.

In addition to basing the research on Hinkle’s rewording of the Choice Corollary,
my principal research tool was a modified form of his Implications Grid. There
are no elements to be construed in the Impgrid, constructs are compared with
constructs. My simplified modification of Hinkle’s grid was to take one pole of a
person’s constructs at a time and ask that person to look at all their other con-
structs—laid out on the table before them. The question asked was, for example, ‘if
all you know about a person is that they are thrifty, are there any other character-
istics among those on the table here that you would expect a thrifty person to be?’

Twenty people, who, starting in 1966, were successively referred to me for treat-
ment of their stutter, completed two such bipolar impgrids—one with constructs
elicited from ‘me as a stutterer’ and the other from ‘me as a fluent speaker’. These
were repeated at intervals during the therapy. On each of those occasions, measures
were also taken of severity of stuttering and self-characterizations were written.

The precise prediction was that, as fluency increased, the implications of being a
fluent speaker would increase—it would become a more meaningful way of being.

Reconstruing from Stuttering to Fluency

As with all forms of therapy, the method stems from the theory about the problem.
If it is argued that people continue to stutter because that is the most meaningful
way for them to behave, then the therapy will be directed to making fluency a more
meaningful way to behave. Until that has increased meaning, the person who
stutters will not experiment with being a fluent person. The same applies to anyone
with a long-standing problem—to people who have a problem with weight, as is
described later in this chapter, to those who smoke (Mair, 1970) or who drink to
excess (Hoy, 1973). All ways of behaving that a person has adopted over many years
becomes part of their ‘self’ construing. The problem such people have ‘is not a
symptom but a way of life’ (Fransella, 1970).

The main therapeutic method used was what Kelly described as ‘controlled
elaboration’. That is described more fully in Chapter 23 (pp. 237-245). In this case,
any occasion in which the client had experienced fluency was focused on. ‘What did
it feel like?” ‘How did the other person react to your fluency?’ But the crucial ques-
tion was, ‘Did you predict you would be fluent?’ If the person said they did ‘know’
they would be fluent, they soon came to realize that it was they themselves who
were responsible for the fluency and that it was not something that just ‘came upon
me’. It was their own construing that resulted in their response of stuttering or
fluency.
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At the end of the two-year programme, the results supported both my aims.
Behaviour and construing were shown to be inseparable. The degree of increase in
fluency was highly related to the number of implications people had for being a
fluent speaker. The more meaningful a fluent speaker was being, the more fluent
the person had become. Apart from that, there was also a decrease in meaningful-
ness of being a stutterer as fluency increased. Personal construct theory states that
we do not have to give up one set of ideas before embarking on the elaboration of
another. It is reasonable then to suppose that as one subsystem of construing
becomes more meaningful and is seen to have increased predictive capacity, the
other subsystem will eventually start to ‘shrivel up’. Apart from that, it was shown
that the personal construct theory of stuttering had led to a treatment programme
that produced positive results.

Therapeutic Constraints

The very precise nature of my hypotheses meant that only work based on personal
construct theory could be used to help the client reconstrue. But it seemed likely
that using some speech modification technique would speed up the development of
‘spontaneous fluency’, and thus make reconstruing easier. Margaret Evesham and
I (1985) investigated that hypothesis. One group of stutterers had fluency training
in ‘prolonged speech’ and the other group had that training plus personal construct
work. Measures were made of disfluencies and all forty-eight participants completed
grids and self characterizations.

People in both groups experienced a decrease in their disfluencies, but the tech-
nique group showed more improvement. Although a seemingly disappointing result,
it was of particular interest that the relapse rate for the personal construct group
was significantly lower than for the technique group. That would, of course, be pre-
dicted from personal construct theory. Those in the personal construct group were
actually changing how they saw themselves as a person. Once that happens, a person
is less likely to go back to the beginning, although there may be sporadic relapses.
Those who simply learn a technique for changing their behaviour, may or may not
reconstrue themselves as a person.

Over the 30 years since that original research work, considerable use has been
made of the personal construct approach by speech and language therapists in the
United Kingdom (Stewart & Birdsall, 2001) but, as DiLollo and colleagues (2001)
have pointed out, its application to the treatment of stuttering in the United States
has been almost non-existent. These latter authors suggest that one of the reasons
for that is the requirement of specialist training and the complexity of the assess-
ment methods. While agreeing that some knowledge and experience of personal
construct theory is necessary for any practitioner, the assessment methods are not
a requirement of the reconstruction programme. I used the bipolar impgrids to test
specific hypotheses and not as an integral part of the therapy.

DiLollo and colleagues recommend the use of narrative therapy (see Chapter 24,
pp. 247-255). The framework outlined by White and Epston (1990) and cited by
DiLollo and colleagues, is not far removed from that of the personal construct
approach. For instance, they suggest that there is a need to talk about the relation-
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ship between the person and the problem; find out how the person is able to predict
that they are about to stutter; and that there should be a focus on fluency.

A PROBLEM OF WEIGHT

Like stuttering, disorders of weight are notoriously resistant to change—particularly
that described as anorexia nervosa, a potentially life-threatening disorder in which
the extreme pursuit of thinness and avoidance of fatness dominates a person’s life.
Eric Button has spent many years trying to understand why these people, commonly
young women, look as if they want to starve themselves to death (see Button, 1993,
for full coverage of his work). His starting point was my work on stuttering.

His general hypothesis was that resistance to weight gain was related to the
meaning of being a normal weight. The results from his first piece of research gave
some support to that hypothesis and also showed that a greater degree of mean-
ingfulness of being at a normal weight was associated with better weight mainte-
nance following discharge from hospital. That is, relapse rates were lower.

A second study had one particularly striking finding, contrary to what one might
expect. The young women construed ‘me at my thinnest’ in very negative terms com-
pared to their ideal self. However, the picture was complex. For example, one person
generally construed being normal weight as preferable to being thin, but in one
crucial respect there was a snag. For her, being normal weight meant being con-
spicuous, which was the last thing she wanted, she would like to have been virtually
invisible.

In addition to such findings about the content of their construing, later research
demonstrated the importance of structural aspects of construing. These young
women, compared with both healthy individuals and those suffering from bulimia
nervosa (those who binge-eat, typically followed by vomiting), showed more limited
and rigid forms of construing of people. Button’s central theme now is that it is this
limitation in how they construe people which leads them to take refuge in the more
predictable and controllable world of just focusing on food, eating and weight.

Therapeutic Implications

Button now argues, in line with Fransella’s approach, that therapeutic efforts should
focus on developing ‘person construing’ rather than on weight. He comments that:

Sadly, some thirty years after my original research, I am less optimistic about the
possibilities of change in many of these individuals whose styles of construing
can prove highly repetitive and resistant. My goal, however, is to help them find
and be themselves in their own terms, in spite of their limitations and with or
without their anorectic way of life. (Personal communication)

The above examples and many other psychological problems are characterized by
the sufferers finding it very difficult to change and being subject to relapse. Why can
we not become what we want to become? Why do people, who seem to be making
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good progress, in their own terms or those of others, suddenly stop that progress
and sometimes even ‘take a step backwards’?

RESISTING CHANGE?

Resistance to change for both psychoanalysts and cognitive-behaviour therapists
involve some notion of failure on the part of the client. The personal construct prac-
titioner strongly disagrees with that view. How can a client fail? If the client is seen
as failing so must be the therapist, since they are struggling together on the same
problem. If the client demonstrates that he or she is not seeing the problem as the
therapist does, some reconstruing—on the part of the therapist—is required. As
Kelly put it:

The client who exasperates the therapist by his failure to deal with what the ther-
apist wants him to, or by his refusal to see things the way the therapist so clearly
sees them is not necessarily warding off the therapist as a person; more likely he
is demonstrating the fact that his construct system does not subsume what the
therapist thinks it should. (Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 1101/Vol. 2, p. 379)

The Choice Corollary leads us to think that the essence of living is to grow and
develop, to extend and/or define our construing of the world—and therefore to
change. Taking that view, clients are not resisting change, they are choosing not to
change.

WHY CHOOSE NOT TO CHANGE?

Although this chapter focuses primarily on the process of reconstruction for those
seeking professional help, it is important to remember that Kelly’s ideas are relevant
to us all, whether or not we have a serious problem with which we need help. We all
experience times when we choose not to change. These times can be looked at in
terms of structure of a person’s construing system and also in terms of transitions.

When the Problem is Part of the Core Role

For many people, their complaint is part of their core role and the alternative way
of being has some serious negative aspect to it. That applies to both those who
stutter and those with anorexia nervosa already described.

But choosing not to change is not an uncommon experience. For instance, many
current change programmes require people, say, middle managers, to become caring
managers rather than directive. These managers will resist change if that change
requires them to become something they, at a core level, think is not them. In one
organization this resulted in an alarming number failing their assessment at the end
of a lengthy change programme. Through individual interviews involving elicitation
and laddering of personal constructs, it was found that to be caring, for some, was
the equivalent of being a bad manager, quite unacceptable. Once a problem such
as this has been put into words, it can be discussed. In this case, many of these middle
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managers said that they were prepared to ‘give it a go’. The majority passed at the
assessment centre the second time round. They always had the skills to pass, but
their understanding of their role did not allow them to. It is important to state that
their jobs were not at risk.

Tight versus Loose Construing

It is often found that those who had tight construing subsystems of themselves
change less than those who construe their world more loosely, for example, Fransella
(1972) with those who stutter, Button (1980) with those suffering from anorexia
nervosa and Sheehan (1985) with those who are depressed. That is easy to under-
stand. If we are fairly certain how things are, we may realize, at some level of aware-
ness, that one or two seemingly simple changes could have serious reverberations
throughout the system. We choose not to change.

When there is Nowhere to Go

People who have stuttered for as long as they can remember have no alternative
but to value the status quo. To suddenly find themselves fluent would plunge them
into a world in which they can predict very little when speaking with other adult
people. They cannot change until being fluent is meaningful to them. It is the same
for anyone who has behaved in a certain way for a very long time.

When the Alternative is an Ideal

For many of those with long-standing problems such as stuttering, obesity, alco-
holism or smoking, the alternative to being a stutterer, obese, an alcoholic or a
smoker is to be ‘an ideal’. They cry ‘if only’. ‘If only I were not someone who stut-
ters I would be a great orator.” ‘If only I were not an alcoholic I would be a pow-
erful businessman.” ‘If only I were not obese I would be one of the most successful
fashion models.” Most of us cannot live an ideal.

THE EXPERIENCE OF NOT WANTING TO CHANGE

Having looked at reasons why a person chooses not to change how they see them-
selves and their problem ‘just like that’, the experience of such choice can be looked
at in terms of ‘transitions’.

Threat

A major reason for maintaining the psychological status quo is the awareness that,
if change takes place, it will result in a comprehensive change in one’s core con-
struing. Luke spelled it out like this:
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I have a confession to make. I sort of feel that in the past I should have taken a
more active interest in getting rid of my stammer. . . . [ feel I’'m capable of think-
ing about the situation and trying to work out some new ideas—in general help
you along as much as possible—I’ve been a bit on the lazy side. . . . I could easily
sit down and think about my stammer, but when it came to the time, then [ didn’t
feel like it and I think that this could well be the fact that probably somewhere,
subconsciously, I didn’t want to get rid of it because it was—you know—just this
sort of thing. That there was something in the fluent world that I was afraid of.

(Fransella, 1972, p. 195)

He had definitely become aware of the imminent possibility of comprehensive
change in his core construing. He was correct in asking for more time to reconstrue.

Hostility

One of the most often experienced ways of making sure that no more change occurs
is by being hostile. As Kelly points out, hostility is often construed by the therapist
as ‘resistance’.

If the client is hostile he may, indeed, be making a whipping boy out of the ther-
apist; but even this, we feel, is more profitably seen as an effort to retrieve some
bad bets on which the client wagered more than he could afford. If the therapist
has no more enlightened construction of what is going on than to insist that the
client ‘is being stubborn’, it would seem that the therapist is hostile too.

(Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 1101/Vol. 2, p. 379)

Clients are extremely creative in the ways they find to convince the therapist that
there has really not been any improvement. Relapse can readily be seen as one
hostile strategy. Just to complete the theoretical picture, Kelly suggests that, where
there seems to be hostility, one should look for the guilt.

Guilt

That is felt when the client actually glimpses, for instance, that new ‘fluent self” or
that ‘normal weight self’. They become aware that they have gone too far in their
psychological change and, for however short a time, have been dislodged from that
treasured core role.

It seems likely that some fairly radical core role reconstruing has to take place
before a person is able to judge whether what was so desirable to begin with is really
so desirable after all. What looked so wonderful when it was unelaborated and its
implications unknown may look very threatening in the cold light of reconstrual.
Evidence has to be extorted to show that, whatever change there is in the offing, it
is unimportant. That hostility prevents the person having to face the guilt of not
being the person they always thought they were. Kelly felt that guilt can be so
serious that he said:

Since guilt, as we have defined it, represents dislodgement from one’s core role
structure, we could scarcely expect guilt not to be related to ‘physical’ health.
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Strictly within the psychological realm one might transpose the Biblical saying,
“The wages of sin is death’ into ‘The wages of guilt is death’. It is genuinely ‘dif-
ficult to sustain life in the fact of guilt’. Some people do not even try.

(Kelly, 1955/1991, p. 909/Vol. 2, 246)

RELAPSE

Everything that has been said about choosing to resist change is relevant to our
understanding of why people relapse. The speed of change is too fast. Reconstru-
ing keeps sending shock waves up to those core role areas and signals imminent
change in the system itself. Something has to be done about it. What better than to
go back a few steps to where it may be more uncomfortable but at least it is home.
But personal construct theory leads one to view relapses during therapy as useful.
They provide the person with a breathing space. Time to work out what all the
change they have experienced actually means. What is useful and what is still too
threatening to contemplate? As has been said before, such construing does not go
on ‘in one’s head’. It takes place below the level of conscious awareness. Relapsing
provides the client and therapist with much needed space to back-track and attach
more words to the underlying construing that is causing painful threat or guilt.

THEORY AND MEASUREMENT OF RESISTANCE TO CHANGE

Denny Hinkle (1965) outlined a theory of personal construing that he called a
‘theory of construct implications’ and described how that theory led to an under-
standing of change in construing. To test his theory he described the ‘hierarchical
technique for eliciting the superordinate constructs of the preferred self hierarchy’,
which has subsequently been called laddering, created the ‘implications grid’ and
also a way of measuring resistance to change. Basically, he was suggesting that
the meaning of a personal construct is provided by that construct’s relationship
to other constructs. Thus, the meaning of each personal construct is to be found in
the poles of those other constructs that it implies plus those that are implied by
it. So each personal construct has a range of both superordinate and subordinate
implications.

His theory of construct implications led to his arguing that the range of implica-
tion of a construct could be used as a measure of the meaningfulness of that con-
struct. He set about testing a number of hypotheses in his research. He theorized
that the relative resistance to change of personal constructs would be related to how
superordinate they are for an individual:

... the relative resistance to slot change of personal constructs will be directly
related to the superordinate range of implications of those constructs. This is
based on the principle of maximizing the total implicativeness of the system and
the notion that the anticipated degree of threat will be a direct function of the
number of implications involved in the change. (Hinkle, 1965, p. 28)

Another hypothesis was that:
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Constructs functioning at a higher level of superordination in a hierarchical
context will show a greater relative resistance to slot change than constructs func-
tion at a low level. (Hinkle, 1965, p. 29)

Hinkle’s research supported his hypotheses. He found also that the degree to which
personal constructs are resistant to change is related to whether they are super-
ordinate (laddered) constructs or are subordinate (elicited). The more superordi-
nate personal constructs are, the more likely they are to resist any change.

Measuring Resistance to Change

His resistance to change grid is quite simple if somewhat laborious. Each personal
construct, written on a card, is paired with all other constructs. The person is first
asked to state which pole of each construct they would prefer to describe them-
selves, and these preferred poles are underlined. A form of questioning that has
been found easy to use is: ‘tomorrow morning you are going to wake up and find
that you have changed on one of these two constructs. In this case, you will have
changed from being glamorous to being plain or from being thoughtful to being
impetuous. Which would you find it most difficult to change on?’ The number of the
construct on which the person indicates it would be most difficult to change is noted.
The scoring is simply the sum for each construct on which it has been nominated
as resisting the change. (See Fransella et al. (in press) for details.)

Another way of getting an indication of how resistant to change personal con-
structs are is simply to ask the person to rank their elicited and laddered personal
constructs from most important to them to least important.

SUMMARY

Personal construct theory can lead to new ways of looking at old problems. Differ-
ent people have taken different aspects of the theory as their starting point. Thus,
for instance, Don Bannister focused on loosening of construing as the basis of his
theory of the type of disordered thinking found in some of those diagnosed as suf-
fering from schizophrenia, and I found it was the Choice Corollary that led me to
a new way of thinking about the problem of stuttering. The resulting theories
not only lend themselves to testing but also lead to new approaches to helping the
sufferers.

That same theory can then be used to explain why some people find it so diffi-
cult to ‘give up’ their problem. If the person feels that change resulting from the
therapy is too fast, he or she may well choose to stop changing or even to go back
a few steps. The therapist may well see the former as resistance and the latter as
relapse. But the reflexive nature of personal construct theory enables the therapist
to look at his or her own construing to find out what is going on.
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If, then, we are to comprehend what [a man] knows, or what he wants to know,
or what he thinks, or feels, or dreads or does, we must understand the system of
contradictions within which his possibilities hold their shape and his choices—
deliberate or impulsive—are made.

(Kelly, 1969k, p. 115)

The essential feature of Kelly’s theory from a post-traumatic stress point of view is
found in his Fundamental Postulate. Our psychological processes are channelized
by the ways in which we anticipate events. Anticipation is thus integrally linked with
interpretation and understanding of experience. That emphasis makes personal con-
struct theory particularly useful in conceptualizing and helping those who have
experienced some trauma.

Although Kelly focused on the ‘personal’ side of construing, there is a recogni-
tion within personal construct psychology that humans construe in social contexts.
Indeed, Kelly’s concept of sociality as the role-relationship potential created by
persons attempting to anticipate the constructions of others is central to under-
standing phenomena as diverse as schizophrenia, love and psychotherapy. With the
present framework, both of these emphases are incorporated into the understand-
ing of trauma by stipulating that traumatization, although individual in expression,
is inherently social insofar as the trauma itself has social components. Furthermore,
a traumatized person’s attempts to improve symptomatically occur in social context.

UNDERSTANDING REACTIONS TO TRAUMA

More than a decade ago, a personal construct explanatory model of Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) was devised (Sewell & Cromwell, 1990). That model pro-
poses that a person who encounters an extreme experience that cannot be construed
in relation to their other life experiences often creates a fragmented trauma-related

International Handbook of Personal Construct Psychology. Edited by Fay Fransella
Copyright O 2003 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. ISBN: 0-470-84727-1



224 INTERNATIONAL HANDBOOK OF PERSONAL CONSTRUCT PSYCHOLOGY

construct subsystem. Thus, a person with PTSD is predicted to be operating, at least
sometimes, from within an outlook on life that might have been validated by his
traumatic experience, but is not being validated by the rest of his life. Such frag-
mentation, along with other more esoteric aspects of the model, is said to account
for the various symptoms and presentations of PTSD.

The personal construct PTSD model led to further refinements based upon
a variety of research findings, for example with Vietnam combat veterans (Sewell
et al., 1996; Sewell & Williams, 2001), disaster survivors (Sewell, 1996), sexual assault
survivors (Moes & Sewell, 1994) and bereaved persons (Gamino et al., 1998). These
particular research studies are not the focus here, but the lessons learned from
more than a decade of research and from clinical application of the model are
distilled and presented in what follows.

CURRENT CONSTRUCTIONS OF PTSD

Individuals who persist with PTSD seem to view their lives in extreme, negative and
relatively unelaborated ways. That is, they tend to become ‘stuck’ in their construal
of experiences around one or two core constructs (such as good versus bad or
in-control versus out-of-control).

Although there are some difficult-to-assess individual differences in who devel-
ops symptoms following a trauma, these differences may have little importance in
understanding recovery. It is possible to identify ‘risk factors’ for PTSD. However,
even individuals at low risk can develop PTSD if traumatized at a high level.
Perhaps more importantly, once a person develops PTSD, the original risk factors
fail to predict the recovery pattern (Sewell, 1996). In other words, once a person
has PTSD, it does little good for the treating clinician to focus on what might have
made that person vulnerable to the trauma in the first place. The more appropriate
therapeutic focal point is how the person is construing and trying to make sense
of the traumatizing experience.

The re-adaptation process after developing a post-traumatic stress reaction
appears dependent upon elaborating the traumatic experience such that it enters
into more varied and hierarchically abstract relations with other life experiences.
Elaboration of a trauma is likely to require both the development of new dimen-
sions of meaning as well as some reorganization of how their current constructs
relate to each other.

A central focus of this chapter is the important distinction of ‘event’ versus ‘social’
elaboration. When a person is traumatized, there is a disruption in at least two dif-
ferent and important areas of construing: event construction and person/social con-
struction. When a person’s construing of events is disrupted, the individual’s sense
of order in the world is disturbed. The result can be catastrophic anticipations and
anxiety. When a person’s social construing is disturbed, the result is an inability,
sometimes leading to an unwillingness, to anticipate and thus effectively participate
in social relationships. This impaired ability or unwillingness to relate to other
people leads to a sense of social isolation that is independent of the anxiety created
by event construal.

In considering what is disrupted in any one person—event construction or social
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construction—it is crucial to understand that it is almost always both. Within this
framework, traumas are therefore seen as disrupting a person’s construction of
experience in both event and social domains. However, the disruption in one of
these domains is likely to predominate at any given time in the experience of a
person.

These changes in predomination of event versus social disruption imply differ-
ences in the optimal role of the therapist as the person recovers. When the disrup-
tion of event construing predominates, the therapist can collaborate with the client
in combating symptoms, and designing novel behavioural experiments outside of
therapy. On the other hand, when social construction disruption is predominating,
therapy should be viewed as a controlled microcosm of the client’s world in which
he or she can be socially related. The therapist’s optimal role becomes that of
collaborative social problem-solver. In this role, the therapist must invalidate the
negative social predictions but persist in valuing the client and offering the self
as an available target, rather than retreating from attacks, as most others in the
client’s environment might. In reference to the client’s life story, this role is that of
a valued audience member—someone with whom the client cares to share her story.

BEST-LAID PLANS

In order to fully understand the invalidation a traumatized person experiences in
the social and event domains, a ‘planning’ metaphor is offered based upon the con-
vention of referring to one’s main plan as ‘Plan A’ and the back-up plan as ‘Plan B’.
It is important to note that although all plans are forms of anticipation, not all
anticipations are plans. Thus, this explanation uses the ‘planning’ concept in a truly
metaphoric manner.

Plan A: How I anticipate the world will work and how I will be humanly connected
within it. Plan A is the basis of my ongoing anticipation. In personal con-
struct terms, Plan A is made up of my ‘emergent’ construct poles.

A non-traumatic example will be carried through the metaphor. As a prelude to the
example, I must reluctantly admit that I was an American football player through-
out my university years. Suppose that after a game I walk into the football locker
room, anticipating a male environment, with lots of testosterone flying about, and
with collegial relations. These anticipations are based upon the emergent constructs
of male, testosterone-oriented and collegial.

The level of elaboration of Plan A will determine the likelihood that various hap-
penings will be experienced as validating or invalidating. Trauma is invalidation to
the extreme.

I walk out of the shower in the locker room, and there are women standing around
with note pads and pencils. Plan A explodes into vapour.

Plan B: How the world must work and how I would fit into it if Plan A fails. Plan
B consists of the implicit poles of Plan A constructions. Implicit poles of
constructs are the tools with which invalidation is anticipated.
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The level of elaboration (complexity, intricate contingencies, and so forth)
of Plan B will determine the likelihood that trauma will result in sustained
disruption. This is because trauma causes Plan B to become Plan A (the basis
of ongoing anticipation). Once Plan B becomes Plan A, psychological energies
must be devoted to making the world make sense (be predictable) from this new
frame.

If the implicit poles of my original constructions were female (as opposed to
male), femininely sexual (as opposed to testosterone-oriented), and adversarial (as
opposed to collegial), the Plan B that gets invoked might lead me to anticipate,
even if only briefly, that the women were there to evaluate the bodies of the male
athletes (myself included) in order to choose a sexual partner and/or report their
findings to others outside the locker room.

Now where is Plan B? A new one must be developed. Due to the energy and atten-
tion required to try to make the original Plan B function as a Plan A, the develop-
ment of a new Plan B can be difficult at best, and neglected at worst. That often
leads to the paranoid stance that the new Plan A must hold; there simply is no
choice. There is no perceived Plan B. That is an expression of a highly simplified
(unelaborated) Plan B in which the implicit poles of all constructs are essentially
the unitary anticipation that ‘I will be out of control’ or ‘I will cease to exist’.
That stance leaves the individual with both symptoms as well as vulnerability to
continued invalidation.

When I see that the women along with some men are interviewing the quarter-
back about the strategy that was being employed during a crucial part of the
game, my new Plan A (old Plan B) is invalidated. If my new Plan B is composed
of the single construct pole I will be overwhelmed with confusion, I am likely to
have a psychological melt-down and run from the locker room naked and scream-
ing. If, however, my new Plan B contains a complex set of contingent possibilities
such as newspaper reporter (rather than male or female), non-sexual (rather than
masculinely or femininely sexual) and objective (rather than collegial or adver-
sarial), I might be able to get dressed and be only slightly offended that no one
is interviewing me.

A non-traumatic example was chosen to aid in conceptualizing the Plan A/B
metaphor without muddling the explanation with the human pain and suffering
involved in the kinds of traumas our clients bring with them. Clearly, a soldier who
has seen horrific acts, or a sexual assault survivor who now sees even the most
trusted men as potential attackers, may have had the whole of Plan A ripped away
in a matter of moments. Plan B cum Plan A—though filled with pain, anxiety and
social disconnection—may be the only thread of sensibility in sight. A therapist must
assist traumatized clients in elaborating alternative constructions, such that the
invalidation experienced daily can be met with positive change rather than relapse.
To achieve that end, a model of post-traumatic stress psychotherapy has been
developed.
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A PERSONAL CONSTRUCT INTEGRATIVE MODEL OF
POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS PSYCHOTHERAPY

This model of psychotherapy integrates the descriptive model of post-traumatic
stress disorder described above as well as lessons learned from research and clini-
cal application to date. In addition to describing the elements of the process of
reconstruction, there is a need to create a mindset or frame for construing a trau-
matized client from within this theoretical perspective. Toward that end, this section
begins with a discussion of the concept of ‘metaconstruction’ and a metaphorical
image of traumatization to exemplify the concept.

Metaconstruction

Metaconstruction is the construal of a construction process. One type of metacon-
struction is Kelly’s construct of sociality, in which a person construes the construc-
tion processes of another. But we also construe and reconstrue our own construction
processes. Metaconstruction comprises the sense of self when an individual con-
strues her or his own construction processes at present in relation to her or his own
construction processes at various points in the past. That allows the person to build
a sense of a future self. In other words, we construct/construe our future construc-
tion processes on the basis of past and present processes.

Metaconstruction is the overall process by which individuals constitute them-
selves, both psychologically and socially. As discussed above, traumas disrupt con-
struing in both the social and the event domains, which affect the self-concept
deriving from each type of disruption. Thus, a post-traumatic stress reaction repre-
sents a breach in the continuity of metaconstruction—a breach that implies disin-
tegration of the self.

A Reflective Metaphor

Imagine sitting in a barber’s chair with a mirror in front and behind. The images of
front and back, front and back, front and back . . . repeat until they disappear into
infinity. Think of the back image as representing the past, and the front image as
representing the future. The chair itself (and your experience of it) is the present.
A trauma results when the figure in the chair is different from the image in the back
mirror. When this is the case, predicting what will appear on the front mirror from
image to image seems mind-boggling at worst, and not conducive to self-definition
at best. In this way, any dramatic ‘change’ can potentially be traumatic.

Thus, a trauma often initiates a construction of the present that seems too
incongruous with the past to be seen as emerging from it. Consequently, the lack
of continuity between metaconstrued present and past impairs the ability to make
a coherent future metaconstruction.

Growth involves elaboration of the present and past metaconstructions of
both events and relationships such that they are construed as continuously linked.
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Then, the future can be metaconstructed in a non-fragmented, non-constricted
fashion.

ELEMENTS OF RECONSTRUCTION

It must be borne in mind that the items discussed here as ‘elements of reconstruc-
tion’ are not to be understood as stages or phases. The elements are discussed in
the order that they are likely to emerge in any one therapeutic relationship. For
example, it is difficult to engage in effective ‘trauma reliving’ without first doing a
substantial ‘life review’. However, it is not the case that a client graduates from one
element to the next, never to return to it. Cyclical repetitions of utilizing these
elements should be anticipated and validated. The synopses of the elements of the
reconstruing process and the case examples provided below are drawn from Sewell
and Williams (2002)—see also Sewell (1997) and Sewell and Williams (2001).

Symptom Management

This element can be thought of as the negotiation of present metaconstruction, such
as examining what it is like in the barber’s chair. The over-riding goal of this recon-
struction element is to gain the trust of the client by helping to alleviate some of
the presenting distress. In addition to installing the therapist as an important social
figure in the client’s life, the relief of debilitating anxiety and/or social dysfunction
also enables the therapist to ‘recruit’ the client’s energies toward elaborating his
experience, as opposed to simply surviving. Any relevant method can be employed
in this reconstruction element to find a way to relieve some of the client’s pain.

Case Example

Gary had clear memories of sexual abuse as a child but could express only vague
complaints upon entering therapy. Early in therapy, Gary started to realize that he
would over-eat to protect himself from painful introspection. He and the therapist
began assertively distinguishing his emotions from the sensations of physical hunger
and satiation. Several symptom management techniques such as scripted self-talk,
‘feeling’ journals and relaxation training were successfully employed to assist Gary
with flashbacks, lack of sleep and anger outbursts. More importantly, however, Gary’s
successes in collaborating with the therapist to address his pain taught him the
process of overt introspection. With this new skill and an important new social role
relationship, Gary began his journey of reconstruing with an entrusted therapist.

Life Review

The evocation of past metaconstruction (exploring the rear view mirror) is accom-
plished via life review. This involves the client sharing her past metaconstruction
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with the therapist so that the therapist and client share the story of the life upon
which the traumatic experience apparently intruded.

Case Example

Michelle was consumed with self-blame for getting in the car with the stranger who
later assaulted her. When asked to describe her life before the assault, she reflected
on the abandonment by her parents and her street-wise nature at a young age.
Although she had become ‘tough’ as a way to survive her predicament, Michelle
also remembered times of great vulnerability—particularly when someone showed
signs of caring for her. Reconciling what for Michelle were experienced as opposite
self-constructions (street-smart and tough versus vulnerable and needy) would prove
to be a substantial task requisite to re-adjusting after the trauma. The life review
helped to identify the elements of her past and the dimensions of her evaluation
in need of reconstruction. Moreover, the process recapitulated the content; in
other words, Michelle had to risk vulnerability in order to bring the therapist in as
audience to her world.

Trauma Reliving

Specific trauma-related metaconstruction is evoked to bring the therapist info the
trauma (examining how we got in this chair) and allow the experience to be recon-
structed together. This element involves psychologically taking the therapist to and
through the trauma. The prefix ‘re-’ is never constrained to simple repetition;instead
it is open to reformation/transformation. Thus, reliving does not mean ‘living it then,
the exact same way’; rather reliving requires that the client ‘live it now, with my new
resources, my new co-narrator, my new audience, toward a new resultant self’. It is
in this focus of therapy that the therapist begins to leverage the valued co-narrator
and audience status nurtured via symptom management and life review.

Case Example

Every time Tom would begin to approach the details of his traumatic Vietnam
combat memories, he would find a reason not to delve deeply into them. He tried
simultaneously to glean what he could from therapy, and to protect the therapist
from the pain of his experience. In spite of this, Tom would grow frustrated at not
being more fully understood by the therapist. Tom was repeatedly encouraged to
take the therapist through the story: “You’ll be safe this time; I'll be there with you.’
Tom and his therapist went behind enemy lines. Tom and his therapist stayed hidden
as the enemy disembarked from a gun-boat and searched among the tall grass, even-
tually finding several of Tom’s comrades. Tom and his therapist listened to the
screaming of the soldiers until their screams were punctuated by gunfire. After the
gun-boat drifted away, Tom and his therapist arose to find that his partners had been
tied to trees and skinned alive before being shot. ... Now Tom and his therapist
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could speak the same language. Reconstruction, though by no means an easy task,
was now at least possible.

Constructive Bridging

Once the therapist and client are facing the abyss of the client’s traumatic ex-
perience in a collaborative, joint manner, the therapist can begin juxtapositioning
the client’s various metaconstructive levels (sketching on the rear view mirror and
on the chair . .. that were really sketches all along). The therapist helps the client
to lay remembrances alongside introspection, introspection alongside reflection,
reflection alongside the sociality with the therapist, and weave stories between
these metaconstructive levels that cohere and communicate a viable sense of self.
Bridging the temporal and social dimensions of understanding the self in relation
to the trauma serves to build a new construct, that is, a new experience of the
trauma.

Case Example

Darla was verbally and physically assaulted by a delivery man in her home. She
blamed herself for letting the assailant into her home and for not stopping his behav-
iour. Initially, Darla’s sense of her own survival efforts and the sequence in which
the trauma occurred were confused and vague. After writing and talking about the
trauma, then reading her own writing and processing her previous accounts of the
trauma with the therapist, Darla remembered many ways that she had acted to
protect herself. Darla was aided in providing links between seemingly inscrutable
aspects of her experience: apparently meaningless behaviours on her part, the attack
itself, and her survival being highly prized by a caring and empathic therapist. Thus,
she was able to reconstrue herself as an active agent in ensuring her safety, rather
than as an ineffective and powerless victim.

Intentional Future Metaconstruction

This reconstruction element involves the co-construction of a future for the client
(sketching out several front mirrors and trying them on). Often, traumatized clients
have no clear sense of the future. With others, the future is seen as presenting only
more trauma. Extending the co-creative process of constructive bridging and inten-
tional future metaconstruction involves composing possible future selves.

Case Example
Later in therapy, Gary felt that his depression had lifted and that he had resolved

several traumatic incidents from his past, including the early sexual abuse. As ter-
mination of therapy was discussed, Gary became anxious and was unsure of a future
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that did not include the therapist. Gary and his therapist discussed a variety of con-
ceivable challenges, victories and defeats. Then Gary would be asked to write and
talk about how he might react to these situations; additional alternative reactions
would then be explored in session. By co-constructing his future with the valued
therapist, Gary came to see his therapist as an important internalized part of himself
and of his future—even after the termination of therapy.

More Constructive Bridging

As intentional future metaconstruction is explored in therapy, new ground for con-
structive bridging becomes available. These iterative processes continue until the
trauma is storied within the client’s grand narrative as an important but integrated
component of the overall story—one that has influenced but has not single-handedly
determined the client’s life.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

Clearly, this presentation of a treatment model for post-traumatic stress lacks the
technical precision of a treatment manual or a cognitive-behavioural regimen. As
discussed under the ‘Symptom Management’ section above, there are places within
this personal construct model of reconstruction for including such technical inter-
ventions. In describing this approach, I make the assumption that any professional
psychotherapists reading this either can perform such technical interventions of
their own accord or can access instructional resources to lead them through expo-
sure/response prevention methods easily enough. In presenting the model here, I
am concerned less with technical instruction and more with attempting to orient the
therapist towards helping the ‘whole’ client. Technical interventions of the sort pro-
mulgated by manualized programmes tend to target the clients’ disorders or symp-
toms as though they exist apart from the person and her or his identity. The
theoretical framework presented here, and the broad technical conceptions outlined
as ‘Reconstruction Elements’, are intended to centralize the client and her or his
overall (social as well as symptom-based) functioning as the target of psychotherapy.
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CHAPTER 22

Is Treatment a Good Idea?*

George A. Kelly

‘Is treatment a good idea?” When one poses such a question to an audience like
this—an audience dedicated to the mission of treating patients—he opens himself
immediately to one of three charges: Perhaps he has nothing more to offer than the
traditional answer and everyone hopes he will sit down as soon as he has said what
he has to say. If not that, he must be a die-hard hereditarian who doesn’t think crazy
people can be helped and who is optimistic enough to think that his pessimism will
be listened to. Or, perhaps, he is merely employing a speech-maker’s sensational-
ism in order to get folks to listen to what otherwise is going to be a very dull talk.

Now let me say at the outset that I do not want to be placed into any of these
categories. What I have posed is an honest question that I believe is worth exam-
ining carefully. Moreover, to show my good faith and make it clear that I am not
merely dangling a question in front of you in order to make you keep your eyes
open, let me say at the outset that my answer to this question is going to be ‘No’.
‘No, treatment is not a good idea.’

Now, will you examine, along with me, the notion of treatment itself—what it
means—what it implies about the nature of man—and, in addition, some of the
serious mistakes the idea of treatment has led us to make. I am inviting you to do
this because I am convinced that a re-examination of the concept of treatment will
have a salutary effect on what we all do as professional people.

First of all, I would like to say that, along with most of you, I still think it is good
for people who are sick to get well. In addition, I still think there are things each of
us can do to help them to get well. And I think some of those things are already
being done here and there—not as often as they should be, perhaps, and maybe only
in the out-of-the-way corners of hospitals and clinics, but still they are being done.
Sometimes they are done by professional or administrative intent, and sometimes,
you all would agree, in spite of it.

During the past century the notions of modern science have been extended to
the realm of human behaviour. One of those notions is that everything that happens

*Address to a Conference on Treatment, 1958: US Veterans Administration Hospital, Sheridan, Wyoming.
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can be explained in terms of what preceded it. More particularly, this means that if
we know everything that is going on today we can put it together and tell exactly
what will happen tomorrow. Of course, in the down-to-earth practical sense, it is
impossible to know absolutely everything that is going on today. Besides, as some
scientists have recently argued, even if today’s events are known, their consequences
can be predicted only probabilistically. But here I am not concerned with either of
these two interesting reservations on scientific reasoning. What I am concerned
about is the effect such reasoning has on the human enterprise, particularly
when the human enterprise begins to involve itself with the alteration of human
behaviour.

Most psychologists, when they try to think scientifically about human behaviour,
boil it down to two notions—something that goes on independently of the person,
usually outside his skin, and something he does which is attributable to that outside
event. The former the psychologist calls a ‘stimulus’ and the latter—once he had
invoked the notion of ‘stimulus’—the psychologist has no choice but to call a
‘response’.

This little solipsistic invention of ‘stimulus and response’ underlies the major
portion of psychology’s scientific efforts to figure out what people are up to. While
these efforts have by no means proved futile, the reasoning upon which they are
based forces a strong bias on what men try to do for each other. If a person’s behav-
iour is faulty, change the stimulus—change the stimulus, for are not his responses
attributable to events which preceded them? Once we start to think this way the
net result is inevitably to focus our attention upon the treatment rather than upon
the person who is in trouble, as if something inherent in the treatment itself carries
the seeds that will sprout into behaviour.

Let us approach treatment from another angle. Suppose, instead of abstracting
the constructs of ‘stimulus’ and ‘response’, we talk about persons in ‘dynamic’ terms.
In psychiatric circles this is supposed to be good and if you are wise you will always
be careful to use such language in the presence of properly educated people, unless
you happen to be one of those poor benighted creatures known as a ‘state hospi-
tal” psychiatrist. It has for some time been a matter of interest to me why it is that
people who can afford to pay private fees always have ‘dynamics’, while those who
can’t have ‘diagnoses’. I have observed also that the more fees you can afford to
pay the more dynamics you are likely to have. But, then, this is not what I came
here to talk about.

Dynamic interpretations explain human behaviour in terms of such notions as
motives, needs, and incentives, or, if you have invested in the Freudian lexicon, in
terms of such artistic inventions as oedipal strivings, hostility, libidinal cathexes, etc.
While, as a model of human thought, this is more primitive than the stimulus—
response—in fact, if the truth is to be known, even more primitive than Aristotelian
thinking—it does provide certain advantages over its competitors. For example, the
dynamic model envisions the determinants of human behaviour as residing within
the person, a more helpful way of looking at the matter if you hope to see him
accomplish anything.

Treatment, under the aegis of dynamic thinking, becomes a matter of uncovering
psychological forces and mechanisms, of venting pent-up impulses, of supporting
some self-critical evaluations and undermining others, and various other interven-
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tions in the turmoil of the person’s psyche. But still, even under this system of
thought, the determinants of behaviour, while now residing within the person, are
abstracted from him as extra-personal entities and not altogether his own doings.
Treatment continues to be undertaken as something imposed from without—
something done to juggle the patient’s dynamics. The person is still a ‘patient’ with
all the inert passivity that that unfortunate term has implied throughout its long
history.

May I approach my thesis from still another angle. Mankind has a long history
of intolerance and brutality. Over the centuries this history has been unfolding itself
alongside an equally impressive story of expanding humanitarianism. For a long
time it has been firmly believed that when a person went off his rocker he should
first be given loving admonishment, and if that did not work he should be punished
good.

In the meantime, medical science had made great progress in treating illness. Nat-
urally enough it occurred to some physicians like Pinel that it might be better to
treat certain kinds of misbehaviour as if they were symptoms of illness rather than
outcroppings of devilment. This way of thinking has led to the employment of far
more humane methods of dealing with certain people. Incidentally, it has served to
create an enormous paradox in our system of social thought; some people get solic-
itous treatment for their misbehaviour while others, judged to be ineligible, get pun-
ishment measured out to them. Thus we try to live under two quite different and
quite incompatible psychological systems for explaining human behaviour and for
deciding what we ought to do about misbehaviour.

Treatment, of course, seems to hold more promise than punishment. It seems
more civilized to say that a person is acted upon by forces over which he has no
control and that therefore the corrective measures must likewise be provided by an
external agency. By this line of reasoning any person who finds that he has done
something he should not, is constrained to start looking for someone who will treat
him, and while he is waiting for the doctor to come he may apply a little first aid,
such as figuring out how it happened that his mother—the witch—made him into
the kind of a person he turned out to be. He won’t get far with this on his own,
of course, because it requires some pretty time-consuming rationalization, and
some kind of treatment, at least in the big cities nowadays, is not likely to be long
in arriving.

Now what has all this to do with the topic of this symposium: ‘“Therapeutic Roles
in Patient Treatment’? As you have probably already guessed, I am for assigning
the most important role to the patient himself—only, I would prefer not to call him
a ‘patient’. This means developing a kind of psychology that is not especially popular
these days, a psychology that envisions human behaviour as something initiated by
the person who does the behaving. As I see it, such a psychology would have to
abandon such notions as ‘stimulus’ and ‘response’ as well as a lot of psychodynamic
constructs that imply that the determinants of human behaviour are independent
operants within the psyche. Personally, I would just plain throw them all out, but I
would be willing to settle for a compromise if psychodynamic concepts were used
differently.

Something else follows from this line of thought. From our present vantage point
in the course of human thinking it now seems to be a historical misfortune that psy-
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chological problems were ever placed in the medical context of illness. The twenti-
eth-century institution which has emerged as ‘the hospital’ is so conceived, orga-
nized, and committed that it represents altogether too much that is unwholesome
for the troubled mind. The societal features which enlightened mankind seeks to
reform—a rigid class structure stratifying both for staff and patients, listlessness,
futility, anonymity, loss of family and community relationships, irrational authori-
tarianism, regimentation, economic helplessness, endless waiting to ‘be-treated’ for
something to happen' and passive conformity to ‘treatmentprograsms’ what the straw
boss says is ‘good for you to mention only a few.

Most of what I have said thus far will seem negative and destructive. If treatment
is such an inappropriate idea what then, one may well ask, are the roles that are to
be played by those who want to help? Certainly one thing becomes clear about such
roles: they are to be played out as person-in-relation-to-person roles rather than as
specialist-in-relation-to-illness roles. The primary question to answer about a staff
member is: what do disturbed persons do with him? His area and degree of com-
petence, when the chips are down, are operationally defined not so much by his edu-
cation and list of former job incumbencies as by the practical uses to which he is
put by those who need his help.

Mankind’s approaches to its psychological problems are in for some drastic revi-
sion. The notion of treatment, derived as it is from our fumbling efforts to apply
notions of scientific determinism to human troubles, misplaces the emphasis on the
various external roles to be played. But restoration of the wholesome life is some-
thing done by the person whose life it is. His, then, is the principal role, and any
system of psychological thought which envisions other roles as more important than
his will serve only to stagnate mankind’s efforts and turn out, for somebody to take
care of, a generation of helpless creatures who seek ‘treatment’ every time they slip
up, rather than doing something about it themselves.

! Struck-out words were deleted by George Kelly and those in italics written in the document by hand in their place.
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Psychotherapy should make one feel that he has come alive.
(Kelly, 1980, p. 29)

The project of helping others to undertake profound changes in their lives is the
central mission of personal construct psychology. It is undertaken within a very
special relationship with someone who helps open up space for personal develop-
ment and understanding. Perhaps the best way to view what has gone wrong is to
envision the person as having become stuck or trapped. In the everyday course of
events, one would be getting on with life and not need professional assistance. As
a matter of course there would be an opening up of new possibilities for either
expanding one’s interests or refining existing projects or both. Something, however,
has come up which has impeded growth, despirited or disoriented the person and
has resulted in some degree of helplessness and hopelessness. In these circum-
stances, personal construct psychotherapy or counselling offers hope and helps the
person to feel alive again. Feeling alive means much more than just getting out of
the bog. It means getting on with the most creative aspects of what life might hold.

International Handbook of Personal Construct Psychology. Edited by Fay Fransella
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For the person in difficulty, the world has become solidified in such a way
that there are no acceptable choices. There is at least boredom that often escalates
to fear, dread or anxiety or the person escapes into fantasy. The central mission
of the personal construct professional is to invite the person to see the world as
pliable and as having the ability to offer up more possibilities than were seen on
first inspection. For Kelly insists that one need not paint oneself into a corner. There
are always choices and often choices that will offer relief and possibly an escape
from some of the more dreadful aspects of the problem; if not escape, then more
interesting corners in which to get stuck or choices that offer some level of human
dignity while dealing with tragedy. It is often the case that the person has bought
into some restricting social constructions of herself or her world so readily offered
up by friends or injected into consciousness through the general social surround.
She then takes these constructions to be real and sees no possibilities for viable
change.' In order to explore just how soft this hard ‘reality’ might be, Kelly sug-
gests casting our verbs in an invitational mood rather than in the usual indicative,
conditional, subjunctive, or imperative moods, ‘. . . a verb could be cast in the form
which would suggest to the listener that a certain novel interpretation of an object
might be entertained’ (see also Chapter 7, pp. 75-82). Such a restatement could
leave ‘both the speaker and the listener, not with a conclusion on their hands,
but in a posture of expectancy’ (1969d, p. 149). Following the lead of Hans
Vaihinger (1924) in his philosophy of ‘as if’, Kelly is suggesting, in a pragmatic vein,
that we abandon a slavish devotion to reality and start entertaining alternative
constructions.

Cast in the invitational mood, the ultimate aim of personal construct psy-
chotherapy is to enable the person to pursue full cycles of experience which consist
of anticipation, investment, encounter, confirmation and disconfirmation, and ter-
minate in constructive revision. By completing full cycles of experience a person is
able to ‘rise above what he thinks he knows and so often then to do better than he
knows how’ (Kelly, 1977, p. 11). In this way the person is able to transcend the
obvious. In approaching any significant issue the person is invited to take an active
stance in anticipating what might be possible. This is followed by an invitation to
make a personal investment in what is anticipated; letting the anticipations matter
in a personal way rather than remaining detached from them. The invitation is to
go to a level of involvement where the person has to cope with circumstances on
an embodied-primitive-emotional-preverbal level as well as in an articulate manner
using words. Then is added the further invitation to truly encounter these life cir-
cumstances. That means making a commitment to be fully self-involved in the
moment as well as affirmatively anticipate what self-implications these events might
have; thereby entering into possibilities for self-alteration and/or situation redefini-
tion. Then comes the courage to face the confirmation or disconfirmation of what
has been intimately anticipated at the outset; recognizing the fact that disconfirma-
tion might hold the more exciting possibilities for further growth. Finally there is
the invitation to constructive revision whereby the person is asked to receive the
full impact of the experience in full cycle and undertake profound life changes. In

! Gender balance, in personal pronouns, is attempted by using both forms, intermittently, throughout the chapter.
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short, at the end of the cycle both the client and therapist are changed by the enter-
prise, for this is truly a reflexive approach to psychotherapy.

CONSIDERATION OF OTHER APPROACHES

Before presenting the structure and process of personal construct psychotherapy, it
might be most helpful to locate personal construct psychology itself in relation to
the major theoretical classifications of cognitive-behavioural, psychodynamic and
humanistic theories.

Cognitive-Behavioural Therapies

On the surface of things, it might appear that personal construct theory and
cognitive-behaviourism are very similar, both being cast on a conceptual-cognitive
level. However, there are substantial differences between them. These are spelled
out in Chapter 4 (pp. 41-49).

Psychodynamic Theories of Freud and Others

Comparing psychodynamic and personal construct theories, one does find common
interest in the interior meaning of events. However, for the psychodynamic theo-
rist, a person’s words have to undergo a content-specific and theory-based unique
interpretation in order to be understood. In contrast, the personal construct theo-
rist views the nature of this unique interpretation as resting entirely with the client.
While the psychodynamic approach relies on an essentially thermodynamic model,
in which energy and instincts represent the basis of motivation, personal construct
theorists do not rely on such deterministic explanations for understanding others.
In personal construct theory, personal and social constructions replace the absolute
and universal causes used in the psychodynamic approach. Personal construct
theory also highlights the process of knowledge creation and optimal functioning in
contrast to the psychodynamic approach that stresses psychopathology and univer-
sal conceptualizations of human behaviour formulated as a ‘treatment’. As a con-
sequence, in therapy the ‘psychoanalyst must become a kind of crossword puzzle
solver’ (Warren, 1990, p. 454) while personal construct therapists and counsellors
rely on how the client personally and socially construes the world.

Humanistic Psychotherapies

Here the picture shifts to seeing many more similarities than differences. Leitner
and Epting (2001) have reviewed concepts such as levels of awareness, dignity,
optimal functioning and so forth, showing that there are substantive similarities
between the two positions. One important difference is that personal construct
theory opposes the notion of an essential human nature and argues for the impor-
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tance of invention over discovery in trying to discern the most telling aspects of a
person (Butt et al., 1997a; Kelly, c. 1954). We are seen as constructing or inventing
ourselves rather than finding our essential natures. For this reason personal con-
struct psychology is very sceptical of the notion that there are human potentials
patiently waiting to be discovered. Along the same lines, the notion of self-discovery
or the idea of a true self is not espoused. In fact, personal construct theorists are
always trying to get the concept of self out of the way. Self-consistency and being
true to a real self are seen as the very things getting in the way of a person’s trying
out new ways of being and behaving. In terms of style, the personal construct ther-
apist and counsellor are much more active than, for instance, a Rogerian would be
(Raskin & Rogers, 1989). There are many more personal experiments to be run and
direct lines of inquiry to be made into personal meanings than one would expect in
a Rogerian approach.

THE THERAPEUTIC ENTERPRISE

In the normal course of events the therapeutic enterprise starts by focusing on the
client’s immediate concerns or problems. That does not mean that we want the client
to stop voicing complaints and simply conform to existing conditions, nor does it
mean that the problem is viewed in purely personal terms independent of the mean-
ings the client has unwittingly accepted from the social surround. Instead the inten-
tion is for the client to come to the widest possible understanding of his or her
situation in such a way that some change can take place in the direction of either
undertaking personal change or mobilizing the courage needed to change social
conditions or both.

Controlled Elaboration

Nevertheless, the place to start is in the present moment so that an elaboration of
the complaint can take place. The aim of the elaboration is to enable the client to
place the problems along a time-line, to be able to see them as temporary rather
than permanent and then to see them as responsive to reconstruing, the passage of
time and varying conditions.

That is all undertaken in what Kelly calls a controlled elaboration of the
complaint and even leaves room for confrontation when carefully planned. The
therapist or counsellor is responsible for bringing up obviously omitted topics and
is also responsible for dealing with the client’s possible anxious or angry reaction
to them. The counsellor does not just toss out new material simply to see if the client
will react strongly. Confrontation is undertaken only when the counsellor has a good
idea, ahead of time, of how the client will construe the material. Throughout the
therapy, the counsellor or therapist must engage in differential predictions. These
are guide-posts marking danger areas which include notations on the counsellor’s
ability to predict what the client will say next in such a way that clearly differentiates
the choices the client is making in developing the interview material.

All this planning in psychotherapy must be balanced with periods of spontaneity.
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It is important for an effective therapist or counsellor to go beyond what he or she
can precisely verbalize. It is a mistake to think of the personal construct therapist
as someone who completely maps out and completely knows the personal constru-
ing system of the client and then carefully says just the right (premeditated) thing.
In Kelly’s terms: ‘The psychotherapist who dares not try anything he cannot
verbally defend is likely to be sterile in a psychotherapeutic relationship’ (Kelly,
1955/1991, p. 601/Vol. 2, p. 32). In addition, the effective therapist has the ability to
be playful and creative and has the courage to be selectively self-disclosing (Epting,
1984; Epting & Suchman, 1999). See Chapter 10 (pp. 105-121) for an outline of some
of the other skills that Kelly thought a personal construct psychotherapist and
counsellor should have.

Transitive Diagnosis

Before any therapy is too far along, however, a transitive diagnosis is offered. The
term ‘diagnosis’ might be better stated as a transitive understanding (Raskin &
Epting, 1995). It is the planning stage of, and a mapping out of, the terrain using the
professional constructs provided in personal construct theory. Personal construct
diagnosis and these professional constructs are discussed more fully in Chapter 19
(pp- 201-209). Transitive diagnosis might also include notes to consider techniques
borrowed from other theories. As Kelly (1980, p. 35) says, at the technique level:

Personal construct psychotherapy does not limit itself to any pet psychothera-
peutic technique. More than any other theory it calls for an orchestration of
many techniques according to the therapist’s awareness of the variety and nature
of the psychological processes by which man works towards his ends.

After spending time elaborating the complaint using an accepting and sup-
portive attitude, it is very important to move to the elaboration of the person or
personal construing system. In fact, this is the central task of the psychotherapist.
It gives a broader context for understanding the complaint in relation to other areas
of the client’s life. It also serves the purpose of broadening the therapeutic rela-
tionship; a relationship made by a broadly defined problem-centred attitude in
which the client and therapist are seen as co-investigators working on the client’s
issues. It takes the focus off the client and places it on to the task at hand. The focus
is on finding a way for the client to move forward. It makes the client’s issues the
problem and not the client’s way of being. It also reduces the dependency in the
relationship and what others might call the transference. In fact, the personal con-
struct approach to counselling and therapy sees transference as a potentially useful
aspect of therapy and not something that gets in the way. Transference is the process
whereby clients use their construing of how to handle another person and then
transfers that, unchanged, to the therapist. One of the aims would be to help the
client transfer only selected qualities and use them as tentative constructions. It
gives clients a way of understanding themselves better.

Another way of elaborating the personal construct system is to use structured
and partially structured psychological tests including the rep-test (see Chapter 9,
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pp- 95-103). Of equal importance is the use of self-elaboration procedures such as
self-characterization where the person is asked to write out a description of himself
as if a character in a play (see Chapters 11 and 38, pp. 123-131 and pp. 379-386). If
that is too much for the client to manage, more structured questions might be used,
such as “‘Who are you?’, “‘What kind of person are you?’, What kind of child were
you?’, or “What kind of person do you expect to become?’ Following that may be
the elaboration of the life-role structure where the person starts to envisage chang-
ing over the years instead of in daily cycles. That may include what clients expect
from therapy in conjunction with all this projected change.

At that point primary importance is given to invoking a progressive confronta-
tion with alternatives in living where the client is asked ‘What kind of action does
this call for?’, “‘What could you have done?’, “What else could you have done?’, and
‘Having done that, what comes next?’ Even further, a controlled elaboration by
means of prescribed activities is often called for. In cognitive-behaviour therapy this
is often called ‘homework’ but the emphasis in personal construct therapy is on
exploring the meaning of the task rather than being concerned with its corrective
nature as such. Clients are invited to engage in social, recreational or occupation
activities to test out sets of understanding they are just beginning to grasp. ‘Not all
elaboration need be limited to verbalization in the therapy room. Some of the most
important elaborations take place outside, and some of them are expressed only
incidentally in words’ (Kelly, 1955/1991, pp. 986-993/Vol. 2, pp. 299-304). After all,
this approach to therapy is as much about action as it is about a verbalized way of
knowing. It all might be extended further into play activities and creative produc-
tion. In that way the person can begin to explore uncertain and vaguely grasped
aspects of themselves and their world which cannot be explored in the more reality-
based kinds of prescribed activities.

Tight and Loose Construing

One of the most important professional dimensions used in personal construct psy-
chotherapy concerns the loosening versus the tightening of constructs. Much of the
work in personal construct psychotherapy can be seen as helping clients to weave
back and forth between loosening and tightening. Loose constructions are those
notions of the world which vary in their meanings, whereas tight constructions are
those which offer definite statements of structure and in which meaning can be
clearly specified. Kelly describes creativity as a cycle involving the weaving back
and forth between loose and tight constructs. That is a cycle that starts with loose
conceptions which allow wonderful new insights. It is followed by a gradual tight-
ening in such a way that some definite statement can be made or some act can be
performed.

One of the most important areas for therapeutic gain, using this dimension, is the
work done with the reporting of dreams. Dreams are the most loosened construc-
tions that can be verbalized. The potential for gaining knowledge through loosen-
ing can offer insight into concealed reservoirs of experience. Of primary interest is
the meaning which emerges out of loose construction as the dream is recalled. It is
very important not to offer any type of interpretation in the early stages of report-
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ing because a type of tightening may start to take place which could conceal the
productive material contained in the loosened construction. Of special interest are
milepost dreams which are ones that are profound in their implications. In these
dreams the main themes of the client’s life occur and should not be interpreted as
they stand on their own. They offer the client the opportunity to grasp the monu-
mental movement which is about to take place in therapy. Another special category
of dream is the preverbal dream. These dreams are vague and filled with visual
imagery, have little or no conversation, and are slow to unfold in the telling, seeming
as much imagined as dreamt. Here the therapist is more active, helping the client
to activate his or her creative imagination in order to allow some meaning to emerge
either verbalized or as a felt sense.

Often the most intense and exciting aspect of personal construct counselling
and therapy comes when client and therapist are ready to undertake techniques
designed to invite the client to experiment with new ideas and new behaviours. It
is the point when the client is ready to undertake constructive revision with all the
profound implications this will involve. The constructs to be revised are often core
constructs; ones on which the person’s identity rests and ones on which the person
relies to maintain life itself. In using interpretations as an aid in this process, it is
important to remember that it is the therapist’s role to suggest things but it is the
client who really does the interpreting. The important task for the therapist is to
gauge the client’s readiness for constructive revision. Resistance to an interpreta-
tion is not seen as something used to thwart the therapist’s design but rather is seen
as either a protective reaction in the face of anxiety or an attempt to point to other
important directions neglected thus far. When the client manifests anxiety and/or
guilt when anticipating constructive revision, they are viewed as useful, not obstruc-
tive. Anxiety is the awareness that there is not yet sufficient structure provided in
the interview for the client to take steps into the unknown. Therefore, the anxiety
needs to be managed by the client through gaining more structure in order to ensure
safety and make it possible to see the exciting aspects of anxiety in the face of
new exploration. Guilt, on the other hand, is the awareness that core aspects of her
identity have been shaken and work needs to be undertaken so that an emerging
new identity can take place.

The central technique used for constructive revision is experimentation in which,
initially, the therapist serves as the main validator of the new constructions. Experi-
mentation may take the form of role playing in the therapy room. That can then
be extended to new life-roles in relatively safe outside situations. Much careful
preparation has to be undertaken before extensive outside experimentation begins.
The client is given permission and is encouraged to enter into limited situations
where something new will be expected of him. He is invited to set up specific expec-
tations and to make both negative and positive predictions of what will happen
to him. In addition, the client is invited to interpret the outlooks of others in the
situation and to find evidence for his interpretation. If the client cannot manage it
on his own, he is invited to act ‘as if’ he had the kind of support and encouragement
that would give him the self-confidence needed to be in a given situation. Obsta-
cles to this experimentation include both hostility and threat among other reactions.
The hostile person tries to extort validation for his present system rather than exper-
iment with it. This is because he feels backed into a corner; therefore additional time
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must be spent in making him feel comfortable before further experimentation can
be undertaken. The threatened client, on the other hand, sees the experimentation
as having far too many long-term implications and much time needs to be spent in
trying to limit these implications as least long enough for him to actually get into
the new situation.

Fixed Role Therapy

The final aspect of a therapeutic enterprise might be the use of fixed role therapy.
If personal construct therapy is like rebuilding a ship under full sail one plank (con-
struct) at a time—ripping up one or several planks at a time and slapping new ones
in before too much water sinks the vessel—then fixed role therapy is like jumping
ship for a brief period of time (Bannister, 1975). It is a way for the client to ex-
perience, briefly, being in the world in a different way. This is done not to ‘fix’ the
person by having her adopt a new way of being, but to simply offer her an oppor-
tunity to experience herself and her world in a new way in order to demonstrate
that change is possible and offer an opportunity to find out what new things might
or might not fit (Epting & Nazario, 1987).

In the classical form, fixed role therapy begins by having the client write a brief
characterization sketch describing herself. The therapist then prepares an enactment
sketch based on the self-characterization and presents it to the client. Complete with
a new name for the client, this sketch is a brief account of another person who is
somewhat similar to the client but has one or two features that are quite different.
The new features represent what the therapist thinks might be some growth oppor-
tunities for the client. After the presentation, the client and therapist modify it until
the client is satisfied that enacting the new role is possible and even offers some fas-
cination. Starting with role plays in the therapy room, the client is then invited to
carry the new role out into the world. The amount of risk is calculated as each new
outside situation is suggested and close contact is maintained with the therapist for
support and reassurance. After about two weeks the experiment is ended and the
client is invited to examine what has happened with an eye on selecting some aspects
of the new role that she will start to make her own.

There have been many modifications of this procedure. It is most frequently used
in a mini-fixed role form where the client is invited to take on just one new char-
acteristic for a one- or two-day trial. In fact there might be several mini-fixed roles
being carried out simultaneously. Brophy and Epting (1996) have even found good
use of this procedure in a mentoring programme for a large corporation where the
goal was to invite middle management executives to reinvent themselves.

IN A NUTSHELL

It is our hope that this chapter has provided the reader with something of the spirit
of personal construct counselling and psychotherapy. We have tried to include most
of the basic components of the therapy as outlined in Kelly’s original work, but have
taken the liberty of including some lines of thinking which have grown directly from
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the original formulation. Perhaps this chapter will serve as a reference point as
readers consider the directions taken in related positions. Most of all it is our wish
that the spirit of openness and sense of inquiry, so pervasive in the theory, comes
across. Above all Kelly valued questions over conclusions. ‘There is something excit-
ing about a question, even one you have no reasonable expectation of answering.
But a final conclusion, why that is like the stroke of doom: after it—nothing, just
nothing at all!” (Kelly 19691, p. 52).
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Personal construct psychotherapy is a way of getting on with the human
enterprise.
(Kelly, 1969i, p. 221)

What is personal construct therapy, and how has it evolved across time? Franz
Epting et al. have already addressed the first of these tandem questions in the pre-
ceding chapter, so we concern ourselves with the second question. Kelly continues
the above quotation as follows:

(psychotherapy) may embody and mobilize all of the techniques . . . that man has
yet devised. Certainly there is no one psychotherapeutic technique and no one
kind of interpersonal compatibility between psychotherapy and client. . . . Hence
one may find a personal construct psychotherapist employing a huge variety of
procedures—not helter skelter, but always as part of a plan for helping himself
and his client get on with the job of human exploration and checking out the
appropriateness of the constructions they have devised for placing upon the
world around them. (19691, pp. 221-222)

Considered closely, that original definition of psychotherapy emphasizes several fea-
tures that are relevant to the evolution of personal construct therapy over the half-
century of its development. Kelly viewed his therapy as simply an accelerated form
of personal development; it has more to do with facilitating the essentially human
‘effort after meaning’ and experimenting with new social actions than with an
arcane set of procedures for diagnosing and curing ‘psychopathology’. Such therapy
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is technically eclectic, evolving to embrace all manner of techniques and procedures,
whose variety is limited only by the imaginations of the therapist and client—and
perhaps implicitly, by the historical and cultural framework that shapes and con-
strains their efforts. Despite this methodological openness, personal construct
therapy maintains a certain level of conceptual consistency, carefully coordinating
its change strategies in the light of a responsive reading of the client’s unique efforts
to engage life constructively.

This chapter discusses some of the ways in which contemporary personal
construct therapists have extended Kelly’s ideas to address a broader range of
problems and generate an expanding repertory of interventions, while still exem-
plifying a recognizable therapeutic stance. We will therefore begin by considering
the intellectual zeitgeist that has informed many of the developments in personal
construct therapy, and note the major themes that define the stance of the thera-
pist, before reviewing a representative sampling of recent developments in this
clinical perspective.

THE CONSTRUCTIVIST HORIZON

In many respects, Kelly’s vision of psychotherapy, although iconoclastic in the 1950s,
proved to be a prophetic preface to the psychology of the next millennium. Sharp-
ening existential themes in psychology that emphasized human agency and choice,
Kelly nonetheless embedded the individual in a social world, emphasizing the iden-
tity-defining nature of core roles that the person constructs with reference to others.
To a far greater extent than most psychologists of his day, Kelly offered an image
of persons as authors of their own biographies, but in a way that acknowledged their
anchoring in the social realm.

As psychotherapy grew beyond the psychoanalytic and behavioural orthodoxies
that dominated the field in mid-century, other theorists began to elaborate similar
constructivist ideas, sometimes consciously borrowing from Kelly, and sometimes
appropriating these concepts from broader discourses. The result, by the early 1990s,
was a loose confederation of constructivist psychotherapies joined by their resis-
tance to more authoritative, objectivistic approaches that emphasized the therapist’s
power, and that viewed intervention as improving the client’s ‘reality contact’
through challenging clients’ ‘irrational thinking’ and training them in approved
‘social skills’ (Neimeyer, 1995). Instead, constructivist therapists focused on the way
in which clients construct a model of self and world in the context of close attach-
ment relationships (Guidano, 1991), articulate and symbolize their own internal
complexity in experiential therapy (Greenberg et al., 1993), and maintain ‘symp-
toms’ that are coherent with their unconscious ‘emotional truths’ about life (Ecker
& Hulley, 1996). Meanwhile, family therapy was being revolutionized by a wave of
social constructionism, which focused on how problems are created and dispelled
in the way they are formulated in language (Efran et al., 1990; see also Procter in
Chapter 43.2, pp. 431-434). The result was a broad coalition of approaches sharing
a ‘family resemblance’ with personal construct therapy, while moving the field in
new directions (Neimeyer & Mahoney, 1995; Neimeyer & Raskin, 2000). (See also
Chapter 4 on constructivism and constructionism, pp. 41-50.)
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THE NARRATIVE APPROACH

One of these directions has been the narrative trend, the idea that human lives can
be viewed as ‘stories’ that are formulated, told, and enacted on a social stage
(Polkinghorne, 1988). In keeping with the postmodern Kellyian view that our iden-
tities are constructed rather than simply discovered, narrative theorists address the
processes by which people can perform ‘preferred’ stories of who they are, or alter-
natively, live lives ‘colonized’ by a ‘dominant narrative’ that defines their identity
only in terms of problems (White & Epston, 1990). Like the pre-emptive constru-
ing that Kelly cautioned could define someone as ‘nothing but’ a depressive,
anorexic, borderline, or some other diagnostic category, dominant narratives can
marginalize and obscure the person’s resources and positive features.

Accordingly, narrative therapists draw attention to moments that clients resist the
call of problem-saturated identities, and instead act in ways that are more self-
nurturing and affirming of their relationships to others. Therapy then turns towards
building an alternative story of who one is, by anchoring it in ‘dependable strengths’
the client has exemplified in the past (Forster, 1991), projecting the story into an
anticipated future, and recruiting an audience of receptive others who will affirm
the positive potentials being enacted in present relationships (Neimeyer, 2000;
Neimeyer & Stewart, 2000).

As constructivist, social constructionist and narrative discourses have permeated
the helping professions (see Chapter 4, pp. 41-49), personal construct theorists have
found further inspiration in these trends, using them to extend their own distinctive
contributions to clinical conceptualization and intervention. Before reviewing these
developments, however, we will address a few remarks to the stance of contempo-
rary personal construct therapists, insofar as it is in the context of the therapeutic
relationship that clients are encouraged to articulate, test and revise those con-
structions on the basis of which they live.

THE STANCE OF THE THERAPIST

Perhaps one of the most unsatisfying aspects of many traditional psychological theo-
ries is that they do not provide a way to understand the theorizing of the theo-
rist—most theories lack reflexivity (see Chapter 6, pp. 61-74, and Chapter 10,
pp- 105-121). Dunnett and Miyaguchi (1993) point out: ‘Like young children who
forget to include themselves when counting the number of people in a room, psy-
chologists have consistently failed to include themselves as humans to which psy-
chological theories need to also apply’ (p. 19). Kelly and subsequent constructivist
theorists attempt to address this shortcoming in psychotherapy by providing an
account of not only the client’s behaviour, but also the therapist’s, and stressing that
a credulous, unassuming attitude on the part of the therapist is the foundation of
any healthy therapeutic relationship. This credulous stance creates an accepting
environment, in which clients need not feel defensive about their experience, but
instead are free to ‘try on’ new constructs and meanings without the fear of judge-
ment or rejection. With a clearer understanding of the problem at hand, the client
and therapist can work together to develop potential solutions to the problem.
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CLINICAL CONCEPTUALIZATIONS

Although personal construct theory has been applied to a vast range of clinical prob-
lems (see Chapter 19, pp. 201-209 and Chapter 20, pp. 211-222), we will concen-
trate on two—substance abuse and grief and loss—that convey some of the breadth
and novelty of this clinical perspective.

Substance Abuse

The ways in which reflexivity, a credulous approach, and creativity are manifested
in the clinical context can be illustrated by looking at how substance abuse prob-
lems are understood within a constructivist framework. According to many sub-
stance abuse experts, addiction is a disease. The disease process begins with one
drink of alcohol or one dose of heroin in a genetically vulnerable person, where-
upon the abuser progressively loses control, and experiences physical addiction,
social and occupational problems, medical complications and, in the worst case,
death.

In contrast to this traditional framework, constructivist theorists view substance
abuse not as the necessary consequence of a disease process, but as a method of
constructing or preserving meaning in a social environment (Burrell, 2002). For
example, consider the story that Burrell and Jaffe (1999) relate about Steve, a young
man struggling with cocaine addiction. Steve stated that his cocaine use was point-
less and it led him to waste both time and money. Nevertheless, when viewed from
a constructivist point of view, his abuse was not pointless. For example, ‘Steve
reported that when he wasn’t focusing on cocaine, he usually thought about very
disturbing and experientially “overwhelming” aspects of his past and current life
(divorce, despair about the future, etc.). He felt like he was “living someone else’s
life” and “lost”” (p. 53). Cocaine became a way for Steve to avoid the feelings of
being overwhelmed and lost—wasting money was preferable to facing these exis-
tential challenges.

If therapists view substance abuse problems in a constructivist light, a credulous
attitude to the client’s problem and a creative implementation of interventions is
required. Addicts actively create meaning through the use of chemical substances,
meaning which is highly personal and often idiosyncratic. Moreover, when prob-
lems are deeply ingrained, maintaining them can become a purposeful activity that
protects the client’s core identity—even if this identity is problematic (Klion &
Pfenninger, 1997). Because of the personal and identity-defining nature of the
problem, therapists must adopt a credulous attitude to discover its significance to
the client. In the case of substance abuse, pat interventions would stifle the explo-
ration of the deep meanings of addiction. Suppose Steve had just been told that he
was an addict because he had an addictive disease and protocol interventions had
been used. Perhaps Steve would have reduced his cocaine use, but he might never
have confronted his existential problems, for they never would have even been con-
sidered. His addiction would have forever remained pointless and without meaning.
But the creative therapist could, together with the client, create highly personal solu-
tions to the problem. One such intervention is the tendency of narrative therapists
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to ‘externalize’ the problem, by regarding cocaine as an intruder into Steve’s life,
one that beguiles him into regarding the drug as a comforting friend, while insidi-
ously destroying his sense of self and relationships with others. Once the effects of
‘cocaine’s behaviour’ are clearly recognized, they can be resisted, and a less drug-
saturated identity can be constructed and socially validated by others (Winslade &
Smith, 1997).

Grief and Loss

In traditional psychological theories, mourning is understood as a process of ‘letting
go’ of a loved one who has died, and grieving is depicted as a stage-like process of
adapting to this harsh emotional reality. Prolonged signs of grief such as enduring
sadness and longing are in this view considered symptoms to be medically managed
or eliminated with the goal of fostering recovery, resolution or ‘moving on’. In con-
trast, the overarching proposition animating constructivist work in this area is that
grieving is a process of reconstructing a world of meaning that has been challenged
by loss (Neimeyer, 2002b). Issues of meaning-making in the wake of loss had of
course received some attention in earlier work on bereavement (Marris, 1974), but
for the most part this had been a side note to a psychiatric preoccupation with acute
symptomatology of grieving construed in largely pathological terms. But by the
1990s a new breed of grief researchers began to attend to the ruptured assumptive
world of the bereaved person, the cognitive processes by which the bereaved cope
with loss, and the post-traumatic growth displayed by many of those who suffer
adversity. Likewise, scholars began to take a second look at time-worn assumptions
about the need to ‘withdraw emotional energy’ from the one who had died, in order
to ‘reinvest’ it elsewhere. Instead, thinkers were beginning to focus on the poten-
tially sustaining continuing bonds the bereaved construct to the deceased, and the
active processes by which they strive to ‘relearn the world’ in the wake of loss
(Neimeyer, 2001a).

An initial constructivist contribution to this reorientation took place at the
juncture of grief theory and personal construct theory, conceptualizing loss in terms
of the traumatic assault on the survivor’s world of meaning (Neimeyer & Stewart,
1996). The guiding metaphor in this work was the self-narrative, defined as the
life story one both enacts and expresses that gives a sense of coherence to one’s
identity over time. In this view, traumatic loss disrupts the continuity of the nar-
rative construction of self, dislodging the individual from a sense of who he or she
is (Neimeyer, 2000). For example, the struggle to incorporate traumatic events
within one’s self-narrative can leave one with a fragmented sense of autobio-
graphical continuity through time, much as a previously naive conscript into the
Vietnam War might survive horrific experiences of combat that his fellow infan-
trymen did not, only to find it impossible to build a bridge between the person he
once was and the person he has become. Traumatic losses can introduce sharp
experiential discrepancies into the survivor’s self-narrative, while at the same time
challenging the individual’s capacity to include the traumatic events into the pre-
existing construct system. Adaptations of repertory grid technique (see Chapter
9, pp- 95-103), which prompt the traumatized person to compare and contrast
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‘chapters’ of her life (for example, ‘me as a young mother’, ‘me as a widow’) on
important life themes (for example, secure versus ‘at sea’) have proved illuminat-
ing both in grief counselling (Neimeyer et al., 2000) and in more formal research
efforts.

Although grid technique can aid in the articulation of meaning systems disrupted
by loss, broader narrative methods also can provide a valuable glimpse of how
people accommodate death in their life stories. For example, Neimeyer and his
colleagues' (Neimeyer, 2001b) invited hundreds of bereaved people to respond to
probing questions regarding (a) the sense they had made of their loss experience,
(b) any form of unexpected benefit or life lesson the experience had brought them,
and (c) and progressive or regressive shifts they had noticed in their sense of
personal identity in the wake of the loss. They found that bereavement is ac-
companied by a painful but profound growth for many people, who reported that
the experience made them appreciate the brevity of life (19%), or left them more
sensitive and open to others (15%). However, these positive forms of meaning
reconstruction were by no means assured, as others emphasized how their losses
left them sadder and more fearful (12%), or made it harder for them to be close
to others (6%). Thus, attention to the meanings people place upon their berea-
vement experience, as opposed to a pre-emptive focus on presumably universal
grief symptoms, highlights the remarkable individuality in how people respond to
loss, in ways that leave some resilient, and others as candidates for psychothera-
peutic help.

One of the strengths of a constructivist approach to loss is its encouragement of
imaginative practices—biographical, interview-based, reflective, metaphoric, poetic
and narrative—that help bereaved people take perspective on their losses and
weave them into the fabric of their lives (Neimeyer, 2001b, 2002a). Some of these
consist of straightforward adaptations of personal construct techniques, such as ‘loss
characterizations’ that invite survivors to ponder in writing who they are ‘in light
of their loss,” through a modification of Kelly’s self-characterization technique
described in Chapters 11 (pp. 123-131) and 38 (pp. 379-386). Others involve cre-
ative exercises to foster greater reflexivity through writing about the ‘life imprint’
of the lost loved one on the bereaved person’s own life or the videotaping of sto-
rytelling with a seriously ill family member prior to her or his death.

One unanticipated offshoot of this work has been the discovery by other
clinicians and helping professionals that a constructivist and narrative approach
provides a more coherent and useful framework for their best practices (for
example, the creation of meaningful rituals; transformative procedures for res-
toring a sense of community in the wake of violation or loss) than did traditional
theories (Neimeyer & Tschudi, 2002). Such reports are highly affirming as, in the
words of an insightful participant in one recent meaning reconstruction workshop,
‘we as bereavement professionals finally have a chance to put our practice into
theory’.

! This work has been pursued over the last two years in conjunction with Adam Anderson, James Gillies and Scott
Baldwin, who are currently studying the relationship between intensified grieving and such factors as the bereaved
person’s continuing bond to the deceased, and various narrative themes and processes in their accounts of loss.
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PSYCHOTHERAPEUTIC FORMATS AND PROCEDURES

Apart from the interventions linked to particular presenting problems such as sub-
stance abuse or traumatic loss, personal construct theorists have also devised a wide
range of procedures that can be flexibly applied to a great range of clinical issues.
To supplement coverage of individual and family therapy in other chapters, we will
look at innovations in group work that trace their roots directly to personal con-
struct theory.

Interpersonal Transaction Group

First introduced by Landfield (1979) as a means of exploring socialization pro-
cesses in small groups, the Interpersonal Transaction or IT format has proved to be
a flexible and powerful approach to brief therapy. The distinctive structure of IT
groups is grounded in Kelly’s Sociality Corollary, ‘with its emphasis upon “constru-
ing the construction processes of the other” as a prerequisite for enacting mean-
ingful social roles’ (Neimeyer, 1988, p. 181). IT groups use what are termed rotating
dyads, in which group members engage in a series of one-on-one interactions with
other group members to converse about topics agreed upon in advance as relevant
to the group’s problems (for example, ‘ways people understand and misunderstand
me’, ‘positive and negative things about getting close to others’). The intimate
context of disclosure, in combination with the ‘bipolar’ phrasing of the discussion
topics, encourages a permissive exploration of similarities and differences among
group members. In this way, IT groups provide psychotherapists with a ‘happy
medium’ between the sometimes threatening atmosphere of process-oriented
groups and the rigid, impersonal style of psycho-educational groups. The primary
aim of the IT group is in harmony with other constructivist therapies, ‘since [the
group] emphasizes the elaboration of a broader range of social construing
without first having to invalidate the client’s existing constructions’ (Neimeyer, 1988,
p. 182).

IT groups consist of six to twelve members and meet in a room large enough to
allow for the rearranging of chairs for the dyads. The group members begin the
session by discussing an assigned topic with each member of the group (rotating
dyads) for about five minutes. Leaders are encouraged to set guidelines for these
discussions, encouraging members to listen carefully to each other and allow their
disclosures to evolve or deepen across their successive encounters. Following the
dyadic phase, the members reconvene to discuss their experiences in the dyads,
aided by the therapist’s ‘bridging questions’ to help them integrate personal obser-
vations into the plenary group format, for example: “What did you learn that most
surprised you?’,“Whose experience did you most identify with, and why?’ The length
of this phase varies from 15 minutes to one hour depending on the purpose of the
group. Often the groups end in a ritual of integration, sharing food and drinks while
members casually interact (Neimeyer, 1988).

Empirical studies of IT groups have suggested that they have beneficial effects,
particularly for such clients as incest survivors, who have grappled with issues