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Abstract

Of perhaps the two currently most influential approaches to personality, one provides a descriptive, data-driven taxonomy of natural language trait terms derived from self-reports and peer ratings of behavior in real and hypothetical situations.  This approach typically generates a five-factor structure known as the "Big 5," with the factors being interpreted as Extroversion, Agreeableness, Neuroticism, Conscientiousness, and (intellectual) Openness. Proponents of the Big 5 point to the consistency of these factors across different languages and cultural groups (Goldberg, 1999).  The other, more theoretically-driven approach treats certain biological and neuroanatomical aspects of behavior as constraints and thus focuses on the fundamental dichotomy characterized by distinctions such as facilitation and inhibition (mechanisms), approach and avoidance (behaviors), and reward and punishment (outcomes) (see Revelle, 1995, for a review).

In this talk, starting from a perspective more compatible with the second of these two approaches, we revive and recast a dynamic model of action (Atkinson & Birch, 1970) that characterizes the causal and temporal interdependencies between external stimuli (cues for outcomes), internal motivations and action tendencies (intervening mechanisms), and actions (behaviors).  We show how such a model, inspired as it is by basic biological considerations, can capture the interrelationship between traits, emotions, and cognitions, as well as between them and personality as characterized by the Big 5 taxonomy. We also show how a model of this kind can help solve the problem of inferring emotional states from observed behaviors.  Specifically, by constraining estimates of current states by stable (trait) characteristics of the organism, that is, by taking into account a consolidated account of past behaviors, we can make more accurate predictions about current user states from current behaviors than can approaches less constrained by theory. 


