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. . . The following discussion of the observer in personality construction is organized according to a three-stage model of personality perception.     In brief, the process of personality con-
struction from the observer’s perspective involves (1) the identification of behaviour, (2) the categorization of behavioural acts, and (3) the attribution of personality. These three stages are usually, but not necessarily, sequential. Whether or not processing proceeds from stage 1to stage 2, or from stage 2 to stage 3, depends upon the goals of the perceiver/observer. Many social interactions can take place without going beyond behaviour identiﬁcation, and many more can be quite satisfactory without engaging in personality attribution . . .S. E. Hampson

Personality traits can be used by observers/perceivers to describe (categorize) behaviour, or to describe personality. Each use of traits involves different processes. However, psychologists are not always clear on this distinction, and there can be confusion if a study of act categorization is interpreted as if it were looking at trait attribution, or vice versa. In act categorization (stage 2), traits are used to describe behaviour. Instead of identifying behaviour (e.g., Jane is carrying John’s shopping bag), we use a descriptive category (a trait adjective) to describe it (e.g., Jane is being helpful). The behaviour is categorized as an instance of a particular trait category. In person categorization, the trait is applied to the person performing the behaviour, not just the behaviour itself (e.g., Jane is helpful). In everyday language, we may blur the distinction between the two uses of traits with no adverse consequences. Indeed, the tendency to use traits to describe persons when we really only mean to categorize behaviours may be another manifestation of the fundamental attribution error, which is the tendency to explain behaviour in dispositional terms and to ignore the part played by the situation . . .

1.the identification of behaviour Jane is carrying the old lady’s bag

(2) the categorization of behavioural acts Jane is being helpful
and (3) the attribution of personality Jane is a helpful person.

Stage 1: Behaviour identiﬁcation
The first step in person perception is to identify what it is that a person is doing. Behaviour identiﬁcation precedes either use of the trait concept. For example, is the person running or walking? Is Jane carrying something? . . .

Stage 2: Act categorization
Act categorization can only occur after behaviour identiﬁcation. It involves further identiﬁcation of the behaviour as a member of a trait category . . .
Behaviours are composed of three kinds of features: behavioural (the actions that occur), situational (the context in which they occur) and motivational (the underlying motive they reﬂect), and these features vary in their prototypicality with regard to different trait categories. Motivational features are often key to categorizing behaviour and, because motivations have to be inferred from the context and other information, they can be the cause of miscategorizations. A behaviour may appear to be a good member of one category (e.g., Jane carrying John’s shopping is a good instance of the trait category helpful); however, if we knew more about the relationship between Jane and John, we might more correctly categorize Jane’s behaviour as submissive.

1. Identify behaviour 
2. Categorise the behaviour-1 act (what’s going on) 2. Situational (when, where) 3. Motivation (why)


Stage 3: Personality attribution
Personality attribution involves the application of the trait concept to the person performing the behaviour. For example, we describe people as helpful, submissive or altruistic. Unlike
act categorization, we do not usually make personality attributions based on just one piece of behaviour (although we may).
In addition, more speciﬁc theories can be developed for the conditions under which particular traits will be attributed to persons. . . . For positive moral traits such as honesty, many behavioural instances are required to convince the observer that the person is truly honest, whereas for dishonesty, the observer may use just one behaviour to make a trait attribution. If you observe a pickpocket at work in a crowd, you are likely to make an immediate person categorization (dishonest thief). This is an example of where a person categorization is made simultaneously with the behaviour categorization.
Personality attribution: positive trait= more than one behaviour is analysed
Negative: even one trait makes us give a personality attribution.


DECONSTRUCTION

1.the identification of behaviour Jane is carrying the old lady’s bag

(2) the categorization of behavioural acts Jane is being helpful
and (3) the attribution of personality Jane is a helpful person.
1. Identify behaviour 
2. Categorise the behaviour-1 act (what’s going on) 2. Situational (when, where) 3. Motivation (why)
· Personality attribution: positive trait= more than one behaviour is analysed
· Negative: even one trait makes us give a personality attribution.

Task B3.3.3★


Hampson’s belief that ‘the observer may use just one behaviour to make a trait attribution’ in the case of a ‘negative moral trait’ was recently the experience of one of the authors of this book. He saw a man walking standing in the street in front of his house apparently talking heatedly to himself and gesticulating animatedly, and categorized the man in the street as being ‘off his head’. Only when the man turned round did the author see that the man was using was a hands-free mobile phone and realized that he had made a false trait attribution on the basis of misinterpreting just one behaviour.

➤ Can you think of occasions when you have made false trait attributions on the basis of misinterpreting single instances of behaviour?



Task B3.3.5★


➤ What are the implications of what Burr and Hampson write in Texts B3.3.1 and B3.3.2, and of Gandy’s comments, for how we perceive and interpret the behaviour and personalities, and how we ourselves behave, when we come into contact with individuals in or from cultures which are unfamiliar to us?
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