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I. Person × Situation Interaction Calls for Analyses of the Intra-Individual System   

 

Half a century ago, in his APA presidential address, Lee Cronbach observed there had 

been two largely independent research traditions in psychology, which he called the 

experimental and correlational traditions (Cronbach, 1957). In the experimental tradition, one 

manipulates the aspects of situations hypothesized to influence the behavior of interest, while 

holding constant all other factors. In contrast, the correlational approach focuses on the already 

existing between-person variations “presented by Nature” (Cronbach, 1957, p. 671). Cronbach 

argued that neither approach is likely to succeed alone and that one must focus on the 

interactions between situational factors and naturally existing individual differences. The need to 

consider both the situations and persons was also a central focus of Kurt Lewin, who famously 

proposed the function, B = f(P,E).  He conceptualized B, behavior, as a function of the field, the 

whole gestalt consisting of persons (P, which he referred to as “objects”) and environment (E): 

“Only by the concrete whole which comprises the object and the situation are the vectors which 

determine the dynamics of the event defined” (Lewin, 1931, p. 165). With Cronbach, Lewin, and 

other influential psychologists converging on the importance of investigating person × situation 

interactions, the path to a more complete understanding of human behavior seemed clear. 

Two decades of effort since then have uncovered important person × situation 

interactions in many domains, but these efforts also led to an unexpected realization, which 

Cronbach described in his APA distinguished scientist award address: 

When Aptitude-Treatment Interactions are present, a general statement about a treatment 

effect is misleading because the effect will come or go depending on the kind of person 

treated. [...] Having said this much in 1957, I was shortsighted not to apply the same 

argument to interaction effects themselves. [...]  Once we attend to interactions, we enter 

a hall of mirrors that extends to infinity. However far we carry out analysis – to third 

order or fifth order or any order – untested interactions of a still higher order can be 

envisioned (Cronbach, 1975, p.119). 

 

Thus, Cronbach highlighted that person × environment interactions are often dependent 

on other person and environmental factors, leading, seemingly endlessly, to higher order 
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interactions aptly described as a “hall of mirrors”. Is there a way to address the inherent 

complexity underlying human behavior long acknowledged by Cronbach? 

The present chapter describes a strategy for studying the person as a dynamical system, a 

strategy that we believe also provides a way out of the higher order interaction hall of mirrors. 

To understand the individual, we suggest examining the functioning of a particular group of 

individuals who share cognitive-affective intra-individual dynamics and how these processes 

give rise to the variety of ways in which people approach life tasks. Toward this aim, the chapter 

will describe the Cognitive-Affective Processing System (CAPS) model of individual 

functioning, and discuss the behavioral manifestations of the distinctive CAPS system 

characterizing an individual. Specifically, we propose that CAPS "domain maps" are reflected in 

behavioral signatures, and describe recent methodological progress in identifying these 

signatures. In order for this strategy to work, we propose that we, as a field collectively, also 

reaffirm our commitment to a cumulative science. That is, this approach emphasizes the value of 

individual studies that thoroughly examine the processing dynamics of a specific group of 

individuals, instead of expecting each published study to contribute knowledge that is directly 

applicable to all individuals The “local” knowledge contained in publications of such studies will 

then be culled at a later time (e.g., in integrative, discovery-oriented, theory-building literature 

reviews), ultimately leading to discoveries about the commonalities and differences across all 

individuals. The present chapters offers insight on how an idiographic quantitative approach can 

meaningfully contribute to a cumulative science of the person, and possibly offer a pathway out 

of the higher order interaction hall of mirrors. 

Higher Order Interaction Hall of Mirrors 

The presence of a higher order interaction is a problem primarily because it may lead to a 

combinatorial explosion.  For example, if it turns out that the effectiveness of instructional 

methods depended not only on students’ verbal aptitude but also on their lay theory of 

intelligence as fixed or malleable, their promotion vs. prevention focus, the level of discrepancy 

between their ideal self and actual self, and their rejection sensitivity, we must consider a 5-way 

interaction. And if the instructional effectiveness also depends on students’ extraversion, 

neuroticism, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and openness to experience (e.g., Costa & 

McCrae, 1992), we must consider a 10-way interaction. If we dichotomize each variable into 

high vs. low, that would require 210 = 1024 cells. If we further require 20 subjects in each cell, a 
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minimum recommended by Simmons et al. (2011), we will need a total of 20,480 subjects, and 

even then the statistical power for detecting the 10-way interaction is likely to be dismally low 

(see Smith, 2000). One wishes the world were not so complicated, but it is. And it makes sense, 

if we consider the fact that we are investigating the behavior of human beings, reflecting their 

unique beliefs and values, which in turn reflect their unique life histories as well as their genetic 

makeup. This list of variables does not even include the host of situational factors, such as the 

teacher’s abilities, motivations, and beliefs, as well as important institutional qualities that are 

also likely to moderate the effectiveness of instructional methods. 

No doubt this is a sobering realization, as one can see from the pessimistic tone in 

Cronbach’s address quoted above. On one hand, researchers understand, theoretically, that any 

phenomenon of interest is possibly the result of interactions among many variables. On the other 

hand, finding such interactions in one’s research can be a “problem,” as higher order interactions 

are often too complex for an intuitive grasp. Furthermore, the existence of such interactions 

suggests that findings are only relevant among people who represent a certain combination of 

variables, and may not hold among other people with a different combination of variables.  

Recasting the Problem 	  
Is this a problem? We suggest that it is a problem only in so far as we expect studies to 

contribute knowledge that is immediately generalizable across a wide range of people and 

settings. But isn’t that the goal of science? Is there another way?  

Studies of individual differences have traditionally sought generalizable knowledge by 

conceptualizing individuals as varying in some characteristics, for example from those with the 

least reward sensitivity to those who are most reward sensitive, or from those with the least self-

regulatory competencies to those with the highest. Then the research agenda that has naturally 

followed is to examine the effect of these individual differences. In doing so, as Cervone (2005, 

p. 431) put it, it is as though a person consists of “qualitatively distinct personality subsystems” - 

a reward sensing system and a self-regulation system that can vary in their strength and that 

affect the outcome independently of each other, for example.   

However, in order to understand how a complex system works, knowing the 

characteristics of its parts is not enough. To borrow Epstein’s (1994) example, understanding 

how an automobile works is not possible simply by knowing the number of cylinders its engine 

has, its fuel injection capacity, and its wheel size. While these characteristics do in fact provide 
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better-than-chance prediction of the overall performance characteristics, such as horsepower and 

fuel economy, to truly understand how an automobile works, and to repair malfunctioning 

automobiles in particular, one needs to know how these parts are connected to each other and 

work as a system.  

What is the implication of the above for understanding individual differences? Given the 

greater complexity of human social behavior, it would not be surprising if approaching behavior 

as a coherent system is even more essential for understanding the human mind than is the case 

for automobile manufacturing and repair. On one hand, human behavior reflects the common 

“architecture” of our brains – the principles underlying its operation is, of course, common 

across all people. On the other hand, understanding the common architecture and the common 

principle of its operation is not enough for understanding people’s social behaviors. Having a 

common brain architecture does not mean people respond in the same way to social stimuli. A 

person’s social and emotional life reflects the individual’s “meaning system,” consisting of 

configurations of beliefs, expectations, values and goals, some of which are acquired from 

culture and shared evolutionary history, and others from one’s unique learning history. 

For example, with regard to our shared common architecture and culturally shared 

meaning system, the human brain may well have many “built-in” responses to environmental 

cues reflecting our evolutionary history. For example, people nonconsciously process and 

respond to human faces conveying anger and fear (Morris, Ohman, & Dolan, 1998) and are 

highly sensitive to cues of exclusion (Williams, 1997; 2007). Moreover, people in the same 

culture also have much in common in their meaning systems. Most people interpret red traffic 

light as “stop,” and extending an open hand upon seeing a person is usually interpreted as 

initiating a handshake. 

Despite these commonalities, people also differ from each other in the psychological 

meaning of many social stimuli. In day-to-day life, social situations are much more ambiguous in 

meaning, and people’s reactions are dependent on how the stimuli are construed rather than their 

physical characteristics that trigger built-in responses. Thus when a doctor reveals that one is at a 

heightened genetic risk for a certain type of cancer, one person may be see it as a sign of fate, 

while another may see it as a call for action. And when a celebrity receives a certain verdict in a 

trial, some see justice being served, while others see it as yet another indication of a broken 

judicial system.  
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A traditional way of understanding such differences has focused on where an individual 

stands on a continuum representing overall response tendencies or the characteristics of a 

subprocess (e.g., risk aversiveness, the strength of just world beliefs). This approach has 

certainly given us the ability to predict people’s behavior at levels above chance, just as knowing 

the number of cylinders a car has does allow one to predict the car’s performance. Yet, much 

variance remains unaccounted for. We suggest that that is because the processes reflected in 

these individual difference variables are embedded in a complex cognitive-affective system, a 

system consisting of one’s values and goals, expectations and beliefs, as well as one’s cognitive 

and self-regulatory resources, just to name a few. Thus cognitive-affective systems of different 

individuals respond differently even if the initial encoding of the stimuli is the same. In order to 

fully understand people’s behavioral and emotional reactions to social stimuli, we suggest that it 

is necessary to understand the person as a system. Furthermore, if one is interested in facilitating 

change, understanding the system is likely to be imperative, just as knowing where gasoline 

vapor goes after it is mixed with air by a fuel injection system is necessary to repair an 

automobile that lacks power and suffers from bad fuel economy. We are of course not alone in 

this conclusion. For example, Kenrick and colleagues (2002) concluded that “dynamical systems 

theory is one pathway out of the hall of mirrors.” Carver and Scheier (1998, 2002), Cloninger 

(2003), and Kuhl and colleagues (2000, 2004) have also suggested it is helpful to conceptualize a 

person as a dynamical system.  

How do other sciences, particularly those that study the behavior of complex systems 

approach this dilemma?  Take, for example, biology. Biologists do not view species simply as a 

collection of variables—size, shape, number of limbs, presence of feathers, metabolic efficiency, 

and the ability to digest cellulose, and so on—and examine the “effects” of each of these 

characteristics in a regression equation. They do not study differences among species by 

examining N-way interactions between characteristics of species and their environmental 

challenges. The biologists’ approach is to understand the functioning of one species at a time, 

examining how a species of interest deals with its particular environmental challenges, for 

example by activating certain genes to produce necessary enzymes to break down environmental 

toxins. That is, rather than starting with differences between species, most biologists focus first 

on understanding the regularities that characterize the functioning of a single species, and the 

system that produce these regularities. 



 7 

What if psychology were to adopt a similar strategy? Rather than trying to understand the 

differences between people first, what if we focus first on understanding the regularities that 

characterize the behavior of one individual at a time, as a distinctive social information system as 

“presented by Nature” (Cronbach, 1957)? We can then look to see if there are others who share 

those regularities, as well as those who are different. It may well be that multiple individuals are 

characterized by similar regularities. But the potential commonality of the individual “laws” 

should be an empirical question, rather than an assumption. With this approach, the fact that it is 

difficult to find people to fill every cell in an N-way ANOVA table is not, or need not be, a 

problem, in the same way in which not being able to find a species with feathers and gills does 

not pose a problem for biologists.  

Trading	  Instant	  Generalizability	  for	  Ultimate	  Generalizability:	  Reaffirming	  Our	  

Commitment	  to	  a	  Building	  Cumulative	  Science	  

A very reasonable objection to the approach discussed above, nonetheless, is: Why 

should psychology care about understanding a particular person? Aside from a few notable 

exceptions (e.g., McAdams, 2008) with due respect to the person studied, unless that person is of 

historical significance (e.g., Gute, G., Gute, D., Nakamura, J., Czikszentmihalyi, 2008; 

McAdams, 2011; Simonton & Song, 2009; Runyan, 1981, 1988), the findings are interesting 

only to the person, her friends and family, and a clinician if she is being treated by the clinician. 

Biologists’ discoveries of how a given species copes with its environment may or may not apply 

to other species. Yet there are many biologists who study species with no direct relevance to 

human lives and that no one except for a handful of specialists have heard about; few question 

the value of their work investigating the functioning of species that appear to hold no economic 

value to humans. Why might this be?   

In this regard, it is noteworthy that in biology there is a strong enough expectation, based 

on actual examples in the past, that what is discovered in one species has the potential to provide 

insight into the functioning of other species, although not necessarily directly. It turns out that 

studies of esoteric species have sometimes provided key insights that prove valuable. For 

example, prior to the discovery of HIV, the work of researchers who studied the strange viruses 

called retroviruses whose main genetic material, unlike most other species including humans, is 

not DNA; their work paved the way for the discovery of HIV. Similarly, understanding 

phenomena seemingly not applicable to humans, such as how some hyperthermophilic bacteria 
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can thrive at temperatures as high as 252 degrees Fahrenheit (Takai, et al., 2008), for example, 

may someday provide insights that prove valuable to understanding other species, with possibly 

some benefits for humans as well. What is important for the purpose of this chapter is that these 

discoveries are made, and valued, even though the findings directly apply only to a specific 

species.  

Extrapolating this to psychology, we suggest that it may be of value to understand a 

particular person very well, uncovering what makes the person tick, and what psychological 

mechanisms the person employs to cope with challenging situations. In fact, research on 

psychological resilience (e.g., Bonanno & Mancini, 2012; Garmezy, 1991; Luthar et al., 2000; 

Masten, 2001; Rutter, 1999; Werner, 1995) focuses on discovering mechanisms that allow some 

individuals to overcome what may otherwise have been debilitating early experiences. Similarly, 

understanding the psychological mechanisms that underlie failure to cope with situations that 

most people don’t find particularly challenging can provide insights into psychopathology, just 

as research on retroviruses was vital for the discovery of HIV.  

Conducting research on the functioning of specific individuals does not necessarily mean 

that the results must be case studies. Perhaps there are subgroups of resilient individuals who are 

similar in the way they turn threats into challenges. Once such a subpopulation is identified, even 

if the results apply only to 5% of the population, they apply to over 15 million people in the U.S. 

alone. Furthermore, this will provide excellent bases for examining similarities and differences 

among individuals in their functioning. Note that unlike the old-style naturalists of the days of 

Darwin, modern day evolutionary biologists examine not (only) the appearance of living things, 

but the molecular biological processes that make these living things function. A psychological 

counterpart of this is that we study people not on overall behavioral tendencies alone (e.g., 

overall behavioral tendencies, symptom frequencies, etc.), but study how these people function 

(e.g., the temporal sequences in which particular thoughts and emotional responses are activated, 

guided by the pattern of associations associations among them). That, in turn, requires 

approaches that allow investigations of individual functioning, which Cervone (2005) argued is 

required to build a specific explanatory theory from a meta-theory. 

This way of approaching science has some practical implications for personality and 

social psychology. First, it should not be necessary to fret too much that the results of any given 

experiment may be limited to the population of individuals studied, not because it is not true, but 
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because the purpose of the study is to understand individuals in a particular subpopulation. But 

this release from “generalizability fretting,” however, requires a reaffirmation that science is not 

the endeavor of an individual, or the product of one study, but the endeavor of a collective, and 

the product of many studies. Even though generalizability is the goal of science, it does not 

necessarily follow that it should be goal of any given study. We obtain generalizability through a 

cumulative science (Smith, 2002). It requires that any single study not be treated as if it has 

found a “general law” of psychology that is independent of the characteristics of the individuals 

serving as participants. In turn, such a claim should not be required as a criterion for publication. 

Instead, the burden on researchers is to find ways to make available as much information as 

possible about the individuals who served as participants, for future use in integrative and 

discovery-oriented, theory-building literature reviews with a specific focus on discovering 

meaningful study-to-study variations (in addition to the usual practice of meta-analysis that 

primarily focus on commonalities), as well as a more qualitative “cataloguing” of the variety of 

processes with which different individuals, and groups of individuals, generate the behavior 

being studied, an approach some researchers already practice (e.g., Bonanno & Mancini, 2012). 

Doing so effectively will also require that results from a large number of studies addressing 

similar questions with similar measures be available. Fortunately, the advent of electronic 

publishing can alleviate the traditional bottleneck in publishing results due to the page number 

limitations of traditional print journals. Such an effort will also benefit from an increased 

appreciation of replication efforts (with different populations, different stimuli), and shift in 

editorial policies so as not to consider replication studies as not fit for publication because the 

study “bears no news.” 

 

The Need for an Alternative Framework for Analyzing Personality and Individual 

Differences 

If we imagine, for a moment, that it may be fruitful to engage in the kind of frame-

switching discussed above, what exactly do we need to do?  As stated by Magnusson (2003), 

“Research at the level of the human individual requires its specific theoretical model, 

methodological tools, and research strategies (Magnusson, 2003, p. 4).” In order to understand 

the regularities that characterize an individual’s functioning, we would need an approach that 

facilitates an investigation of intra-individual dynamics, or the patterns that characterize the 
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dynamics of how a given individual thinks, feels, and acts. It may turn out that there are many 

other individuals whose behaviors are also characterized by the same basic pattern, but as 

discussed above, in order to discover, rather than simply assume, such commonalities, the 

investigation needs to be capable of discovering the patterns that characterize each person. 

The traditional paradigm clearly is not conducive to this goal. To illustrate, Figure 1 is a 

path diagram of the sort typically used in personality and social psychology. This particular 

diagram comes from a study of the role of children’s meta-cognitive understanding of the 

effectiveness of different strategies to delay gratification (Rodriguez, Shoda & Mischel, 1989). It 

depicts the “effect” of verbal intelligence, metacognitive understanding of what facilitates delay 

of gratification (shown as “Delay Rule Knowledge” in the figure) and age on performance on a 

delay of gratification task (shown as “Delay Time” in the figure), mediated by attention 

deployment. The arrows connecting these variables represent regression coefficients. With this in 

mind, one can ask: what do the coefficients mean? Regression analyses examine the degrees to 

which variables covary. But what is the nature of such covariations? In this, as well as in most 

cases, it is the variations across individuals. The regression coefficients refer to how individual 

differences in one variable are related to individual differences in another. Some people score 

high on a variable, while others score low on that variable. It is these differences that the 

analyses examine, not the dynamic functioning of an individual as expressed in how thoughts, 

emotions, and behaviors change over time, within the same person. By computing these 

correlations, we are in essence reducing individuals to single dots in a scatterplot, and 

information about any change within each person is lost. Is it possible to do this analysis with a 

single participant?  Obviously not. The phenomenon represented is static in that the covariation 

does not reflect anything actually changing; they are covariations between individual difference 

variables. The traditionally approach is a highly indirect route to understanding intra-individual 

dynamics. 

Insert Figure1 about here 

If we are interested in questions of when a given individual is likely to succumb to 

temptation and when is the same person likely to succeed, we need a different strategy from the 

traditional approach to individual differences. How can studies be conducted in such a way that 

they shed light on the effects of situations for a given individual? Conceptions of persons that 

reduce each person to a dot in a scatterplot do not address this question because the dots 
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represents people at their average: behaviors collapsed across situation-to-situation variations. 

What we need is a model of a person that allows researchers to answer questions such as “what 

happens when this person encounters situation X and what happens when encountering situation 

Y?” The CAPS model we describe next designed to address such a question. 

 

II. The Cognitive-Affective Processing System (CAPS) Model 

Advances in theory and research in the last few decades have led to the development of 

ways to conceptualize the distinctive dynamics that characterize each individual’s functioning 

(Cervone & Shoda, 1999; Mischel & Shoda, 1995, 1998; Shoda & Mischel, 1998).  In what 

follows, we describe one example of these types of frameworks. Originally, the Cognitive-

Affective Processing System (CAPS) model (Mischel & Shoda, 1995) was developed to answer 

questions such as: What accounts for the patterns of variation across situations that characterize 

people’s behaviors? Why do people perform well in some situations but not in others, and on 

some occasions and not others? Is there a stable pattern in the situation-to-situation variations in 

people’s experiences, and if so, what regulates it, and what remains invariant?  The efforts to 

address these questions did not exactly lead to a theory. Rather, it lead to a framework, or a 

meta-theory. The CAPS model provides a general framework in which to construct theories of a 

specific behavior, in certain kinds of situations, for a given person.  

For details of the CAPS model, readers are encouraged to refer to other publications (e.g., 

Mischel & Shoda, 1995; 2008). For the goals of this chapter, the most important aspect of the 

CAPS model is that it addresses the higher order interaction dilemma outlined above because it 

naturally focuses our attention first on the intra-individual dynamics of a single person. In fact, 

its primary goal is to help understand intra-individual patterns.  

 CAPS is by no means a unique invention by Mischel and Shoda. Rather, it was a reflection 

of an emerging new framework, which was “in the air” for conceptualizing the human mind as a 

dynamic, rather than static, system. It is compatible with emerging models of the biological 

bases of human information processing that focus on activation of cognitive and affective 

reactions and shares with them the theme that the key to understanding human information 

processing lies in the organization of the relationships among the inter-associated cognitive 

affective units.   
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The CAPS model is based on two basic propositions. First, it conceptualizes an individual’s 

ever changing stream of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors as a reflection of changes in the 

activation levels of cognitive-affective units (CAUs). These CAUs include thoughts and feelings 

a given person can potentially experience. Their activation levels are constantly varying, second 

by second. Some of these changes are in response to external input. Hearing the voice of one’s 

partner can cause new thoughts and feelings to enter, and previously activated thoughts and 

feelings to fade. But these changes are not always prompted by external input. A mere act of 

remembering a hurtful comment by a friend can “make one’s heart sink,” which is to say that a 

feeling of self-doubt, can replace, or diminish the activation of upbeat feelings one had been 

experiencing until now.  

Most central to CAPS, and to the present chapter, is that different individuals react to these 

eliciting conditions, external or internal, in different ways. In the same vein, they may also react 

similarly to different situations. The same remark made by a friend may lead to self-doubt in one 

individual, but anger and resentment in another. Depending on the individual, overhearing the 

same conversation between a teenager and her parent may activate memories of a stiflingly 

overprotective parent, or a memory of a neglectful parent. Thus the CAPS model makes a second 

assumption: individuals differ in the distinctive organization of relationships among their CAUs. 

This organization guides and constrains the activation of the particular cognitions, affects, and 

actions that are available within the system.  

Some aspects of the organization of relations among the cognitions and affects, such as 

evaluative-affective associations, and inter-concept relations are common among members of a 

culture, while others may be unique for an individual. But whether common or unique, it is this 

organization that constitutes the basic stable structure of the personality system and underlies the 

behavioral expressions that characterize the individual.  

Figure 2 illustrates the basic principles of the CAPS model in a highly simplified, schematic 

outline. The large circle in the middle represents the personality system. It contains a number of 

cognitive and affective units, forming a distinctive associative network. The activation of 

cognitive affective units is not constant, but rather changes from one time to another, from one 

situation to another. Our thoughts and feelings come and go, but in the continuous variations in 

activation levels are predictable patterns that characterize each individual. The CAPS model 

proposes that this regularity emerges because of the stability in the pattern of interconnection 
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among mental representations of the psychological meaning of situations, representations of self, 

others, possible future events, goals, affects, beliefs, and expectations, as well as behavioral 

alternatives. These interconnections are represented by the arrows in Figure 2. The arrows form a 

stable network of cognitions and affects characteristic of that individual, influencing the 

likelihood that, in a given individual, thought A leads to thought B, or emotion C.  

Insert Figure 2 about here 

When an individual encounters a situation, a subset of these units becomes activated, 

depending on the configuration of features present in the situation.  Activation spreads from one unit 

to another, following the stable associative links in the individual’s CAPS network. Activation 

spreads in multiple directions, often forming feedback loops. Activation of one unit can also inhibit 

the activation of others. Each individual’s characteristic network among the units is expected to 

reflect the person's experiences with his or her culture and subculture, as well as the individual's 

specific learning history and genetic predispositions.  

Through this network, for example, being in a situation that reminds one of a significant 

person can activate the memory of the thoughts and feelings associated with this person, which 

in turn leads us to other memories and thoughts that may make us cry or smile (e.g., Andersen & 

Baum, 1994; Andersen & Cole, 1990). Individuals differ stably in this network of inter-

connections or associations, and such differences constitute a major aspect of personality 

(Mischel & Shoda, 1995).  Therefore, to the extent that different individuals are characterized by 

a distinctively configured networks (e.g., based on a different set of life experiences), they differ 

from others in the situations that activate the same reaction (e.g., feeling anxious). To illustrate, 

consider a scenario in which a person is attending a play at a theater. He has seen and enjoyed 

countless plays before, including ones that involve murder scenes like the one before him now.  

But this time, it is different. He turns pale, becomes agitated, and leaves the theater. Why? What 

is it about this scene that is different from other plays he has seen? Is it the plot of a powerful 

man killed by his brother, who not only usurped the victim’s position but also married his sister-

in-law? Perhaps the plot features resonated and activated a vivid memory engraved in the 

theatergoer’s mind, further activating thoughts and feelings associated with the memory, the 

greed, desire, and jealousy and the excruciating guilt. As captured four centuries ago by William 

Shakespeare in the above play-within-a-play scene in Hamlet, what makes Claudius’s reaction 

diagnostic is not the reaction, per se, but the specificity of the situations that evoke it. That is, we 
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are interested in the features, or “active ingredients” of the play that made it distinctive compared 

to other similar plays he has enjoyed without a hint of agitation previously. The CAPS model 

predicts that the thoughts and feelings that are highly accessible to an individual, and their 

pattern of associations to other thoughts and feelings, are observable in the form of specific 

if…then… situation-behavior relationships (Shoda, LeeTiernan, & Mischel, 2002).  

Note that Figure 2 and the discussion above focus on intra-individual phenomena. That 

is, the questions addressed concern what happens, within the same person, when a certain 

thought is activated. This is in contrast to the more traditional analysis depicted in Figure 1, 

addressing inter-individual variations. Thus the CAPS model ultimately addresses the patterns 

and regularities that exist within a given individual.  

CAPS as a Guide for Constructing Content-Full, Domain-Specific Theories of Intra-

Individual Dynamics 

Figure 2 is not only an oversimplification, but also generic. For example, some of the small 

circles refer to mental representations. But representations of what? And just how many such 

representations are there? An individual’s mind contains an immense number of mental 

representations. But not all of them are equally important in any given situation or sets of 

situations. The particular mental representations that are important depend on the individual, the 

behavior one wants to predict, and the situations in which these behaviors are expected to occur. 

Therefore the small circles in Figure 2 are deliberately left unfilled. The potential power, as well 

as the challenge, of the CAPS model comes from its ability to generate a locally optimized, 

specific theory – a theory that is guided by general principles but that is targeted to the specific 

problem and goals of interest.  

What would such a theory look like? Below are two examples to illustrate the application of 

this framework for generating specific theories of intra-individual dynamics in two different 

domains of inquiry. One deals with health and mental health, and the other, reactions to social 

events.  

Building such specific models of intra-individual dynamics for a person, or a group of 

people whose distinctive behaviors one wishes to understand, is a key component of this 

chapter’s proposal for addressing the higher order interaction hall of mirrors. The individual or 

group of individuals may represent only a single cell in an N-way ANOVA of individual 
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difference variables. But when the intra-individual dynamics of multiple groups or types of 

people are characterized this way, we are in a position to compare such dynamics, as captured by 

the models, and identify common and unique ways in which people in different groups approach 

life challenges. In time, most types of individuals may be studied, enabling integrative, theory-

building reviews (relying not only on numerical indices but also creative scientific theory 

building) to address the many different ways in which people approach life challenges, with 

different ways of subjectively construing the challenges, different beliefs and goals activated, 

and using different psychological skills and resources.  The result, we suggest, will be an 

understanding of the person × situation interactions that would have been reflected in the ever 

increasing higher order interactions if we approached individuals as simply a combination of 

individual difference variables. 

CAPS Analysis of Health-Protective Behavior. In this example, the CAPS meta-theory was 

applied first to understand why some women adhere to recommendations to perform breast self-

examination to detect breast cancer at an early stage, whereas for others this is very difficult.  

Consider Figure 3a. It depicts thoughts and feelings that may become activated as women 

encounter recommendations to perform breast self-examinations (BSE), identified in an 

extensive literature review (Miller, Shoda, & Hurley, 1996). The figures represent the cognitive 

and affective dynamics of one type of individual (or a group of similarly-minded individuals) 

with a distinctive pattern of cognitive and affective reactions to BSE. The term “dynamics” is 

used specifically to underscore that the thoughts and affects are not considered static. Stable and 

meaningful differences between individuals are expressed in the temporal patterns and sequences 

with which the activation levels of the units change. The arrows represent these sequences. The 

figures contain examples of cognitive and affective units relevant to BSE. A solid arrow 

connecting one thought to another indicates that the activation of the first increases the activation 

of the second. Dashed arrows show that the activation of the first reduces the activation of the 

second. The thickness of the arrow indicates the magnitude of such activations. With each arrow 

representing the dynamical (i.e., temporal) effect of one component of the system on another 

component, the whole network constitutes a dynamical system. That is, activation propagates 

through an individual’s unique network of associations, and ultimately results in thoughts or 

emotions the individual is aware of, or a behavior that is observable.  

Insert Figures 3a and 3b about here 
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The “behavior” of the networks was illustrated by a computer simulation (Shoda, 2007). The 

dynamic time course of thoughts and feelings were recorded in a simulation after the model of a 

person whose network of cognitive affective units resemble Figure 3a received a reminder to 

perform BSE (hence activating the thought labeled “I will do BSE”, in the simulation).  

Thoughts about performing BSE led to the thought “I may find a lump,” and then on to the 

expectation of early, effective treatment, that reduces anxiety, while sustaining the intention to 

perform BSE.  

On the other hand, for a person whose CAPS network resembles Figure3b, immediately 

after receiving the recommendation, procedural knowledge of BSE is activated (and hence 

actually performing BSE) as well as the thought “I may find a lump someday”; this led to the 

thought “I’ll be subjected to painful but ineffective treatment,” which in turn gave rise to anxiety 

and depression, leading to the expectation of painful and ineffective treatment resulting in a self-

defeating loop in which anxiety and depression remained dominant.  In short, the expected 

reaction of a person characterized by a network shown in Figure 3b is one of initial performance 

of BSE followed by anxiety and depression.  And the activation levels of these emotional 

reactions were sustained over time. This is because the cognitions and affects in an individual’s 

CAPS network form a system of mutually supporting components.  

CAPS Analysis of Reactions to the OJ.Simpson Trial Verdict. In the second example, the 

CAPS meta-theory was used to generate a specific theory of the passionately diverse emotional 

reactions aroused by the O. J. Simpson murder trial verdict.  Mendoza-Denton and colleagues 

(1997) did an empirical investigation of the thoughts and feelings that became activated when 

people were reminded of various aspects of the trial. Figures 4a and 4b illustrate the processing 

dynamics that mediate between situational features in the environment and people's responses to 

them. For example, the researchers traced the thought patterns within two groups of people: the 

dismayed and the elated. The statements in quotations are verbatim quotes from respondents; the 

numbers in parentheses show corresponding arrow numbers within the maps being discussed. 

Insert Figures 4a and 4b about here 

The Dismayed.  Figure 4a indicates that Simpson's escape in the Bronco, the physical 

evidence, and Simpson's past history of spousal abuse, all positively activated thoughts that O. J. 

Simpson was guilty (1-4). These cognitions inhibited recognition of the argument that the 
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evidence may have been questionable (5-7). Information related to police detective Mark 

Fuhrman led to thoughts that "the trial should not have been turned into a debate on racism" (8), 

which further strengthened the idea that the evidence was solid (9), while inhibiting the idea that 

the evidence may have been tainted (10). Thoughts that "the fact that he was Black and famous 

in America exonerated him from wrongdoing" (21) and thoughts about his domestic abuse (22) 

further strengthened the idea that the “not guilty” verdict was wrong (23), and led to dismay over 

it (24). 

The Elated. Figure 4b represents a prototypical cognitive-affective dynamic that led to 

elation in reaction to the verdict. Some respondents noted that Nicole Brown Simpson "had 

always been using drugs, borrowing money, and drinking and sleeping around" (2) and “Mark 

Fuhrman is a racist cop" (3), and that “ the evidence is questionable” (4). The idea that the 

evidence was questionable in turn inhibited many of the thoughts that were highly accessible to 

the dismayed (6-10). To the elated, the evidence seemed dubious, the verdict was just (11) and 

the jury "made a brave decision" (12-13), and these thoughts further increased their skepticism 

about the evidence (14-18). 

As was the case for the first example (Figures 3a and 3b), the primary phenomena of interest 

are intra-individual variations. Each figure represents the intra-individual dynamics 

characterizing a group of people. Between-person differences are represented by the differences 

between the figures. This is in clear contrast to Figure 1, which by itself represents between-

subject relationships (and does not contain any direct information about intra-individual 

dynamics). The main prediction from figures 4a and 4b is not that a person whose cognitive-

affective dynamics resemble Figure 4a are more likely to be in a bad mood than a person who 

resembles Figure 4b. Instead, the figures predict that when a certain thought (e.g., “OJ was 

aggressive and abusive”) is activated in a person who resembles Figure 4a then they’re likely to 

be thinking “OJ was assumed to be innocent because he was famous”. That is, the behavioral 

manifestation of the domain-specific theory expressed in Figure 3a is an intra-individual 

if...then... pattern. In fact, computer simulations show that network models of the type shown in 

the figure generally lead to distinct patterns of if...then... contingencies, characterizing how an 

individual’s behavior varies within a given person (e.g., Shoda, 2007). 

In summary, building concrete, domain-specific models of how particular groups and types 

of individuals deal with life challenges (e.g., breast cancer risk; “not guilty” verdict from the O.J. 
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Simpson criminal trial) brings us one step closer to helping us avoid the “higher order interaction 

hall of mirrors” by contributing an understanding of the particular way in which such life 

challenges are met, which are shared by the groups of people studied. This in turn contributes to 

an ever increasing accumulation of specific types of intra-individual dynamics, similar to of the 

contribution of biological research on specific organisms, culminating in a collective 

understanding of the commonalities and uniqueness in the ways different groups of people 

function. The understanding of the differences, of course, addresses the person × situation 

interaction, without requiring that every combination of individual difference variables be 

examined to test for higher order interactions among them. Furthermore, these models can help 

researchers understand the otherwise paradoxical behaviors of others. For example, for those 

who were dismayed by the OJ Simpson verdict, it may be difficult to understand how one could 

be elated by the same verdict. But the CAPS model, on which domain-specific models such as 

those presented are based, can provide a framework whereby one can piece together the cascade 

of cognitions and affects that may have been experienced by a person. That, in turn, may provide 

a way in which people can understand the experience of others who appear to react very 

differently from one’s own reaction to the same event. In short, conceptualizing personality as a 

dynamical system is a first step in the frame-switching we suggest in this chapter in order to 

avoid the higher order interaction hall of mirrors. 

 

III. Behavioral Signatures: An Expression of the Dynamical System	  

 Having conceptualized each person as a distinctive dynamical system, how does one 

empirically determine its characteristics and test hypotheses about its functioning? One of the 

implications of the dynamical system conception of personality is that its states are continuously 

changing (Nowak & Vallacher, 1998; Vallacher et al., 2002). But there are distinctive patterns of 

regularity in the way the states change, in the amount of variation (Fleeson, 2001), the patterns of 

covariations among different kinds of CAUs (Molenaar, 1985, 2004), and in the if…then… 

contingency patterns between situations encountered and cognitive, affective, and behavioral 

reactions to them.  Such contingency patterns are called behavioral signatures (Shoda, Mischel, 

& Wright, 1994) and they are central to addressing the person × situation interactions. That is, 

behavioral signatures describe the “effect” of situations, and how that is distinctive to a particular 

person. They reflect the individuals’ characteristic ways of processing social information, such as 
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the features of situations an individual notices, the social categories that become activated to 

encode situations, and the beliefs, values, goals, and affective reactions that in turn become 

activated (Mischel & Shoda, 1995; Shoda, 1999).  

A New Approach to Behavioral Signatures 

In the original summer camp study that introduced the concept of behavioral signatures 

(Shoda et al., 1994), the ifs, or features, of situations were classified as discrete, mutually 

exclusive categories.  Specifically, interpersonal encounters by each of the children attending a 

summer camp-like residential program for children with behavioral problems were classified into 

one of five categories: prosocial approach by another child; teasing, provoking, or threatening by 

another child; praise given by a counselor; warning given by a counselor; and time-out given by 

a counselor. To illustrate, when Johnny asked Kevin if his dad also had “funny ears like yours,” 

that was considered an instance of provocation by another child. The conditional probabilities of 

a behavior of interest (e.g., verbal aggression) given each type of situation was then computed, 

each representing the if…then… contingency (e.g., if 15 out of the 20 times a counselor gave 

Kevin a warning he verbally abused the counselor, the conditional probability of verbal 

aggression given warning by a counselor is 0.75). A behavioral signature was operationalized by 

a set of such conditional probabilities for a behavior of interest corresponding to different 

situations.  This is shown in Figure 5, which plots the conditional probabilities (standardized 

such that 0 indicates an average across children at the camp) of verbal aggression given each of 

the five types of situations. 

Insert Figure5 about here 

In the years since it was first proposed, the original operationalization of behavioral 

signatures has been supplemented by a more dimensional approach. Referred to as the Highly 

Repeated Within-Person (HRWP) approach (Shoda, 2004; Shoda & LeeTiernan, 2002), 

presented in detail by Zayas and colleagues (2008), features of situations are measured on a 

continuous scale, and the data are analyzed using multi-level modeling (e.g., hierarchical linear 

modeling (HLM)) to assess an individual’s reactions to each situation feature.  In addition to 

avoiding the need to categorize situations into mutually exclusive, discrete groups, this approach 

also allows for multiple characteristics to be present in a single situation.  

To illustrate, Wilson (2008) used this approach to characterize individuals with regard to 

the features of situations to which they are most vulnerable.  Specifically, web-based daily diary 
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assessment data were gathered from each participant over two months on the situational features, 

cognitions, affects, and coping behaviors associated with daily life stress.  Results suggested 

individuals differed in the psychological features of situations that led them to experience 

increased levels of stress. 

Figure 6a illustrates the behavioral signature for one of Wilson’s (2008) participants. The 

vertical axis is the regression slope predicting the relation between the situation feature (shown 

on the horizontal axis) and the level of stress experienced by this person. It indicates the degree 

to which this person’s experienced stress increases (given a positive slope) or decreases (given a 

negative slope) as a function of a given psychological feature (e.g., feeling betrayed).  By 

plotting participants’ behavioral signatures this way, it is possible to identify features of 

situations to which a given individual is particularly vulnerable.  Figure 6a shows that, relative to 

other features and relative to other participants, participant A is particularly vulnerable in 

situations characterized by feeling excluded and feeling inferior.  However, the mean, or 

average, self-reported stress across all diary entries for participant A was well below (over 1 SD 

below) the estimated average for the population from which participant A was sampled.  Thus, if 

one were to focus only on the level of stress averaged across situations, one may have concluded 

that participant A was not particularly vulnerable to stressful transactions. Yet, there are 

particular kinds of situations to which participant A is especially reactive.   

Insert Figures 6a and 6b about here 

Maladaptive coping signatures.  In addition to reporting stress, Wilson’s (2008) participants also 

reported their use of seven coping strategies.  It was therefore possible to extract behavioral 

signatures for coping responses.  Specifically, Figure 6b shows participant A’s behavioral 

signatures for a maladaptive coping index consisting of four coping strategies (avoidance, 

blaming others, blaming self, and wishful thinking).  It reveals that, relative to other participants 

and relative to other situations, participant A reported greater reliance on maladaptive coping 

strategies in situations in which she felt excluded.  Again, it was not the case that participant A 

universally employed more maladaptive coping than other participants.  In fact, her average self-

reported maladaptive coping strategy use across all diary entries was about half of one SD below 

the average of all participants.  Instead of generally more frequent use of maladaptive coping 

strategies, participant A relies on maladaptive coping strategies specifically in situations in 

which she feels excluded. 
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In light of the ability of this approach to reveal an individual’s stress vulnerability and 

coping strategies as a function of specific stressors, it has been integrated into an existing 

empirically-supported intervention, Cognitive-Affective Stress Management Training (Smith & 

Rohsenow, 1987).  Daily self-monitoring, therapist access to HRWP clinical data, and regular 

personalized feedback between the client and therapist enhanced the existing clinical 

intervention, and ultimately increased the client's self-regulatory capabilities and life satisfaction. 

Case examples of individuals who reported stress-related impairment in daily functioning and 

completed a 6-week intervention have been reported elsewhere (Smith et al., 2011).   

Having understood something about Participant A’s behavioral regularties in the context 

of stressful transactions, we can now turn to the question of whether there may be other 

individuals with similar regularities.  That is, behavioral signatures may be common among a 

group of individuals.  In fact, participant A scored high on the Narcissistic Personality Inventory 

Short Form (NPI-16; Ames, Rose, & Anderson, 2006). A systematic investigation of a large 

number of individuals differing in narcissism has shown that interpersonal transgressions are an 

active psychological ingredient that characterize the situations narcissists find particularly 

stressful such that narcissists can be characterized by an “if interpersonal transgression, then 

stress” behavioral signature (Wilson & Shoda, under review).  

For example, in one study, 299 participants indicated their subjective experience of stress 

in response to 51 hypothetical situation descriptions presented in guided-imagery format (Wilson 

& Shoda, under review, Study 2). These responses were then analyzed as a function of the 24 

psychological features of situations.  The data were analyzed in the same way as in the case 

illustration above, computing for each participant separately a slope coefficient predicting an 

increase (in the case of a positive slope) or a decrease (in the case of a negative slope) in the 

level of stress experienced as a function of each situation feature. At this point, a behavioral 

signature for the experience of stress can potentially be created separately for each of the 299 

participants. Instead, however, in order to systematically examine the higher order interaction of 

narcissism with situational features, we averaged the behavioral signatures of 46 participants 

who scored 1SD or more above the mean of the sample of 299 participants. This average 

behavioral signature of high-NPI individuals were further compared against the average 

signature of the entire sample, and the results are shown in Figure 7.  It shows how the stress 

reactivity of those who are 1 SD above the mean in narcissism as measured by the NPI differ 
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from the average participants in this sample . It shows that higher narcissism scores were related 

to  greater slopes predicting stress from situation features feeling time is wasted, feeling betrayed 

and feeling expectations were violated.  Feeling time is wasted involved situations in which 

another person’s actions were the cause of the time that was wasted. Thus it seems reasonable to 

assume that participants construed these situations as “someone wasted my time.” 

Insert Figure 7 about here 

Behavioral signatures, Person × Situation interactions, and Cattell’s Q-type analysis 

 Behavioral signatures are all about within-person variations. For many decades, such 

variations have not been the focus of empirical research in personality psychology because most 

statistical models treated variations from the central tendency as “error.” As a result, the field 

tended to view the psychological meaning of such variations as something not worth 

understanding, or even as nuisance. However, empirical analyses of behavioral signatures, such 

as those illustrated above, have shown that there is a pattern that is stable and distinctive for 

every individual in the seemingly random variation of individuals' behavior across situations 

(e.g., Shoda & LeeTiernan, 2002). The behavior itself varies, but there is stability in how each 

individual's behavior varies from one situation to another. These behavioral signatures suggest 

the existence of a higher order consistency on which the intuitive belief in personality may be 

based (Mischel & Shoda, 1995).  

Most importantly for the purpose of the present chapter, behavioral signatures capture the 

distinctive way in which a person responds to particular types of situations. To the extent that the 

behavioral signatures reliably vary from one person to another, such variations are the person × 

situation interactions. This can lead to discoveries about a notable way in which a particularly 

resilient person copes with difficult situations, or the cognitive and affective intra-individual 

dynamics that lead another person to become debilitated in response to situations that others may 

not find as daunting. Furthermore, by identifying groups of individuals who share similar 

behavioral signatures, the findings would apply not only to one person, but potentially a large 

number of people.  Tools for identifying subgroups of individuals with similar behavioral 

signatures are already available (Vansteeland & Van Mechelen, 2004). Groups of individuals 

who show similar behavioral signatures may represent one cell in an N-way ANOVA cube 

representing the interaction among multiple individual difference variables. But the behavioral 

signatures identified potentially provide valuable insight into possible ways, either particularly 
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adaptive or particularly maladaptive, in which people cope with challenges. And they become a 

part of the cumulative science. In time, one hopes that there is an accumulation of findings from 

diverse sub-populations to make it possible for a meta-analytic review to address whether or not 

the mechanism discovered in these sub-populations is relatively universal, or varies importantly 

across subpopulations. If the latter, the findings will provide a launching point for investigations 

of the key psychological differences that make these sub-populations different from each other in 

their functioning. 

Cattell’s “Data Box”. The analysis of behavioral signatures, and in particular the new approach 

to behavioral signatures based on intra-individual covariation patterns described above, are an 

example of a broad type of analysis that Cattell called the “Q-type” analysis. This is a part of the 

comprehensive research strategy Cattell envisioned, as early as 1946, in which one 

conceptualized behaviors as a function of the person, situation, and occasion (discussed in detail 

by Cronbach (1984)). A full design would fill each cell of a three-dimensional data array, or 

“Cattell’s data box,” in which each “slice” represents a person, and the columns and rows of each 

slice represent situations and occasions. In this framework, Cattell discussed six distinct types of 

correlations one can compute: R, Q, P, O, S, and T. The correlations reported in the 

overwhelming majority of studies in personality and social psychology represent the R-type, 

which indicates the similarity or dissimilarity in the rank ordering of individuals with regard to 

their behavior observed in one situation (e.g., one test) with the rank ordering observed in 

another situation (another test).  

Of the other types, one that is most relevant to addressing the intra-individual dynamics 

of what makes a person feel engaged and energized, for example, is the Q-type. It focuses on the 

pattern of situation-to-situation variation observed within each person. Although the Q-type 

analysis is rare in personality and social psychology, in memory and perception research for 

example, it is not uncommon for a participant to return day after day for literally hundreds of 

trials in which stimuli are presented under different conditions. A publication reporting a new 

perceptual phenomenon may be based on only a dozen participants. The small number of 

participants used in these studies might invoke a chorus of reactions among personality and 

social psychologists, “with such a small N, how can one be sure the results are reliable?” But for 

these types of experiments, the relevant N is not the number of participants but the number of 

trials. In the extreme, one participant may be enough to establish a psychological phenomenon 
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(e.g., Ebbinghaus, 1885). The purpose of multiple participants in this design is to test if the 

effects seen in one individual can generalize to other individuals. In so doing, this framework 

does not assume that the effects of the experimental conditions are the same for all individuals, 

although in many cases that does turn out to be true in the kinds of studies that employ this type 

of experimental design. Ironically, this design is rarely employed in personality and social 

psychology even though that is when the effects are most likely not the same for all individuals. 

IV Conclusion 

This chapter proposes an alternative approach to traditional strategies for studying 

personality. It calls for generating “dense” data, observing individuals’ behaviors over a large 

number of occasions and situations, and identifying the if…then… regularities, or behavioral 

signatures, that characterize each individual. The behavioral signatures in turn provide clues for 

understanding the regularities in the intra-individual dynamics, distinctive patterns in an 

individual’s ever-changing stream of experience and behaviors. The chapter suggests the use of a 

meta-theoretical framework, the Cognitive Affective Processing System model, which directly 

focuses on modeling intra-individual dynamics. The two examples used to illustrate the CAPS 

model show how the specific applications of the meta-theory to particular domains of behavior 

begin to reveal the unique configuration of an individual’s cognitive-affective networks. They 

also underline the fundamental difference in approach with the meta-theory that guides 

traditional personality psychology. 

A lasting dilemma that a personality and social psychologist faces is the trade-off between 

the accuracy of predictions (fidelity) and the generality of findings (bandwidth). Ideally, one 

would like to be able to understand the psychological processes of a given individual so well that 

it becomes possible to accurately predict that person’s behavior in a given situation. On the other 

hand, unless one is studying significant historical figures (e.g., Runyan, 1983), knowing the 

specifics of a given person and situation does not contribute much to the field.  

In the proposed approach, generalization of research findings beyond the specific persons 

studied calls for scientific judgment through a cumulative, collaborative effort by the research 

community.  Just as biologists do not characterize different species by variables and examine the 

“effect” of such variables, in the approach proposed in this chapter, one resists the temptation to 

extrapolate results along individual difference dimensions. Instead, one seeks generalizability, at 

a different, if not deeper, level of analysis. After discovering how a given species meets its 
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unique environmental challenge, biologists may discover that different species use remarkably 

similar genetic mechanisms to solve their problems, or they may discover that highly related 

species use very different mechanisms to solve similar problems, leading to insights into their 

evolutionary histories. Either way, insights that go beyond any given species emerge as 

biologists engage in creative thinking to figure out if there is a general principle underlying the 

species-specific findings.  

Eventually, after many published studies conducted with different types of people, a review 

of the literature can ask questions as to whether or not the intra-individual phenomena found 

among people in one “cell” are also found in other types of people, or if they are specific to 

certain "areas" of the N-way cube, etc. leading to a comprehensive understanding. In the end, we 

may never fill all cells, as some combinations of the variables may not occur naturally. This 

makes sense in biology, where researchers are not compelled to study, for example,  birds with 

gills. Such a framework requires us to approach individual differences not as the result of 

combinations of variables, but as differences in the way different (types of) people function. 

Given the remarkable capacity for learning, and given the role of culture and language for 

human behavior, individuals may differ in ways that warrant such an approachWe suggest that it 

may be fruitful to consider going beyond treating the concept of “personality” as synonymous 

with variables along which people vary. This chapter suggests a view of people not as a set of 

individual difference variables, but rather as a distinctive social-cognitive-affective information 

system that dynamically and systematically interacts with situations and generates thoughts, 

feelings, and behaviors.  
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Figure 1.  Path diagram illustrating the relationships between verbal intelligence, delay, rule 

knowledge, age, attention deployment, and delay behavior.  Figure is reproduced from 

Rodriguez, Shoda, and Mischel (1989). 
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Figure 2.  Schematic representation of the cognitive-affective processing system (CAPS) for two 

hypothetical individuals (i.e., Person A and Person B).  Each person’s mind is conceptualized by 

a stable network of interconnected cognitions and affects that mediates the effect of the 

situational features on behavior.  Solid lines within and outside of the network represent 

excitatory associations (e.g., activation of one cognition automatically activates associated 

cognitions).  Dotted lines within and outside of the network represent inhibitory associations 

(e.g., activation of one cognition makes it more difficult to activate associated cognitions).  In the 

above illustration, each person encounters the same situation that consists of a common set of 

features (e.g., a through n).  Because not all the features are meaningful for all people, Person A 

and Person B differ in the specific situational features that activate (or inhibit) certain cognitions 

and affects within each person’s network, which in turn lean to a behavioral response. Figure 

reproduced from Zayas and colleagues (2008). 
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Figure 3a. Illustrative activation networks during breast self-examination (BSE) that undermine 

effective performance. During BSE, hot, arousing representations are activated and undermine 

BSE performance by activating negative thoughts, anxiety, and depression, thereby inhibiting the 

intention to do BSE and leading to a pattern of BSE avoidance. Figure reproduced from Shoda 

(2006). 
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Figure 3b. Illustrative activation networks during breast self-examination (BSE) that support 

effective performance. During BSE, cooler, task-oriented representations are activated and 

negative thoughts, anxiety, and depression that undermine BSE performance are inhibited.  

Figure reproduced from Shoda (2006). 
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Figure 4a.  CAPS associated with disagreement with the Simpson criminal trial verdict.  Solid 

lines indicate positive (activating) relations among units; broken lines depict negative 

(deactivating) relations.  A node’s darkness indicates its strength of accessibility.  Dashed nodes 

indicated inhibited thoughts in the system.  Figure reproduced from Mendoza-Denton, Ayduk, 

Shoda, and Mischel (1997).  
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Figure 4b.  CAPS associated with agreement with the Simpson criminal trial verdict.  Solid lines 

indicate positive (activating) relations among units; broken lines depict negative (deactivating) 

relations.  A node’s darkness indicates its strength of accessibility.  Dashed nodes indicated 

inhibited thoughts in the system.  Figure reproduced from Mendoza-Denton, Ayduk, Shoda, and 

Mischel (1997). 
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Figure 5.  CAPS associated with disagreement with the Simpson criminal trial verdict.  Solid 

lines indicate positive (activating) relations among units; broken lines depict negative 

(deactivating) relations.  A node’s darkness indicates its strength of accessibility.  Dashed nodes 

indicated inhibited thoughts in the system.  Figure reproduced from Mendoza-Denton, Ayduk, 

Shoda, and Mischel (1997). 
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Figure 6a.  Stress-vulnerability signatures derived from the daily diary task.  Each data point 

corresponds to the slope representing the relation between one of the psychological features of 

situations (e.g., feeling excluded) and self-reported stress ratings. Participant A's stress-

vulnerability signature is depicted in red.  The mean stress vulnerability signature (averaged 

across all 13 participants) is depicted in blue.  Error bars represent the standard deviation 

associated with the mean slope for each feature.  Relative to other features and to the mean stress 

vulnerability signature, Participant A reported heightened reactivity to the features feeling 

excluded and feeling inferior, as indicated by the magnitude of the slopes associated with those 

two features. 
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Figure 6b.  Coping maladaptiveness signatures derived from the daily diary task.  Each data 

point corresponds to the slope representing the relation between one of the psychological 

features of situations (e.g., feeling excluded) and the coping maladaptiveness index variable. 

Participant A's coping maladaptiveness signature is depicted in red.  The mean coping 

maladaptiveness signature (averaged across all 13 participants) is depicted in blue.  Error bars 

represent the standard deviation associated with the mean slope for each feature.  Relative to 

other features and to the mean coping maladptiveness signature, Participant A reported increased 

use of maladaptive coping strategies in response to the features feeling excluded and feeling self-

doubt, as indicated by the magnitude of the slopes associated with those two features. 
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Figure 7.   Stress vulnerability signatures derived from the laboratory task.  Each data point 

corresponds to the difference between the slope representing the relation between one of the 

psychological features of situations (e.g., feeling excluded) and self-reported stress for all 

participants (i.e., mean slope; N = 299) and participants scoring high (i.e., greater than 1 SD 

above the mean; N =46) on the NPI-16.  For example, the mean slope for all participants 

predicting self-reported stress from the feature feeling betrayed was .06, while the average slope 

associated with this feature was .30 for high NPI-16 participants.  Therefore, the difference 

between the two slopes is .32, which is plotted on the y-axis.  High-NPI-16 participants reported 

heightened reactivity to the features feeling time is wasted, feeling betrayed, and feeling 

expectations were violated, as indicated by the magnitude of the slopes associated with those 

three features. 

 


