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ABSTRACT 
 

In daily life, adjectives as “sympathetic” “aggressive” are used to speak about 
people. But what do we mean when we say that Mary is sympathetic? What kind of 
knowledge do we communicate about Mary? This chapter aims at analyzing the different 
meanings of those adjectives within trait psychology and social psychology frameworks. 
In trait psychology, they are called “personality traits” and are defined as “generalized 
and personalized determining tendencies - consistent and stable modes of an individual’s 
adjustment to his environment” (Allport & Odbert, 1936, p. 26). Sympathetic is 
considered as a descriptive psychological property of Mary. This definition is convenient 
in personality assessment tradition, because it enables the measure of individual 
differences based on correlational design. Nevertheless, this definition of traits is 
subordinate to the study of personality and individual differences and does not enable to 
analyse the meaning and the function of traits-labels. In social psychology, two 
complementary perspectives share the idea that trait labels are polysemous entities and 
that their meaning is directly linked to their social function. The perspective of the theory 
of traits as generalized affordances (Beauvois & Dubois, 2000) enables to distinguish 
evaluative knowledge- how others act toward targets who possess these traits (behavioral 
affordances)-, from descriptive knowledge- how targets who possess theses traits act 
(descriptive behavior)-, deemed to be of limited importance in trait common usage. 
Sympathetic is used to communicate the social value of Mary, her social affordance 
which guides my own behavior towards Mary (I invite Mary to my birthday) rather than 
her psychological property. The other perspective stipulates that traits refer to both the 
descriptive behaviors and the descriptive states (Mollaret & Mignon, 2007). Sympathetic 
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is also a descriptive knowledge of Mary’s states Mary’s state (e.g. Mary feels happy). 
This description implying a state verb directs a perception of Mary as acted by the 
situation (Brown and Fish, 1983). We will report new research, based on experimental 
design, showing that person perception depends on the function of personality traits 
which is determined by social practices. Implications of different meanings of traits, both 
for individual differences and also for other kind of judgments (e.g. judgment of 
responsibility) will be presented. 
 

Key Words: affordance, evaluative practices, evaluative and descriptive knowledge, 
polysemy of trait labels, social desirability, social utility. 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
This chapter is aimed at analysing the social and the psychological functions of the 

register of trait describing words. We will suggest different answers rooted in (1) trait 
psychology and (2) social psychology. Within trait psychology, psychological terms are used 
to describe personality and individual differences. Basically, trait psychology is a strategy of 
measurement of personality based on the correlational technique that is used to specify the 
main dimensions of personality and individual differences. Trait psychology actually fulfils 
many practical objectives. Both the foundations and the limitations of trait psychology are 
exposed in the first part of the contribution. The second part defends an alternative approach 
to the meaning of psychological terms that is based on psycho-social investigations. Here, 
psychological terms are no more envisaged as personality variables. Rather, their meanings 
and functions are determined in relation to a socially determined usage and not just in relation 
to the designation of differences between human beings. In particular, we will show how 
traits are used for evaluative purpose. 

 
 

TRAIT PSYCHOLOGY: BASIS AND LIMITATIONS 
 

Lexical Hypothesis and Factorial Approach 
 
The trait psychology approach is based on the lexical hypothesis, well defined by 

Goldberg: « The variety of individual differences is nearly boundless, yet most of these 
differences are insignificant in people's daily interactions with others and have remained 
largely unnoticed. Sir Francis Galton may have been among the first scientists to recognize 
explicitly the fundamental lexical hypothesis-namely that the most important individual 
differences in human transactions will come to be encoded as single terms in some or all of 
the world’s languages » (Goldberg, 1990, p. 1216). Within this framework, the natural 
language is seen as a valid source for personality assessment, and many lexical studies have 
been carried out to delimit the lexical field of personality terms. In their pioneering work, 
Allport & Odbert (1936) have establish a list from an unabridged English dictionary of 17 
953 words (representing 4,5% of total words) considered to be labels for concepts referring to 
personality, that could be used to «distinguish the behavior of one human being from that of 
another » (Allport & Odbert, 1936, p. 24). Words were organized in four major categories. 
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The first category included personality traits (4504 words), which were defined as « broad 
patterns of determining tendencies that confer upon personality such consistency as it 
displays. (p.13) Generalized and personalized determining tendencies--consistent and stables 
modes of an individual’s adjustment to his environment. Obvious examples are aggressive, 
introverted, sociable. (p. 26) ». The second category “states” included words that were 
defined by Allport and Odbert (1936) as « present activity, temporary states of mind and 
mood….. typical terms are abashed, gibbering, rejoicing, frantic. » (p. 26). Remaining terms 
were categorized either as social evaluation (e.g. irritating, excellent, insignificant) or as 
physical characteristics, metaphorical or terms of doubtful relevance to personality. Note that 
the two first categories will be of main interest in this chapter. The Allport and Odbert’s 
(1936) taxonomy was certainly very exhaustive in the description of the structure of the 
overall psychological lexicon. Their proposition to delimit the field of personality terms to 
4 504 adjectives is still accepted among personality researchers. However, because it is not 
practical to ask people to describe themselves on 4 504 terms, personality researchers have 
tried to reduce the initial list.  

The factor analysis is one of the statistical techniques most commonly used in the study 
of personality. The factor analysis identifies groups of highly intercorrelated variables and 
determines the number of underlying factors measured by a set of traits. The redundant traits 
are removed, and the large number of traits can be reduced to few personality factors. For 
example, Raymond Cattell (1947, 1957) revised the list to 171 (less than 1 percent of the 
Allport and Odbert’s initial list), conducted an oblique factor analysis on descriptions made 
by subjects who rated people they knew on the 171 traits, and finally reduced the trait list to 
16 personality factors. Trait theorists assume that traits are continuous dimensions on which 
people vary. Tupes & Christal (1961) reported the results of re-analyses of Cattell’s own 
correlation and data collected from ratings by others, varying in length of acquaintanceship. 
The factor analysis revealed “five relatively strong and recurrent factors and nothing more of 
any consequence” Tupes and Christal (1961, p.13-14). Norman (1963) has replicated this five 
factors structure. Since Norman’s study, many researchers have conducted similar studies that 
support the five factors taxonomy (e.g. Goldberg, 1981; Goldberg, 1990; Goldberg & Saucier, 
1995; McCrae & Costa, 1987). Many writers have adopted the names used by Norman (1963) 
to designate the five factors, which are extroversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, 
emotional stability and culture. The five factor solution has given rise to two complementary 
research traditions: the “Big Five” a term coined by Goldberg (1981) which resumes lexical 
studies using self-report data, and the “five-factor model” (FFM) which refers to studies of 
traits using personality questionnaires deemed to measure the personality of individuals. Two 
complementary goals of research are attached to each tradition. The Big Five tradition aims at 
identifying the dimensions underlying adjectives that encode enduring individual differences 
in natural language (i.e. “personality traits”). Lexical studies are carried out to summarize the 
major dimensions of variation in raters’ descriptions of the global traits of targets. It provides 
one tool for summarizing global individual differences in the population. Note that the 
empirical attempt to generalize the Big Five structure across languages and cultures (Saucier 
& Goldberg, 1996, 2006) is particularly important to prove that the factorial structure is not a 
linguistic epi-phenomenon (see the critical perspectives below). The second goal aims at 
assessing personality with the five dimensions (FFM tradition). The claim of five factor 
theorists is that behavior can be best predicted and explained by the measurement of five 
dominant personality factors. This goal begun with McCrae and Costa (1985a, b, 1987), who 
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studied personality with questionnaire scales based on the 16 PF (Cattell, Eber, & Tatsuoka, 
1970). In 1992, they included an extensive list of traits and showed that their questionnaire 
scales (NEO personality Inventory – Revised) was consistent with the Big Five. More 
recently, McCrae and Costa (1996, 1999, 2006) have made an ambitious theoretical 
proposition about the origin of the five factors. They have proposed the “Five-Factor theory” 
(FFT), a theoretical attempt to describe the nature, origins, and developmental course of 
personality traits. In their rephrasing about the origin of trait, McCrae and Costa (2006, p.233, 
our translation) wrote that “personality traits are endogenous basic tendencies”. Here, the 
factors are not merely descriptive labels but psychological structures possess by all 
individuals; they are claimed to constitute “the universal raw material of personality” 
(McCrae & Costa, 1996, p. 66). The FFT posits the biological origin of the five factors. 
Although McCrae and Costa (2006) recognize that culture and environment may influence 
behaviors to a certain degree, the tenet of the FFT is that the structure of personality is 
independent of any external contingency. McCrae and Costa (2006) recognize themselves that 
the FFT is actually very polemical, and some authors consider that it lacks of empirical 
evidences (e.g. Cervone, 2006). However, this recent development of the factorial approach 
clearly indicates that eminent trait psychologists are confident in the factorial technique to 
reveal genuine individual tendencies of individuals.  

Despite all theoretical dissentions, questionnaires aimed at assessing the five dimensions 
of personality (e.g. The NEO-PI-R) have been widely used as predictors of important life 
outcomes, including personality disorders, vocational interests, political orientation, marital 
adjustment, and job performance (McCrae & Costa, 2003). Although the rationale of 
personality inventories is simple enough, it is based on a postulate that deserves attention. The 
self-report version of the NEO-PI-R (the most commonly used) consists of 240 items 
(descriptions of behavior). Subjects have to estimate to what extent the 240 behavioral 
descriptions are applicable to themselves on a 5-points scale, ranging from “strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree”. Authors of the five-factor approach are thus confident in 
peoples hability to describe themselves on behavioral items. Nevertheless, many personality 
researchers have documented that self-report instruments designed to measure personality 
were vulnerable to response bias (Edwards, 1953; Hogan & Nicholson, 1988). Gosling, John, 
Craik and Robins (1998) have documented that self-reports tend to be positively distort (in a 
manner to give oneself a more positive image). In many situations (e.g. job selection) test 
takers may be motivated to respond to items in a manner that maximizes a desired outcome. 
The question of whether job applicants distort their responses to personality measures when 
responding for selection purposes is still a source of discussion among researcher. That said, 
the controversy only concerns the social conditions of the optimal application of personality 
testing, not the rightfullness of personalitity testing per se. In short, personality questionnaires 
are considered to be a valid source of knowledge if responders are “sincere” when describing 
themselves. However, responses to items may be influenced by other factors that are 
independent from the conscious intention of the respondant to fake (see Mollaret and 
Lefeuvre’s work below).  

Another postulate of trait psychology has to be specified. As Kenny (1991) put it “the 
most valued instrument used by psychologists is the human observer” (p. 156). Human 
observers are thus supposed to be a valid source of knowledge about personality, and the 
comparison between judgments by self and observers are envisaged as an indispensable tool 
for researchers in personality judgment. Specifically, self-ratings are envisaged as accurate 
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criteria to compare observer ratings with. Many researches into personality judgments have 
investigated whether traits were observable attributes by measuring self-observers agreement 
on Big Five dimensions, and results tend to show that self-observers correlations are 
significant for conscientiousness and extraversion dimensions. Consequently, both 
extraversion and conscientiousness are actually envisaged as the most observable attributes of 
the Big Five. In sum, the postulate that observation may reflect social reality is central to the 
use of such judgments in personality research. One important consequence the realistic status 
assigned to observers judgment is that the agreement among judges in personality ratings (i.e. 
consensus among judges) may be due to an accurate perception of personality attributes. 
Indeed, consensus among judges is actually seen as an important criterion of the accuracy of 
personality judgment provided by observers (or judges) on targets. This point we be discussed 
in the next session of the chapter (see Mollaret, Méhault & Savarin, 2005; Mollaret & Nicol, 
2008). 

The conceptual coherence of the lexical approach to personality may be sum up as 
follows. Lexical units included in the natural language are envisaged as valid tools to 
investigate personality and individual differences, and the factorial technique enables 
personality researchers to reduce the huge personality lexicon to a more limited number of 
dimensions. Self and observers ratings on dimensions may reflect social reality, because 
people are supposed to envisage others and themselves as objects of knowledge. Traits are 
thus considered as accurate vectors of the descriptive knowledge of people (i.e. their 
psychological properties). In the second part of this chapter (social psychological approach), 
we will investigate whether the psychological lexicon really delivers descriptive knowledge 
and examine the possibility of an alternative knowledge of self and others include in the 
psychological lexicon: the evaluative knowledge. 

 
 

The Lexical Hypothesis and the Factorial Approach in a Critical Perspective 
 
Although actually dominant within personality researchers, the factorial approach based 

on the lexical hypothesis is problematic in some ways. 
 

The Critic of Traits as Abstract Mental Concepts 
In trait psychology, personality score should be useful as predictors of individual’s 

behaviors. Based on a review of the personality literature, Mischel (1968) in his enormously 
influential book “Personality and Assessment” pointed out the lack of consistency of 
individuals’ behaviors across situations (overall .30). He showed that studies aimed at 
describing personality tendencies with natural language failed to show the hypothetical 
coherence of behaviors and that the variability of behavior must be due to a situational 
demand and to error (see also Mischel & Peake, 1982). Mischel’s radical departure from the 
traditional lexical approach has been widely criticized (see Epstein, 1979; Funder, 1999; 
Goldberg, 1990), and his main message is still controversial. In our view, the main point is 
that Mischel’s conception of personality is undoubtly incompatible with the traditional 
factorial approach to personality. As Shweder (2006) noted, the most important lesson of 
“Personality and Assessment” is that abstract mental concepts like “personality traits” are not 
appropriate tools to understand the (hypothetical) coherence of human behavior.  
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D’Andrade (1965, 1974) and Shweder (1982) have demonstrated that the consistency of 
personality structure is an artefact of implicit meanings in the vocabulary. Psychological 
description reflects a meta-linguistic activity rather than a descriptive activity. Those 
researchers claimed that the personality structure is not derived from observations of co-
occurrences among behaviors in the real world, but can be explained by the similarity of trait 
labels. This systematic distortion hypothesis has been supported by two kind of evidence. 
First, the structure of rated behavior matrices (correlation matrices computed from memory-
based ratings of actual targets) were closely related to conceptual association matrices 
(similarity of meaning judgments among the same concepts used for ratings). Second, the 
conceptual association matrices do not always correspond to the structure of actual behaviors 
matrices. Since the personality assessment with questionnaire requires retrospective ratings, 
those findings are consistent with the argument that personality trait structure reflects the 
similarity between traits rather than reflecting actual behaviors. Shweder and d’Andrade 
(1980) claim that in self-ratings, people used a theory about “what is like what” (semantic 
similarities) rather than “what goes with what” (real co-occurrences in behaviors). Similarly, 
Beauvois (1984) argued that personality psychologists have made confusion between two 
radically different questions, namely (1) how to classify people? (real individual differences) 
and (2) how do people classify? (conceptual categories of individual differences). Shweder 
(1977) claims that personality traits cannot be discovered in behaviors. Rather, traits may be 
added to behaviors in order to create a conceptual coherence that distorts the social reality. 
The systematic distortion hypothesis is grounded from a radically different starting point than 
the lexical approach. Contrary to the realistic tenet of the lexical approach, traits are not seen 
as good tools for encoding behaviors. Instead, traits are conceptualized as tools that make a 
psychological sense of the social environment. Those conceptual associations are the so-
called implicit personality theories that is shared beliefs by naïve psychologist about which 
traits tend to co-occur. At this stage, we retain from Shweder’s and Mischel’s conception that 
(1) traits are not the most appropriate tools to encode the objective reality and (2) the 
conceptual coherence of psychological descriptions by observers may reflect semantic 
similarities rather than the capture of objective reality (see also Beauvois, 1984). 

More fundamentally, the definition of traits as designation of individual differences is in 
no way rooted in a theoretical consideration about the meaning of psychological terms. The 
lexical hypothesis is inextricably linked to the galtonian project to study the variability within 
and between groups of humans. Although convenient within such an empirical project, the 
lexical hypothesis originality formulated by Galton is based on the unverified postulate that 
the natural language mirrors the real differences between beings. Identifying the structure of 
psychological lexicon to the structure of real interindividual differences is, in fact, very 
problematic from an epistemological point of view. In order to study the meaning of 
psychological terms, language philosophers might propose to consider the psychological 
vocabulary independently of any empirical project. For example, wittgensteinian 
investigations about meaning (see Wittgenstein, 1953) invites researcher to investigate the 
meaning of words in close relation to their social context of utilisation. Meaning is therefore 
not like a “set in a stone”. Rather, the meaning of any term is linked to social practices (what 
Wittengstein calls “forms of life”). If we take the wittgensteinian lesson seriously (and we 
think we should) we have to abandon the realistic postulate of the lexical hypothesis and 
move research towards the study of social practices leading to a particular utilization of trait-
words (for a more detailed presentation, see Mollaret, 1998, in press). As we will further 
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advocate, the conceptual similarities between traits may be explained by the social necessity 
to provide evaluatively coherent psychological portraits in the most evaluative social contexts 
rather than by the encoding of social reality. 

 

Another Conception of Behavioral Coherence 
Mischel’s radical criticism of the traditional factorial approach has given rise to a new 

theoretical and methodological orientation to personality assessment, named “socio-
cognitive” approach (see Cervone & Shoda, 1999). Here, the coherence of behaviors is not 
supposed to correspond to “personality traits” revealed via the factorial technique. In other 
words, personality is no more conceive as a general orientation revealed by five basic 
tendencies. Instead personality works as a “if...then” system defined at an individual level. 
For example, Smith might say to himself, (1) “if there’s no music at the party, then I will keep 
on drinking alone at the bar” and (2) “if there is music at the party, then I will dance with 
Mary, Jane, Laura, Ursula and so on”. Thus, Smith may exhibit two different kinds of 
behaviors (depending on a situational criterion) but both behaviors are coherent within his 
own “if...then” system. However, if one’s adopt a lexical framework, Smith’s behaviors may 
appear inconsistent. The first one could be labelled “introvert” while the second one could be 
labelled “extravert”. The two behaviors appear to be inconsistent only if the researcher adopts 
the natural language to describe behaviors. The socio-cognitive approach initiated by Mischel 
clearly shows that the psychological lexicon may not be appropriate to describe people. 
Instead, it may be efficient to fulfil other social functions that we will describe further in this 
chapter. 

 
The Factorial Technique does not Allow any Conclusion at the Individual Level 

As the FFT orientation clearly indicates, the factorial technique is used by some trait 
psychologists to isolate basic individual tendencies. However, a dimension revealed by the 
factorial technique is not supposed to be present within individuals (see Borsboom, 
Mellengerg & Van Heerden, 2003). Statistically, factorial analysis requires variance and can 
be applied only if individuals are different in their response to an item. This criterion, 
although obvious to anyone with basic statistical notions, is very problematic. Lamiell (1987, 
2003) clearly indicates that this “epistemological requirement of variance” completely 
undetermined the dominant interpretation of personality tests scores at the individual level. 
Lamiell’s reasoning is quite simple. The factorial approach requires individual differences to 
be applied. A dimension revealed by the factorial technique exists if –and only if- individuals 
are different on that dimension. How could this dimension be present in all individuals if it 
can not be defined within individuals? In other words, how could variations between 
individuals determine intra-individual properties? As Lamiell (2006) put it, the interpretation 
of personality scores as individual tendencies reflects more a locutionary practice than a 
scientific inference. To make that point more explicit, there is no evidence that prove that two 
identical scores to a personality questionnaire are determined by a same causal force lodged 
in individuals. Individuals may obtain the same scores on a personality inventory but for 
different, perhaps qualitative, reasons. As Borsboom et al. (2003) suggest, it is much better to 
keep to a strictly interindividual interpretation of inventories (see also Caprara & Cervone, 
2000). In a telling analogy, Cervone (2006) suggests comparing psychological statements 
with statements about the reliability of automobiles. Suppose that an insurer has carried out a 
test of the reliability of automobiles. To say that an auto is not reliable necessarily means that 
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it is less reliable than other autos. This is the only use of the “reliability” trait, as a statement 
about the reliability of an auto does not help us to understand how it works. Reliable is in no 
way a causal force that can explain the tendency of any auto to work or not to work. If an auto 
breaks down, its driver has to ask a garage for assistance, not an auto insurer specializing in 
reliability scores. There is no point a mechanic knowing the auto’s “reliability score”. 
Factorial approach based on interindividual differences could be unproblematic if 
interpretation of personality scores were maintained at the interindividual level. 
Unfortunately, recent developments within trait psychology take the opposite direction and 
speculate on the biological basis of personality scores. 

 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
The notion that natural language provides a satisfactory basis for the study of psychology 

is unique in the history of science, according to Saucier and Goldberg (1996). Saucier and 
Goldberg (1996) justify this epistemological continuity between naive and scientific 
knowledge in the field of personality studies by stressing the fact that knowledge stemming 
from naive science cannot be dissociated from the phenomenon under scrutiny. If a linguistic 
community uses concepts to evoke social relations, states, beliefs or personality, these are 
assumed to correspond to a reality which needs to be studied in every aspect. However, this 
postulate is based on the faulty premise that individuals are intuitive scientist or intuitive 
statisticians inclined to construct a descriptive knowledge of their social environment. As we 
will now show, this description is too restrictive and in that the descriptive knowledge of 
others certainly not prevalent in real social interactions. Both common sense psychology and 
scientific psychology are embedded in social practices that are partly independent of a 
descriptive knowledge of people. 

 
 

A PSYCHO-SOCIAL APPROACH TO TRAIT LABELS: TRAITS AS 

POLYSEMOUS ENTITIES 
 
In this part, we will present two complementary perspectives on the social functions of 

traits, sharing the idea that the meaning of traits has to be analyzed independently of any 
empirical consideration about personality and individual differences. Effectively, the psycho-
social orientation takes the radically different starting point and proposes to envisage the 
meaning of traits concomitantly to the social practices in which they are used. In the 
conception of traits as generalized affordances proposed by Beauvois and Dubois (2002), the 
function of traits is attached to evaluative social practice. Here, traits labels are used in daily 
life to communicate people’s social value. The conception of traits as state and behavioral 
descriptions proposed by Mollaret and Mignon (2007) defend that two conceptions of human 
beings are convey by a trait label. 
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The Social Anchoring of the Use of Traits 
 

From the Person to the Social Agent: The Role of Evaluative Practices 
In an important meta-theoretical contribution, Beauvois (1976) has proposed to make a 

connection between the use of traits and evaluative practices observed in social organizations 
(e.g. school, work, family etc). Precisely, note that within this conception, “evaluative” refer 
to the social value produced by a social organization. According to Beauvois, as soon as an 
individual participates to a social organization, he becomes a social agent to whom behaviors’ 
potential value is defined by and in this social organization. The behaviors’ values are 
socially contingent in that they are defined within the organizational context. Since the 
general principle of membership turnover in social organizations (Etzioni, 1964), evaluation 
practices consist in distributing social reinforcements (gratifications, promotions…) to social 
agents. The exercise of power and evaluation practices, especially in our individualistic and 
liberal societies, implies the use of personology, i.e. the use of traits-labels. As Pansu (2006) 
noted “…the evaluative practices of persons whose position grants validity to their judgments 
and to the sanctions that follow from them (teachers, social workers, managers, recruiters, 
etc.) are more largely determined (than those of persons in other positions such as here 
students) by considerations of a personological nature, with trait-based explanations seeming 
to carry a great deal of weight in assessments of social agents.” (p. 9). This claim has been 
well demonstrated within the norm of internality framework (e.g. Beauvois & Le Poultier, 
1986; Pansu, 2006). Within social practices, the socially contingent value of behavior is being 
transferred on the psychological nature of the social agent who produced those behaviors. 
This is the naturalization process. Personology plays a key role in social evaluation practice, 
because it provides a systematic knowledge of naturalized social value manifested in social 
relations. One important point is that the trait-label communicates the person’s value in a 
given social environment, i.e. the evaluative knowledge that serves to state the value of the 
social agent. This does not come to say that it communicates a descriptive knowledge, i.e. a 
statement about the properties of persons. Let’s take an example to illustrate that point. If Ted 
-a school teacher- says to Paul -his colleague- that John -a pupil- is immature, he does not 
simply refer a descriptive category of behaviors. The psychological function of the trait label 
(immature) is principally not to inform Paul on the kind of individual John may be. First and 
foremost, immature is an evaluative label addressed to inform his colleague on the social 
value of this particular pupil. In other terms, immature directly communicates a social 
evaluation of this pupil and works like an evaluative criterion. Importantly, the evaluative 
criterion enables schoolteachers to know how they have to act themselves towards the pupil. 
The above example makes clear that the function of traits is embedded in the evaluative 
practice of social agents (i.e. pupils, schoolteachers, colleagues) and can not be reduced to 
descriptive categories of behaviors. In the next parts, we will point up the nature of the 
evaluative knowledge convey by trait labels and the analyzed the function of trait label within 
social perception framework. 

 
The Two Dimensions of Social Value 

Some cues converge to show that the psychological lexicon is structured by two 
orthogonal dimensions. In this paragraph, we will examine the rationale of this two-factor 
solution and subsequently present an evaluative conception of the two dimensions. In our 
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framework, the two-factor structure appears to be more suitable than the five structure 
presented in the first session of the chapter. Two pieces of evidence may justify this 
theoretical decision. First, the two-factor structure appears to be the more universal across 
languages and cultures than the Big-Five (Saucier, Hampson & Goldberg, 2000). Effectively, 
the method used by McCrae and Costa (e.g. McCrae et al., 2004) to assess the universality of 
the five factor solution consists in translating items from English into other languages and 
then demonstrating that the translated items are organized along the same dimensions as the 
original English ones. A far more demanding test is to identify the most important personality 
concepts within each linguistic and cultural context, derive an indigenous factor structure 
from those variables, and then examine the extent to which this new structure corresponds to 
previously proposed models (see Saucier et al., 2000). If this method is used, then the two-
factorial solution appears to be the most generalizable across languages and cultures. Second, 
the two factors structure is relatively impervious to variable-selection effects; it appears 
whether there is a restricted or inclusive selection of variables (Saucier, 1997). This latter 
point is theoretically important, because the selection criterion to include or exclude the 
lexical units from the factorial analysis is certainly arbitrary (see below). Consequently, the 
two factors solution is certainly the more robust one. 

Such a factor structure has been supported by a variety of theoretical models. Bakan 
(1966), initially labelled the two factors Agency and Communion, but the two-factors 
solution may be aligned with some of the other sets of dual personological constructs 
reviewed by Digman (1997), Osgood, May and Miron (1975, valence and activity) or 
Hogan’s (1983, getting ahead and getting along). The content of dimensions is similar in all 
these conceptions. The first factor (agency in Bakan’s conception) contrasts terms like 
dynamic, dominant or energetic, with terms like introvert, pessimistic or submissive whereas 
the other factor (communion) contrasts terms like warm, friendly or sociable with terms like 
quarrelsome, cold or aggressive. Peeters (e.g. Peeters, 1992) has proposed an evaluative 
conception of the two-factorial solution where both dimensions refer to the individual 
adaptation to the social environment. The adaptive value of the dimensions is grounded from 
two perspectives. The first perspective is that of the self. Traits such as dynamic and dominant 
(versus their opposites) are expected to involve unconditionally positive (versus negative) 
adaptive consequences for the possessor of the traits. In Peeters’ terms these traits define a 
power-related evaluative dimension referred to self-profitability (SP). The second general 
perspective is that of the other who has to deal with the possessor of the trait. It defines a 
likeability-related dimension marked by traits such as warm and friendly (versus their 
opposites) that are expected to involve unconditionally positive (versus negative) adaptive 
consequences for the other. This dimension has been referred to as "other-profitability" (OP). 
SP and OP are presumably universal dimensions akin to a wide variety of two-dimensional 
models of implicit personality theory (e.g., Rosenberg & Sedlak, 1972). 

According to Beauvois (1995, 2003, 2005; see also Dubois & Beauvois, 2005), the two 
fundamental dimensions underlying trait structures communicate two dimensions of value: 
social desirability (D) which refers to affective valence or motivation and social utility (U) 
which corresponds to the fundamental principle of evaluation in a society. Precisely, social 
desirability is defined as “the known suitability of the event, object, or person to the 
motivations of the social collective's members [and to the extent to which they are liked or 
disliked by other people] and social utility, defined as the known suitability of the event, 
object, or person to the options that characterized the social functioning of the system to 
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which the collective belongs" (Beauvois, 2003, p. 251). Social desirability corresponds to the 
the “valence” dimension in Osgood et al.’s affective meaning system and denotes the person‘s 
“likableness” in his/her relationships with others. This dimension is embedded in 
interpersonal relations. Social utility is linked to the functional requirements of an actual 
given social environment or organization, and indicates how well one meets those 
requirements. Consequently, social utility reflects the degree to which a social agent can 
succeed within his social environment. Note that social utility value has to be taken in a 
quasi-economic sense that is the person’s marketable value and not its functional 
connotations, that is the services that this person might perform for others. Empirical 
evidence of the rationality of the two dimensions has been brought in a series of studies 
conducted by Cambon (2006a; 2006b). Studies were designed to show that each dimension is 
associated with specific criteria which validate the Beauvois’ conception, in particular his 
conception of the second dimension as a quasi-economic value scale. It was attended that 
social desirability traits should be used to communicate the likeableness of people and should 
differentiate people we like to those we don’t like, people who have a lot of friends to those 
who have not a lot of friends. Social utility traits should be associated with financial value 
and economic status and should differentiate people who have a lot of money with those who 
have not a lot of money, those who have qualities that will help them to get on in life to those 
who lack such qualities. Cambon (2006a, study 1a and 1b) has examined effects of activation 
of social utility and social desirability on trait descriptions using criteria respectively financial 
value and repeated exposure as operationalizations. In study 1a, the degree of activation of 
social utility (within-subjects factor) consisted to associate, via an evaluative conditioning 
procedure, neutral faces targets to banknote differing in their intensity of value (low : 50, 
middle : 200, high : 500 francs1). In study 1b, the degree of activation of social desirability 
(within-subject factor) consisted to vary the number of exposure (0, 2, 7 or 12 times) of the 
same neutral faces targets. This operationalization is based on the famous mere exposure 
effect (Zajonc, 1968): more often a person is seen the more pleasing and likeable that person 
appears to be. In both studies, participants had to rate faces with traits coming from either 
social utility or social desirability. The two activations have had an impact on evaluative 
consistency2. Globally, the activation of utility social via financial value has an impact only 
on traits from social utility (the higher is the activation, the stronger is the evaluative 
consistency of ratings on social utility traits) and not on traits from social desirability. On the 
other hand, the activation of social desirability has an impact only on traits from social 
desirability (the higher is the activation, the stronger is the evaluative consistency of ratings 
on social desirability traits). Those empirical data support the definition of the two 
dimensions: an economic criterion is well linked to the social utility and an affective criterion 
is well linked to the social desirability. In another study, Cambon (2002; see also 2004) 
analysed the link between occupational activities and trait description. In our liberal societies, 
the economic capitalist functioning emphasizes the produce of wealth and exchange values 
(Adam Smith). Then, as suggested by Cambon (2002), occupational activities concerning 

                                                      
1
 Studies were produced before the introduction of euro in France and “franc” was the French money used in France 

at that time. 
2
 The measure of the evaluative consistency was calculated by subtracting from negative trait of social utility (or 

social desirability) scores the positive trait of social utility (or social desirability) scores divided by the number 
of trait coming from of social utility (or social desirability). A high evaluative consistency indicates that 
participants had use the value of trait to describe the targets.  
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with production (production director, electronic engineer) are more socially valued because 
they aim to produce more capital gain, more economic value, compared to those concerning 
with services (sales director, sales engineer). In other words, production activities are judged 
to better meet the requirements of a given society than service activities. In his study, 
Cambon showed that persons with production occupations were described with trait labels of 
social utility whereas persons with service occupations that fulfil the personal needs of people 
in their social lives were described with trait labels of social desirability. 

The evaluative conception of traits has the potential to initiate a new look on the social 
determinants of interjudge agreement (or consensus). The descriptive conception of social 
judgment that prevails in trait psychology drives to conceive consensus as an accuracy 
criterion of social perception. A number of studies carried out within trait psychology have 
suggested that consensus depends on a variety of factors, including the observability of the 
trait, the acquaintanceship between observers (or judges) and targets, the cross-situational 
consistency of targets’ behaviour on traits, etc… In this framework, consensus is a measure of 
how well observers have use traits to categorize behaviours or other observable cues. The 
evaluative conception does not deny that observable cues are indeed important in trait 
judgment. However, it stipulates that traits are evaluative adjectives that communicate the 
social value of behaviors. Consequently, the more judgment has evaluative implications (e.g. 
job selection, evaluation of employees) the more trait-labels should be employed to categorize 
behaviors. Although behaviours are intrinsically ambiguous (see Kenny, 1991) the social 
value of behaviours may be spontaneously perceived in evaluative settings. Imagine that 
Mary is hesitant in her way of speaking. Mary’s behaviour is descriptively ambiguous in that 
it may be associated to many different explanations or mental concepts. For example “Mary is 
hesitating because she is tired”, “Mary does not want to appear as a pretentious person” are 
plausible explanations that are not evaluative diagnosis. On the contrary, trait-labels like self-
effacing, timorous or fearful clearly communicate the negative social value of Mary (a 
negative social utility). Because the most commonly use of trait-labels is to communicate 
social value, they should be consensually employed to make evaluative judgment. Thus the 
evaluative conception, envisages interjudge agreement on traits as an indicator of the degree 
to which social perception is grounded in an evaluative context. This reasoning has been 
applied in an experiment carried out by Mollaret, Méhault and Savarin (2005). We used the 
social relation model proposed by Kenny and LaVoie (1984) to introduce two different 
contexts of zero-acquaintance judgments. Unacquainted subjects were put into small groups 
(4 individuals) and instructed to rate one another on social desirability and social utility traits. 
Half of the subjects were told that the purpose of the study was to try to understand how 
people make personality judgment about each other after a short interaction. The other half of 
the subjects were told that the purpose of the experiment was to simulate a recruitment task 
consisting in a collective interview. The experimenter then asked to subjects of both 
conditions to answer to a series of questions aimed at facilitating the interaction. Results show 
that consensus on trait-labels (measured by the proportion of target variance) was higher in 
the “recruitment” condition than in the “personality judgment” condition. Although this result 
confirms our hypothesis, it is insufficient alone to prove the situational interpretation of 
consensus attached to the evaluative approach. An alternative explanation may be that 
individual differences in behaviors were indeed more pronounced under the recruitment 
instruction. This interpretation is incompatible, however, with some other results we obtained 
within the evaluative conception framework that will be detailed below. Recently, Mollaret 
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and Nicol (2008) have proposed an interesting complement to the Mollaret et al. (2005) study. 
Following the idea that traits were relevant tools to communicate the social value of social 
agents, we hypothesized that trait assignation would be facilitated under a recruitment task 
compared to a personality description task. Subjects were instructed to rate an unacquainted 
target (presented on a 90 seconds video clip) on social desirability and social utility under and 
to play the role of either a recruiter or a psychologist. Results show that the recruiter 
instruction leads to accentuate the evaluative consistency of ratings on dimensions, to make 
the judgment less equivocal (i.e. a diminishing of the proportion on non-responses on trait 
labels), to make trait assignation to the target quicker (i.e. a decreasing of the decision time to 
affect trait-labels to the target). In sum, both Mollaret and al.’s (2005) study and Mollaret and 
Nicol’s (2008) study proceed to introduce the social context of judgment in order to 
manipulate the social function of trait-labels.  

Implications of the evaluative conception of trait labels for self-description have been 
recently investigated by Mollaret and Lefeuvre (2008). As is evident from the above 
presentation of the lexical approach, responses to self-administrated questionnaires are 
typically interpreted as veridical indicators of the extent to which individuals possess certain 
personality attributes. Precisely, the self-description of personality is presumed to be valid as 
long as the respondent does not intentionally manage his impression or tries to fake good. In 
the evaluative conception, however, the self-description of oneself is not conceived as an 
attempt to describe behavioral tendencies. Rather, we propose to envisage self-description has 
a socially anchored situation in which respondent are inclined to rate their own social 
desirability and social utility. Nevertheless, the social necessity to judge oneself as socially 
desirable or useful may vary among contexts. Because traits from social utility are most 
prominent in organizational contexts, we reasoned that respondent should enhance their own 
social utility scores when personality inventories are applied for selection purposes (e.g. job 
selection). Importantly, we aimed at showing that the predicted self-enhancement on social 
utility does not correspond to a deliberate intention to fake. We tried to show that it should be 
conceived as an adaptive but not deliberate response to a social demand. Our experiment was 
composed of two phases. First, we asked subjects to rate the social desirability and the social 
utility of a reduce version of the NEO-PI-R questionnaire. For each of the 60 behavioral 
items, undergraduate students in psychology were instructed to respond to two questions, 
namely (1) how many friends may have an individual whose behavior is analogous to the 
description of the item; (2) how much money may earn an individual whose behavior is 
analogous to the description of the item. Results show that some items of the big-five were 
clearly saturated on the social utility dimension while others were saturated on the social 
desirability dimension. The first part of the experiment makes clear that the supposedly 
descriptive items of the NEO-PI-R do have evaluative implications. In the next phase, we 
asked to students from a management school to complete the reduce version of the NEO-PI-R 
under two different experimental conditions (between-subjects factors). In the first condition, 
the questionnaire was simply presented as a “personality test” (classic instruction), in the 
second condition, it was presented as a “personality test aimed at assessing the competence of 
managers”. In both conditions, students were instructed to respond sincerely to all of the 120 
items. Thus, contrary to most studies on response distortion, we did not induced subjects to 
deliberately fake their responses. Results showed that subjects of the second condition had 
significantly enhanced their responses more on traits of social utility than on traits of social 
desirability.  
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This experiment allow a conceptual clarification of the so called “response distortion” to 
personality questionnaires. Most authors committed in the study of impression management 
in personality questionnaires employ the expression “social desirability” when referring to the 
motivation to give oneself a positive image. This expression simply refers to a general 
strategy to distort response in a way that is more socially valorised but it does not permit any 
theoretical prediction on the nature of response modification. On the contrary, the 
desirability/utility distinction accredited within the evaluative makes clear the need to study 
response to personality questionnaire in connection with social contexts. 

 
Traits as Generalized Affordances 

The theory of traits as generalized affordances (Beauvois & Dubois, 2000) enables to 
distinguish evaluative knowledge -- how others act toward targets who possess these traits 
(behavioral affordances) --, from descriptive knowledge -- how targets who possess theses 
traits act (descriptive behavior) --, deemed to be of limited importance in trait usage. 
McArthur and Baron (1983) proposed an ecological theory of social perception, which is 
rooted in the Gibsonian theory of object perception. The main idea is that social perception 
serves an adaptive function either for the survival of the species or for the goal attainment of 
individuals. The general assumption “perceiving is for doing” focuses attention on the 
intrinsic connection between action and perception. The ecological conception suggests that 
the environment is perceived in terms of its functional properties rather than its descriptive 
qualities. These functional properties involve affordances, that is, opportunities to act on 
objects. The term affordance was defined by Gibson (1979, p. 127) as what the environment 
“offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, either good or ill”. Gibson’s theory is 
influenced by Koffka's (1935) work on Gestalt psychology about demand character, where he 
states that “each thing says what it is … a fruit says ‘eat me’; water says ‘drink me”; thunder 
says ‘fear me”; and woman says ‘love me’” (p.7). The action relevant properties have to be 
understood in terms of values intrinsic to the agent, but affordances are not subjective values, 
they are “…not properties of the experiences of observer” Gibson (1979, p. 137). For 
example, the effectively of the “climbability” affordance of stairs is better specified as a ratio 
of rise height / leg length rather than some extrinsically quantified value (e.g. 18 inches, 2 
feet) (Warren, 1995). An affordance is an emergent property picked up and revealed during 
during a course of action. The climbability of stairs is invariant but the perception of the 
“climbability » depends upon the action course in which the actor is engaged. Affordances are 
directly picked up without requiring the access to knowledge of descriptive properties.  

Applying this gibsoninan perspective to social psychology, McArthur and Baron (1983) 
defend that “what we perceive in others are their affordances, which are defined as the 
opportunities for acting or being acted upon that a particular target provides” (Zebrowitz, 
1990, p.49). According to those researchers, social perception can change according to the 
judge’s actual attunement (looking for a sexual partner, an assistant, or a travel companion) 
and is influenced by social context. They advanced that perception of affordance should be 
more accurate than general abstract qualities as trait perception because affordance provide 
information that are contextually circumscribed in which they are perceived (e.g. Zebrowitz 
& Collins, 1997). Within a gibsonian conception, the accuracy criteria of social judgment 
leads in the success of the interaction that immediately follow the detection of affordances. 
Thus, social perception can change according to the judge’s actual but attunement (looking 
for a sexual partner, an assistant, or a travel companion). While Zebrowitz and Collins (1997) 
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advocated the affordance approach over descriptive traits, other theorists have argued that 
concepts of trait and affordance were intrinsically connected (Beauvois & Dubois, 2000).  

Beauvois and Dubois (2000) conceptualize affordances as categorized into to trait labels. 
For example, imagine that Domitille is alone in a party and search for someone to speak to. 
Soon after, she catches sign of Jean who affords here that she could enter easily in 
conversation with him. She immediately decides to speak to him; the interaction is successful 
because Jean makes her feel comfortable, he makes jokes and so on. The interaction that 
Domitille had with Jean is a consequence of is own course of action. Consequently, Jean is 
perceived by Domitille in regards to what he permits her to realize in the context of her own 
course of action (here someone to speak to). At this stage, the detection of affordances is 
circumscribed to Domitille’s actual attunement. But imagine that the day after the party, 
Domitille evokes Jean to her best friend Marie. What could she say about Jean? Certainly that 
he is really warm and talkative. And what Marie would retain about Jean? Certainly that he is 
someone with whom she could have a drink or someone with whom it is easy to speak to. In 
other words, the accurately detected affordances are transferred into a general knowledge 
under a trait label. Thus, trait labels are generalized affordances, generalizations of what Jean 
afforded to Domitille in a specific interaction. Traits became a general evaluative knowledge 
which is no more restrictive to the situation which specifics affordances were detected. Traits 
labels inform Marie about the nature of the relation between Domitille and Jean. Thus, traits 
serve to master social environment, to guide interactions and to take decisions about others 
(what I can do with a given person). As previously noted, the acquisition of the evaluative 
knowledge is generated via the evaluation practices and social relations. In our liberal 
societies, social values are more often referred to the human nature than to the social 
organization. Beauvois and Dubois (2000) conceive that the descriptive knowledge can also 
be provided by trait labels but emphasize that evaluative knowledge is dominant in everyday 
life because the use of trait does not take place in social vacuum. Traits generate knowledge 
that is action-oriented but not knowledge about the true nature, i.e. psychological causes of 
the behavior3. 

The contribution of the evaluative conception consisted also in concrete 
operationalization of the two knowledge contains in trait labels that enable to analyze the 
importance of affordances in social judgment. Two different categories of behaviors are 
attached to descriptive and evaluative knowledge, respectively. The descriptive knowledge 
consists to observe targets and to categorize their behaviors with the appropriate trait-label. 
The descriptive knowledge is therefore operationalized by the Targets’ Behaviors (TBs). 
Importantly, most social cognition research is aimed at investigating how the descriptive 
knowledge works. For example, research into spontaneous trait inference (e.g. Todorov & 
Uleman, 2004) is designed to investigate how traits are inferred from targets’ behavior; 
research on dispositional inference (e.g. Trope, 1986) is conducted to study how people draw 
inference on personality from the observation of targets’ behaviors. In fact, the descriptive 
knowledge is based on the most common definition of trait labels as descriptive categories of 
behaviors. The evaluative knowledge refers to the detection of social affordances, i.e. the 
social behavior one can engage with a target. Consequently, the evaluative knowledge is 

                                                      
3
 While the conception of the “man as a scientist” prevails in the trait approach, the evaluative approach pertains to 

the conception of a “man as an evaluative animal” who evaluates the social usefulness of his environment in 
regard to his own actions (see Beauvois, 1990).  
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operationalized by Others’ Behavior toward the target (OB). An OB may be seen as a 
semantic correspondent to a social affordance, because it designates the action that the judge 
envisages towards the target (e.g. “someone you can share your feelings with”). The Beauvois 
and Dubois’ (1992) study clearly shows that OBs are equally good exemplars of traits than 
TBs. For example, “someone who always admits his own mistakes” (TB-descriptive 
knowledge) and “someone people go to for an objective opinion” (OB-evaluative knowledge) 
are equally representative of the trait “honest”. Moreover, Beauvois and Dubois have shown 
that the decision times to associate behaviors to traits tend to be slightly weaker for OB 
compared to TB. Thus, the evaluative meaning of traits labels is at least equally accessible to 
the descriptive component. In a similar vein, Mignon and Mollaret (2002, preliminary study) 
have shown that when subjects were given a list of traits and instructed to link only one trait 
to its best OB or TB exemplar (between-subjects condition) the percentage of similar 
associations were obtained with a high degree of frequency in both conditions. 

The differences between the descriptive and evaluative modes of social judgments have 
been established with a variety of person perception studies. Dubois and Tarquinio (1998) 
have demonstrated that there are social contexts in which trait labels spontaneously refer to 
evaluative categories of OBs. Specifically, they have shown that OBs were spontaneously 
provided when social workers had to describe a job applicant. More generally, a personnel 
selection task should trigger judgments that are more oriented toward an evaluative 
knowledge. The distinction between descriptive and evaluative knowledge allows us to regard 
the detection of individual differences as the product of evaluative knowledge about the 
usefulness of others in relation to one’s own actions. Because OBs express the social relations 
that a judge is ready to engage with a target, they have more in common with selection 
(evaluative knowledge) than with observation (descriptive knowledge). Moreover, OBs 
should lead to evaluatively consistent description of targets (i.e. homogeneity of person 
perception across items on social desirability and social utility dimensions). Mignon and 
Mollaret (2002, see also Mollaret & Mignon, 2003) tested these hypotheses in a zero-
acquaintance study. Subjects had to rate several targets on 12 OB scales, 12 TB scales or 12 
trait label scales (between-subjects factor). Traits were representative of either social 
desirability or social utility. OB and TB were equally representative of trait label. Targets 
were shown in silent video clips, each lasting eight seconds. Subjects of the TB condition had 
to judge the targets according to the 12 behaviors they might have (“Is it someone who is 
affected by what goes on around him?”). Those in the OB condition had to do likewise, but 
according to the 12 behaviors they might adopt towards the target (“Is it someone you could 
share your feelings with?”). Those in the “trait” condition expressed these judgments directly 
using 12 trait labels (“Is he a sensitive person?”). Results showed individual differences were 
strongly accentuated in the OB compared to TB and trait label conditions (see Figure 1). The 
evaluative consistency of ratings was lower with TBs than with OBs and traits (see Figure 2). 
Our results confirm that the judgment of individual differences on traits is not simply a matter 
of observation of existing individual differences. Rather, judgment of individual differences is 
a consequence of the evaluative knowledge implying the selection of persons within social 
interactions. Results on evaluative consistency show that targets are roughly perceived as 
good or bad on social desirability and social utility dimensions.  
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Note. Individual differences were computed by the sum of the absolute differences between each of the 

12 ratings and the mean score on that dimension. A high score indicates that targets were judged 
very differently on a particular dimension, whereas a low score indicates that targets are judged 
similarly. 

Figure 1. Target differentiation on social desirability and social utility for 3 rating modes. 

 

 

Note. Evaluative consistency was computed by the sum of the absolute deviations between each of a 
participant’s six ratings of a dimension and the participant’s mean score on that dimension. A high 
differentiation score indicates a lack of coherence of the items designed to tap a particular dimension. 

Figure 2. Evaluative consistency of ratings on social desirability and social utility for 3 rating modes. 

 
 

Traits as State Descriptions 
 
As previously noted, the meaning of psychological vocabulary has to be analyzed 

regardless of any such empirical considerations. The evaluative aspect of the perception of 
individual differences is not supposed to cover the entire meaning of traits. There is at least 
one other possible meaning, associated with social practices that have nothing to do with 
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selection. Personality theorists have consensually adopted the Allport and Odbert’s distinction 
between trait (stable) and state (temporally) labels. A large number of personality assessment 
instruments have been constructed to measure trait or state but not both. However, this 
distinction could be more arbitrary than explicit and discrete as has been taken for granted for 
personality theorist. In an important work, Allen and Potkay (1981) has shown that the 
implicit postulates underlying the distinction were no more than researchers’ beliefs which 
are easily contradicted by some analyzes. For example, one of these beliefs is that the 
distinction is really clear for laypersons. Greenberg, Saxe and Bar-Tal (1978) asked 
laypersons to judge 115 labels on their perceived stability, an important criterion that is used 
to distinguish trait from state. Their findings showed that 28 % of the 25 most stable labels 
were listed by Allport and Odbert as non traits and 36% of the least stable labels were 
categorized as traits by Allport and Odbert. Apart from the debate engaged by the Allen and 
Potkay’s article (see also Allen & Potkay, 1983; Chaplin, John & Goldberg, 1988; 
Fridhandler, 1986; Zuckerman, 1983), the fact that categories are fuzzy for lay persons can be 
interpreted in two ways. The first one is to think that labels were badly categorized by Allport 
and Odbert. In other words, trait labels are not ambiguous but criteria used to categorized 
labels were not relevant and should be improved. The second one is to hypothesis that trait 
labels have different meanings: trait-labels are seen as both stable behavioral tendencies and 
transitory states. Some French researchers have considered this polysemic hypothesis of trait 
labels and showed that even the most prototypical trait label could denote both behavior and 
state occurrences. An objective distinction can be made between behaviors and states (Brown 
& Fish, 1983; Semin & Marsman, 1994). Descriptions of behaviors refer to a visible 
manifestations and are constructed with action verbs (e.g. to help, to hit, to run away) whereas 
descriptions of states refer to invisible manifestations and are constructed with state verbs 
(e.g. to feel, to want, to like, to detest). Let’s take an example extracted from Mollaret (in 
press). “Aggressive” can be illustrated just as well by the description “to give a curt response 
to a checkout girl” (behavior) as by the description “to feel one’s nerves getting the better of 
one” (state), and “lethargic” can be linked to “sluggish” (behavior) but also to “lacking 
energy” (state), while “dynamic” can correspond not only to “playing sport before going to 
work” (behavior) but also to “feeling full of energy” (state). It thus appears that traits labels 
may refer to two different categories of events (see also Mollaret, 1996) 

 
Properties of Behavior and State Descriptions and Consequences for Social Judgment 

The conception of traits as behavioural and state descriptions is based on Brown and 
Fish’s (1983) work about the implicit causality of verbs. They have demonstrated that 
attribution of an event described by simple subject-verb-object (s-v-o) sentence lead to drastic 
differences in causal attribution whether the verb describes an action (e.g., Ted helps Paul) or 
a state (e.g., Ted likes Paul): action verbs elicit attribution to the actor (i.e., Ted), whereas 
state verbs elicit attribution to the stimulus (i.e., Paul). Action verbs activate an agent – 
patient schema associated with specific semantic roles: Ted is an agent which causes the 
action undergoed by the patient Paul. State verbs activate a stimulus-experiencer schema: 
Paul is a stimulus giving rise to the experience of liking living by the experiencer Ted. Using 
the Kelley’s (1967) model, Brown and Fish (1983) showed that action and state verbs were 
associated with different patterns of causal attribution. In the Kelley’s (1967) covariation 
model of causal attribution, lay persons are supposed to collect data about three causal 
information, conceived dichotomously as high or low, to attribute an event to some 
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characteristic of the person (internal factors) or to the environment (external factors). The 
consensus concerns the extent to which other people behave or feel in the same way in a 
similar situation. If many people act or feel as the actor, the generalization across people is 
high, if few, then the consensus is low. The distinctiveness concerns generalization across 
stimuli. If the actor acts or feels the same with other stimuli, distinctiveness is low, if the actor 
does not act or feel the same with other stimuli, then generalization across stimuli is high. The 
consistency refers to the extent to which the person behaves or feels towards the stimulus 
every time/in any situations. Consistency is less important here and can be set aside. As 
predicted by Kelley (1967), McArthur (1972) showed that low consensus and low 
distinctiveness lead to an internal attribution, i.e. attribution to the actor implied in the event 
whereas high consensus and high distinctiveness lead to an external attribution, i.e. attribution 
to the stimulus implied in the event. As Brown and Fish (1983) showed, action verbs are 
associated with low consensus and low distinctiveness whereas state verbs are associated with 
high consensus and high distinctiveness. In other words, the sentence “Ted helps Paul” calls 
for an internal attribution to the actor (Ted is helpful) because the action verb “to help” maps 
the following pattern: few other persons help Paul and Ted is seen as the kind of person who 
helps many people. The sentence “Ted likes Paul” calls for an external attribution, i.e. a 
stimulus attribution (Paul is really gentle) because the state verb “to like” maps the following 
pattern: many other people like Paul, and Ted likes few people. As seen, Ted and Paul are not 
defined in grammatical terms as subject and object of a sentence but rather in terms of roles 
played in the interaction depicted by a sentence.  

We designed two studies to show that action and state verbs in French language are 
associated with specific properties4. Our aim was to replicate Brown and Fish’s (1983) effects 
of verbs on consensus and stimulus distinctiveness parameters within French language: low 
consensus and low distinctiveness in action verb condition and high consensus and high 
disctinctivess in state verb condition. We also wanted to examine the differences between 
action and state verbs on other attributional and causal parameters: controllability, internal 
and external caused, and trait ascription. In line with Brown and Fish’s reasoning, we 
hypothesized that behavioral descriptions are seen as more controllable and internally causes 
than state descriptions. Participants had to judge a series of “Subject-Action verb-Object” or 
“Subject-state verb- object” descriptions (between-subjects factor). Based on a preliminary 
study, the two kinds of descriptive sentences were selected to be equally representative and 
good illustrations of a trait. For example, "David (subject) proposed (action verb) to Pierre 
(object) to share his spare-time » and “David (subject) felt (state verb) comfortable with 
Pierre (object) » were selected as equally good illustrations of “nice”. Participants had to 
judge the degree to which the subject (i.e. David) was “nice” on a 7-points scale (1: "not at all 
nice” and 7: “extremely nice”). This measure ensures that action and state descriptions active 
in a similarly degree the use of a trait label to speak about person. 

To measure consensus, participants were asked to estimate the percentage of people 
acting (or felling) as the subject (i.e. David). The consensus is high when the score is high. 
The stimulus distinctiveness was measured with a 7-points scale ranging from 1 (the event 
appears only with Pierre) to 7 (the event appears with everybody). The distinctiveness is low 
                                                      
4
 To avoid halo effect between measures, we decided to design two separate studies enrolling different samples. 

Some descriptions were used in the studies. Controllability and consensus were measured in study 1; 
distinctiveness and Locus of control were measured in study 2. Trait ascription was measured in the two 
studies. 
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when score is high. The controllability was measured on a 7-points scale ranging from 1 
(uncontrollable) to 7 (controllable). Perception of causality was measured by subtracting 
score on the internal cause scale (the role of the subject, i.e. David, is: 1 “absolutely not 
important” to 7 “absolutely important”) from score on the external cause (the role of the 
object, i.e. Pierre, is: 1 “absolutely not important” to 7 “absolutely important”). The more the 
score is high, the more the event is seen as internally caused by the subject (David) rather 
than externally caused the object (Pierre). 

 
Table 1. Properties of behavioral and state descriptions 

 

  
Nature of the 
description 

 

  state 
behaviora
l  

F  p 

Controllability 3,66 5,06 
F(1,50)=63,59
8 

<.000001 

Consensus 62 56,4 F(1,50) = 3,2  <.08 

Study 1 
(N=52; behavior 
condition: 26, 
state condition: 
26) Trait ascription 5,26 5,55 F(1,50) = 4,96 <.04 

Perception of causality 0,11 0,89 
F(1,41) = 
14,15 

<.006 

Stimulus distinctiveness  3,51 4,22 F(1,41)=17,14 <.0002 

Study 2 
(N=43; behavior 
condition : 21, 
state condition: 
22) Trait ascription 4,91 5,17 F(1,41)=2,33 NS 

 
Results (see Table 1), show that behavioral descriptions are seen as more controllable, 

less consensual, caused by the actor, more generalized to all stimulus than state descriptions. 
In both conditions, trait ascriptions scores indicate that behavioral and state descriptions are 
efficient for judging the application of trait label to the subject5. Trait labels can be depicted 
by two kinds of sentences referring to two kind of knowledge, each associated with specific 
properties. Behavioral descriptions reinforces a lay conception of person who controls his act, 
whose acts are voluntarily manifested, who is unique in his way of acting, who is at the origin 
of the behavior. In other words, humans are seen to be different from each others in their 
disposition to behave as agents and to behave consistently. State description gives rise to a lay 
conception of person acted by environmental stimuli. Here, human beings are seen to be 
equivalent in their capacity to feel states, everyone can experiment a variety of opposite states 
which are situationally determined, and uncontrollable.  

Those findings lead us to assume that two conceptions of human beings are contained in 
a trait label: agent mode and experiencer mode. Our further aim was to show that the 
dominance of the agent mode or experience mode depends on the trait practice. Our claim is 

                                                      
5
 In study 1, it seems that the trait ascription is influenced by the controllability and consensus measures because the 

trait ascription is higher in behavior condition than in state condition (p < .04) but no differences appears in 
study 2. Despite the difference between the two conditions in study 1, it should be noted that trait ascription in 
state condition is at a high level (5.26) above the scale mean (4) which means that state verb is efficient to give 
rise to the use of trait labels. This analysis is confirmed by findings of study 2, in which no differences appear 
between the two conditions. 
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the use of trait labels as behavioral descriptions (agent mode) versus as state descriptions 
(experiencer mode) should have an impact on indicators such as individual differences, 
evaluative consistency among personality ratings and judgment of responsibility. We 
expected that compared to the use of traits as behavioural categories, the use of traits as state 
categories should attenuate individual differences, evaluative consistency and responsibility. 
As previously said, the conception of person in our liberal and individualistic societies is 
linked to values of autonomy, responsibility, which enhance the perception of person as an 
agent rather than as an experiencer. The perception of person as an agent enables evaluation 
social practices which are necessary in social organizations. For those reasons, we predicted 
that trait labels are used by default to define person as an agent, and pattern of results should 
be equal in the control condition and in the agent mode condition.  

A research program initiated by Mollaret and Mignon aimed at testing this hypothesis. 
This research program is based on the independent experiences paradigm which included two 
phases of a same experience presented to experimental participants as two distinct studies6. 
This paradigm insures that effects of the practice of trait labels on social judgments are not 
conscientiously accessible to participants. In our research, the linguistic task takes place in the 
first phase. It is designed to manipulate the use of traits as either behavior or state categories. 
Effects of the linguistic task are examined in the second phase (the judgment phase). Usually, 
participants of the control condition are only enrolled in the second phase. Globally, the 
linguistic task leads participants to associate trait labels and behavioral or state descriptions 
(between-subjects factor). For example, in several of our studies, participants were asked to 
rate the extent to which three behavioural or state descriptions were prototypical of a series of 
traits, by answering on scales ranging from -3 (very unrepresentative of the trait) to +3 (very 
representative of the trait). The three descriptions consisted of a representative exemplar, an 
average exemplar, and an unrepresentative exemplar. In the agent mode condition, traits were 
exemplified by behaviors. For example, “aggressive” was exemplified by “somebody who 
answers unpleasantly” (representative), “somebody who criticizes anyone” (average), and 
“somebody who affirms that life is wonderful” (unrepresentative). In experiencer mode 
condition, traits were exemplified by state descriptions. For example, the label “aggressive” 
was exemplified by “somebody who feels he is losing his/her calm” (representative), 
“somebody who feels frustrated” (average), and “somebody who feels that life is worth 
living” (unrepresentative).  

The effect of practice of traits has first been established by Mollaret (2003) on similarity 
judgments between traits. This study does not examine effects on person perception but 
semantically links between traits. Mollaret (2003) hypothesized that a practice of trait labels 
as state description (experiencer mode condition) would accentuate the similarity between 
traits with opposed valence compared to a practice of trait labels as behavioral description 
(agent mode condition) or to with no practice of trait labels (control condition). Effectively, 
an experiencer mode should give rise to a conception of a person that can experience opposite 
states which leads to attenuate the distinction between traits from opposite valence. Results 
support the hypothesis: similarity between traits of opposite valence was higher in state mode 

                                                      
6
 To insure that participants really believe that they are enrolled in two different studies, each phase differs on 

different parameters: experimenter, location place, aim of the study…. We also checked the perceived link 
between the two phases by asking some questions to participants. Usually, participants were unaware of the 
manipulation and did not think that the first task (phase 1) has an impact on their response in the second task 
(phase 2).  
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condition than in agent mode and the control conditions. Importantly, the observed effect is 
not restrictive to the trait labels that were directly practiced as state or behavioral descriptions 
in phase 1, but extend to traits that were not practiced during the practice phase. Thus, the use 
of trait labels activates a general mode of thought that is not reduced to the practiced 
exemplars. The absence of difference between agent mode and control conditions confirmed 
that the agent mode correspond the dominant way of thinking about people.  

Mollaret and Mignon (2007) have applied the same paradigm to investigate consequences 
of trait practice on the perception of familiar persons. Participants had first to rate traits as 
behavioral descriptions (agent condition) or as state descriptions (experiencer condition). 
Then, they had to think about four familiar persons, located at the four poles of the two 
dimensions of social desirability (“a person they like”, “a person they don’t like”) and social 
utility (“a person who has qualities to get on in life”, “a person who lacks qualities to get on 
in life”). Control participants were directly enrolled in the second phase. Results show that, 
compared to agent mode and control conditions, state mode condition attenuated (1) the 
evaluative consistency of trait ratings within a dimension (2) the perceived differentiation 
between people. The linguistic context modifies some perceptions that one believes that they 
are the most stable, those of very familiar person. As predicted, pattern of results were similar 
in agent mode condition and in control condition, which supports that the function of general 
trait labels is to designate people as social agents, which enables to evaluate them. 

A further step is gained by Mignon and Mollaret (2007). In this research, participants had 
to rate themselves after being induced by either agent mode or state mode. Results showed 
that self-descriptions were less evaluatively consistent after a state mode induction than after 
an agent mode induction or with no induction. One can imagine that what he says about 
himself may be determined by social context as for example recruitment and that he uses in 
conscientious manner a self-presentation strategy for example to describe himself. But, lay 
personologist would certainly think that his knowledge of himself is deep and stable, and that 
what he said about him is certainly not unconscientiously modulate by external factors as a 
simple linguistic context. More globally, this study showed that the introspection strategy is 
sensitive to external factors.  

Taking together, those findings showed that the trait label is associated with two kind of 
knowledge: one enhances the perceptions of person as an agent and one enhances perceptions 
of person as experiencer. These two modes of perception exist in a trait label, but the agent 
mode is the dominant one. The activation of a specific mode modifies the use of trait labels in 
person perception and the nature of the knowledge. Implications of the action/state modes are 
not restrictive to personality judgments. Judgments of responsibility of criminal acts are also 
influenced by the linguistic context (Mignon & Mollaret, 2004). After completing a linguistic 
induction task, participants had to read two stories, one describing a target who robbed a radio 
in a car, the other one describing another target who was under arrest for sending drug in the 
street. Then, participants rated targets on several scales (e.g. responsibility, attribution). It 
appeared that targets were judged less responsible for the criminal act in the state mode 
condition than in the action mode condition or in the control condition. One more time, 
participants were unaware that the linguistic task has had an influence on their judgment.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
The main message of this contribution rests on the theoretical proposition to link the 

definition of psychological vocabulary to social practices. When this is done, it appears that 
the so called “personality traits” are in fact polysemous adjectives attached to different social 
practices. By way of a conclusion, we will comment the psychological function of the 
individual difference model as it appears within the psycho-social approach to trait labels. 
The psycho-social approach predicts that the more people are involved in a social practice 
that calls for the selection of individuals, the more the model of individual differences will 
apply. Studies conducted so far show that the most evaluative side of person perception 
correspond to the use of traits as tools expressing others’ behavior towards targets (OBs), 
while the least evaluative side corresponds to their use as tools describing states. Effectively, 
the Mignon and Mollaret’s (2002) study reveals that targets are better differentiated when 
subjects are induced to use traits as evaluative categories of OB, and the Mollaret, Méhault 
and Savarin’s (2005) study proves that an evaluative context of judgment (a recruitment task) 
leads to accentuate target variance (i.e. target differentiation across judges). Beyond the 
accuracy of the individual difference model, the psycho-social approach raises the question of 
its social function. In our view, the individual difference model should not be considered as 
an appropriate starting point for the scientific knowledge of individuals. Indeed, as shown by 
Lamiell (1987) or Cervone (2006), attempts to describe psychological properties within this 
model are far from satisfactory. We therefore propose that individual difference model better 
corresponds to the widespread social practice consisting in selecting individuals according to 
social objectives. The question arises of the nature of descriptive knowledge. In this 
contribution we have documented that trait-labels were exemplified by to kinds of description 
of people, namely (1) the description of behaviors and (2) the description of states. While the 
trait-behavior link has been abundantly documented, fewer studies have conducted to 
investigate the relation between trait-labels and state descriptions. Meanwhile, the extension 
of trait meaning to the designation of state is potentially fruitful. Following Brown and Fish 
(1983) we have shown that behavior and state descriptions were attached to radically different 
implicit causalities and we have documented that the practice of traits labels as state 
descriptions leads to attenuate evaluative judgments and perception of individual differences. 
As shown in the final part of this contribution, the definition of trait-labels as state description 
corresponds to an experiencer mode of social judgment that can be experimentally induced. 
Results show, however, that the experiencer mode of judgment is supplanted by the agent 
mode within our western societies. The dominance of the agent mode can be regarded as a 
consequence of an “individualistic” conception of human beings, in that each individual is 
regarded as an independent system, endowed with his or her own individuality. A potentially 
stimulating issue concerns the use of trait-labels within collectivist and interdependent 
systems (cf. Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Here, the experiencer mode of social perception 
could become dominant because of the great importance assign to social roles and social 
interactions in the constitution of “personality”. We are thus confident in the psycho-social 
approach to personality judgment in clarifying some classic social issues. 
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