George Kelly’s Personal Construct Theory:

The model of human nature that Kelly developed is unusual. He concluded from his work as a clinician that people function in the same way scientists do. Scientists construct theories and hypotheses and test them against reality by performing experiments in the laboratory. If results of their experiments support the theory, it is retained. If the data do not support the theory, it must be rejected or modified and retested. Kelly believed that human beings also function in a rational and systematic manner. They observe the events of their life, interpret them in a unique way, formulate hypotheses about the environment and test them against reality. Each person has his own construct system. A construct is a person’s unique way of looking at life, an intellectual hypothesis devised to predict and control events. 

Consider a student who is in danger of failing an introductory psychology course and is trying to persuade a professor to give a passing grade. After observing the professor for most of the semester, the student concludes that the professor has an inflated sense of personal importance. From this observation, the student forms the hypothesis or construct that if he reinforces the professor’s exaggerated self-image; this will lead to a favorable response. The student tests this idea against reality. He reads an article the professor has written and praises it to the professor. If the professor feels flattered and gives the student a good grade, then the student’s construct has been confirmed. Now the student will make this construct a part of his construct system. Kelly believed that people are free to revise and replace their constructs as situations change. This flexibility is known as constructive alternativism. 

Kelly’s personal construct theory is presented in a scientific format, organized into a fundamental postulate and eleven corollaries. The fundamental postulate states that our psychological processes are directed by the ways in which we anticipate events. 

The construction corollary: (similarities among repeated events). Although no two life experiences are exactly the same, some recurrent features do emerge in repeated experiences. Kelly believed that it is on the basis of these similarities that we predict or establish anticipations about how we will deal with that type of event in the future. For example if a person liked the car chase scenes the first time he saw a movie, he will most probably like them again. He will base his behavior on the anticipation of liking the chases. So that explains why he chooses to watch the film again. 

The Individuality Corollary:  (individual differences in interpreting events). Kelly pointed out that people differ from one another in how they perceive or interpret an event. Because of construing events differently, people form different constructs. (One person may like a movie and another person may dislike it)

The organization corollary:  (relationships among constructs). We organize our individual constructs into a pattern according to our view of their interrelationships. People who hole similar constructs may still differ from one another if they organize those constructs in different patterns. Typically we organize our constructs into a hierarchy, with some constructs subordinate to others. For example, the construct good may include among its subordinates the constructs intelligent and moral. 

Thus if we meet someone who fits our idea of a good person, we anticipate that he will also have the attributes of intelligence and high moral standards. The relationships among constructs are open to change. A person who feels insulted by someone who appears more intelligent may switch the construct intelligent from a subordinate place under the construct good to a place under the construct bad.

The dichotomy corollary:  (two mutually exclusive alternatives). All constructs are bipolar or dichotomous. For example, it is not enough to have a construct of honesty about a friend. We must also have an understanding of what dishonesty is. The appropriate personal construct in this example then is honest vs. dishonest. Our constructs must always exist in pairs.  

The choice corollary: The notion that people have freedom of choice is found throughout Kelly’s writings. For every situation, we must choose from among two alternatives the one that works best for us. Kelly described it as a choice between security and adventure. Suppose you must decide which of two courses to take next semester. One is easy because it is not much different from a course that you have already taken and is taught by a professor who is known to give high grades for little work. There is virtually no risk involved in choosing that course but there may not be much reward either. You know the professor is dull. However it is the secure choice because you can make a highly accurate prediction about the consequences of deciding to take it. 

The other course is more of a gamble. The professor is new and rumored to be tough. You don’t know much about the subject. You cannot make an accurate prediction about the outcome of your choice. However this adventurous option promises to be more satisfying since you have been curious about this field of study. Now you must choose between the low-risk, minimal reward secure option and the high-risk, high-reward adventurous option. Kelly believed that if we make the secure choice, which is similar to past choices, we define our construct system. The more adventurous choice, on the other hand, extends our construct system by incorporating new experiences and events. 

The range corollary: Few personal constructs are appropriate or relevant for all situations. Consider the construct tall versus short, which obviously has a limited range of convenience or applicability. It can be useful with respect to buildings, trees or basketball players but is of no value in describing a pizza or the weather.  Some constructs can be applied to many situations or people whereas others are more limited, perhaps appropriate for one person or situation. 

The experience corollary: Human beings constantly revise, modify or replace their constructs in the light of new situations and experiences. If a construct is no longer serving as a valid predictor of future outcomes, it must be reformulated or discarded. Constructs that worked for us at age 16 may be useless or even harmful at age 40.

The modulation corollary: Constructs differ in their permeability. A permeable construct is one that allows new elements to penetrate or be admitted. Such a construct is open to new experiences and is capable of being revised or extended by them. An impermeable or rigid construct is not capable of being changed, no matter what our experiences tell us. For example a if a prejudiced person applies the construct high intelligence versus low intelligence in a fixed or impermeable way to members of a certain ethnic minority group, believing that all members of this group have low intelligence, new experiences will not alter this belief. Such a construct is a barrier to learning.

The fragmentation corollary: Kelly believed that within our construct system, some individual constructs might be incompatible, even though they coexist within the overall pattern. Kelly believes that we can tolerate subordinate inconsistencies without damaging the broader construct system. 

The commonality corollary: Because people differ in the way they construe events, each person develops unique constructs. However people also show similarities in their ways of construing events. Consider a group of people with the same cultural norms and ideals. Their anticipations and expectations of one another will have much in common and they will show a resemblance in their behaviors and characteristics. 

The sociality corollary: Kelly believed that in order to have positive social relationships, we need to understand how other people think. In other words, we must understand their constructs. This is something we do on a routine basis. Think about driving a car. We anticipate what the other driver on the road will do and we adjust our behavior accordingly. While we are trying to adapt to others, they are doing the same to us. This is necessary for successful coexistence in a society. 

Fixed Role Therapy:

After assessing a clients’ system of personal constructs, Kelly attempted to bring about a change in undesirable or ineffective constructs. He promoted a form of psychotherapy he called fixed role therapy. First he asked the client to write a self-characterization sketch describing themselves. Then the therapist prepares a fixed role sketch containing constructs that are different form the client’s negative self-perceptions. The client is asked to act out that character in the therapist’s office and later in everyday life. It is hoped that the client will incorporate the new, more effective constructs into his system.

Reflections on Kelly’s theory: 

Kelly proposed a unique personality theory that does not derive from or build on other theories. He presents an optimistic, even flattering, view of human nature. He believed we are the authors not the victims of our destiny. 

Kelly’s system has been criticized on many grounds. It focuses on intellectual and rational aspects of human functioning to the exclusion of emotional aspects. Kelly’s image of a person rationally constructing the present and future, forming and testing hypotheses and making predictions as the basis for behavior does not coincide with the everyday experiences of clinical psychologists who see more extreme examples of human behavior. Freud’s view of personality was based on his exposure to neurotic, middle-class Viennese patients who presented him with an unrepresentative sample of human nature. Kelly’s viewpoint was also unrepresentative, limited largely to midwestern young adults trying to cope with college life. 

Kelly’s theory, like many others, leaves many questions unanswered. Each of us is able to construe events in a unique way but why does one person construe an event in one way while another person construes the same event in a different way? What accounts for this difference? What determines whether the person will go for the safe choice or the adventurous option? 

Kelly realized the limitations of his system and made no pretense of having presented a finished theory. Kelly expected the personal construct theory to change with further research just as personal constructs change in the light of new experiences. 
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