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The theory is based on a philosophical position which Kelly called "constructive 

altemativism". The epistemologv is essentially constructivist; Kelly believed that people can 

best be described as thinking beings who go about their lives attempting to understand the 

world around them. They do so much as the scientist studies the world, by creating cognitive 

models and testing hypotheses derived from the models.

According to Kelly, the world is an infinitely complex reality which \vc can not know 

directly, but which we can come to understand to some extent through our interactions with 

it. Whatever model we create serves to predict and explain our experiences o f the world. 

However, because the world is infinitely complex, we are limited in our understanding. 

Furthermore, Kelly believed the world to be in constant flax, an ever changing reality. The 

struggle for die human being is to constantly update and improve the model in an attempt to 

predict and explain ongoing experience.

Behaviour is part o f one's interaction with the world and is based on the cognitive 

model. One behaves in a certain way because he or she expects a certain consequence as 

a result of the behaviour (Fundamental Postulate). Behaviour can also be an attempt to test 

the model. In situations which are somewhat unfamiliar, or when the accuracy of the model 

is in question, the person may engage in a behaviour for the purpose of testing for the 

expected consequence. In this way the person is acting as a scientist testing a  hypothesis 

which is derived from a model.

In this respect, Personal Construct Psychology (PCP) is similar to other cognitive 

social theories such as the attribution theory of Harold Kelly (1972; 1973) and correspondent 

inference theory (Jones & Davis, 1965; Jones & McGill is, 1976). These theories are similar
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to George Kelly’s PCP in that central to each theory is the idea that people make inferences 

based on their observations of others in order to make sense of their behaviours. However, 

attribution theory and correspondent inference theory deal with the rules that individuals use 

in attempting to infer the causes of the behaviours of others. Attribution theory focuses on 

the distinction between two possible causes of an observed behaviour: the actor or the 

environment The process involves the attempt to determine whether the behaviour should 

be attributed to the person or the situation.

For example, if a friend tells me she enjoyed a meal at a local restaurant and 

recommends I try the establishment I must decide whether her recommendation is caused 

by the quality of the restaurant or whether she is just the sort to recommend every restaurant 

she visits. I might decide this by recalling past situations in which she has or has not made 

recommendations and by considering whether others have also recommended this 

establishment.

Attribution deals specifically with the process of inferring the cause of an observed 

behaviour. Correspondent inference theory is very similar in this respect but tends to be 

more detailed and expressed in a way that leads to testable hypotheses. Correspondent 

inference theory takes into account other information that the observer may have about the 

actor (the person engaging in the observed behaviour). For example, if the actor could not 

have anticipated the consequences of his or her actions, then the outcome was not intentional 

and therefore does not provide useful information about the actor's disposition.
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Personal Construct Psychology goes beyond these theories in the sense that it deals 

mostly with the process of organizing the perceived dispositions of others after the attribution 

process has taken place. In observing others I notice consistencies in their behaviours 

(Construction Corollary) and form expectancies based on those observations. I expect others 

to behave much as they have in the past. My expectancies could be described as perceived 

dispositions.

For example, there are those I would trust because 1 have observed honest behaviour 

from them in the past, while there are others to whom I would not be willing to lend my hard 

earned money. I need not have loaned money to a particular person in the past in order to 

make a judgement about his or her honesty. I can make such a judgement based on other 

aspects of that person’s character which I have come to know by observing him or her. We 

observe a wide range of behaviours in others and organize them in a rather complex manner 

which will be dealt with in more detail later. The point is that we organize and act on our 

perceptions of others; it is the model from which we anticipate their reactions to our 

behaviours.

Special attention should be paid to the second half of the term "constructive 

altemativism". Kelly meant altemativism to refer to the fact that there are an infinite number 

of possible constructions or models of reality which could adequately explain our 

experiences. Everyone's construction of reality is unique, partially due to one’s unique 

experiences (Individuality Corollary). While we tend to share to a considerable degree our 

model of reality by virtue of our shared language and culture (Commonality Corollary), there 

are differences.
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That is not to say that all models of reality work equally well in all situations. A 

person is psychologically healthy to the extent that his or her model predicts and explains his 

or her own experience; and to the extent that the person (or the model) is flexible enough to 

accommodate new experiences. Problems arise when people do not proceed as good 

scientists and engage in poor experiments or make improper inferences from those 

experiments.

Cognitive models, just as scientific models, need not only explain observed data, but 

also need to be tested and updated; therefore they must be open to change. The process by 

which cognitive models develop and change is perhaps best described by Piaget (1952; 1954) 

using the terms "assimilation" and "accommodation". A good model can assimilate (predict 

and explain) a great deal but must also be capable of accommodating new information which 

can not be explained by the model without some revision (Range Corollary, Experience 

Corollary and Modulation Corollary).

A common misconception regarding Kelly's theory is that it emphasizes cognition to 

the detriment o f emotion, that it is an example of a "cold cognition" approach. This 

misconception may be due, in part, to Kelly’s bias towards characterizing cognition as being 

verbal in nature, rather than spatial. (However, spatial models of personal construct systems 

have been developed and are discussed in a later section.) Although Kelly believed that 

people seek to predict and explain experience by creating a model, they rarely go about the 

process in quite the rational, objective and purposeful way that we envision scientists doing. 

For example, Kelly pointed out that some constructs are preverbal in nature, or not fully 

developed, but represent an attitude towards a group of people or objects. Often only one
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pole of a construct is of this sort.

We also tend to have much more invested in our personal construct systems than 

even the most dedicated scientist. If our personal construct system were to break down due 

to some massive invalidation, we would be without a model on which to base our interactions 

with others, and without a foundation on which to rest an understanding of who we are, our 

sense of personal identity; for identity is formed and understood from within the context of 

our impressions of others.

Therefore, we arc fully involved with the validity and elaboration of our personal 

model of reality and react to any threat to that model. In this way, PCP is similar to 

Festinger’s (1957) cognitive dissonance theory in which Festinger makes the point that we 

find it uncomfortable to have dissonant cognitions.

In cognitive dissonance theory, dissonance is created when, for example, the subject 

engages in a behaviour which is not consistent with what is considered acceptable in our 

society, or with the subject’s self-concept (Aronson, 1968). The subject then experiences 

a conflict between the awareness of having engaged in the behaviour and the moral or self- 

concept cognitions. The theory explains the cognitive steps that the subject may take to 

reduce the dissonance which involve re-evaluating one or the other of the dissonant 

cognitions. For example, the subject may decide that he or she had no control over the 

behaviour, or was unaware of the consequences.

Similarly, Kelly believed that people take their construct systems very seriously and, 

when faced with an experience which was unanticipated, are motivated to adjust their 

construct systems accordingly. However, the realization that the world can surprise us is not
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a pleasant experience. The unknown is frightening. Sometimes the new experience is so 

contradictory to the system that people choose to tighten up and reinforce the system rather 

than attempt the major reconstruction that the experience implies. Appendix "C" contains 

a brief glossary which includes emotions that can occur during, or as a result of, invalidating 

experience or attempts to maintain the construct system.

The Repertory Grid: Constructs and Elements

Kelly believed that people predict and explain their experiences of others by 

observing certain aspects such as their behaviour and noticing patterns (Construction 

Corollary). In this way we come to expect certain people to behave in certain ways. 

Furthermore, when comparing others, one notices similarities and differences between 

individuals. Thus, the person evolves a system by which these similarities and differences 

can be used to describe the people with whom one comes in contact.

This is accomplished by assigning certain constructs to some individuals and other 

constructs to others. A construct is a sort of label or category which represents a 

characteristic or tendency towards certain behaviour that one perceives in others. By 

applying a set of constructs to a set of individuals with whom one is acquainted, one can 

come to predict and explain the behaviour of each of those individuals and to differentiate 

between them as individuals.

For example, I may have a friend who is a skilled carpenter while I have another 

friend who is an accountant This is useful information at times when I need help building 

a deck in my backyard, or at tax time. My interactions with these people are guided by my 

perception of their skills and interests. I would never ask my carpenter friend for advice
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regarding mv taxes any more than I would approach my accountant friend to help build my 

deck, unless of course the constructs "good carpenter" and "accountant" both happen to 

apply to the same friend.

In order to gain an understanding of how a client organizes his or her social 

experiences into a model capable of predicting and explaining the client's experiences of 

others, Kelly devised a technique called the Role Construct Repertory Task, more commonly 

known as the repertory grid. The technique consists of asking the client to name individuals 

who are significant to him or her, usually through the use of certain prods such as "spouse" 

or "best friend". These are the roles referred to in the name of the technique. In the context 

of the grid, these people are called "elements”. Kelly would write the names on little cards, 

then arrange the elements, usually about 20 in number, into random groups of three and ask 

the client to describe how any two are similar. In this way he would elicit about 20 

constructs from his clients.

The term "construct” was chosen to emphasize the constructed nature of the 

observed similarities and differences between elements. Because the constructs that one 

individual uses will differ from that of another, they are not to be considered objective or 

independent of the construing individual. This distinction differentiates constructs from 

traits, which are commonly assumed to be aspects of personality which exist independent of 

our attempts at measurement.

Kelly believed that constructs were dichotomous or bipolar in nature (Dichotomy 

Corollary). Each construct implies an alternative, usually thought o f as the opposite. Thus, 

honest implies dishonest and together they form a complete construct In order to find the
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other pole. Kelly would ask the subject how the third element of the randomly selected triad 

differs from the other two. Rather than assume that the subject will respond to this question 

with the other pole of the same construct, some investigators (Space & Cromwell, 1980) 

have simply asked the subject for "the opposite o f  the elicited pole. However, it is 

understood that even if two people share a particular pole of a construct and use it in a 

similar way, they may disagree as to the nature of the other pole.

After Kelly elicited the constructs, the client was directed to sort the elements into 

two piles, each pile being one pole of a construct. Upon completion, the task would be 

repeated using another construct until all constructs had been used. The information 

gathered from the client’s choices could be summarized in the form of a grid matrix with the 

names of the elements on the top forming columns and the constructs on the left forming 

rows. A check or other mark could be used to indicate which construct was applied to which 

element

Once the grid is completed, it is possible to look for patterns in the relationships 

between constructs and elements (Fransella & Bannister, 1977). For example, some 

constructs tend to be applied to elements in a similar way. A person may use the constructs 

honest and sincere to mean almost the same thing, and so would consider most people who 

are sincere to be honest as well. Constructs are also ordered in a hierarchical fashion 

(Organization Corollary) so that some are more central or important and subsume others. 

The more important constructs are referred to as central or core constructs.
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Repertory Grid Research: A Brief Review

The bulk of the research that has taken place in PCP has made use of the repertory 

grid (Neimeyer, 1983, 1985a, b). Very technical grid research is possible because of the 

nature of the data that results from a role construct repertory task. The grid data can be 

interpreted as a mathematical representation of multidimensional space with the elements 

being points in that space. One can then calculate the correlations between constructs, the 

distance between elements, the extent to which they cluster, the vectors of the constructs, and 

so on. In addition, many variations of Kelly's original method of administering the grid have 

been employed.

Repertory Grid Variations. Rather than eliciting constructs using the triad technique 

described earlier, it is possible for the researcher to supply the same constructs to all of the 

subjects (Adams-Webber & Benjafield, 1973; Bannister & Fransella, 1966) or to employ a 

combination of supplied and elicited constructs (Adams-Webber & Benjafield, 1976, Mair, 

1969).

It is also possible to use elements other than people. For example, the names of 

nations or cities can be used as elements (Balz, 1989; Lemon, 1975). Others have used 

vocations (Winer, Cesari, Haase & Bodden, 1979), consumer products (Durand, 1978; 

1979), grocery stores (Hudson, 1974), and social issues (Epting, Wilkins & Margulis, 1972) 

as elements. Just as with constructs, the elements can either be elicited using the role 

descriptions as in Kelly’s technique, supplied to the subject, or both (Leenaars, 1981).

Kelly originally asked subjects to apply the constructs to the elements by simply 

classifying the elements into two groups for each construct (one group for each pole).
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However, this tends to produce a skewed distribution in which more elements are assigned 

to the positive poles of the constructs (Adams-Webber & Benjafield, 1973). This may cause 

an artificially high degree of covariance between the constructs (Cochran, 1976). Many 

researchers prefer to restrict the subject to assigning the same number of elements to each 

pole of each construct (e.g. Bannister & Mair. 1968).

Another option is to have the subjects rate each clement on each construct using a 

Likert type scale (Bieri et al„ 1966) Rating scales provide for some interesting data beyond 

the dichotomous classification used by Kelly. Because a rating scale allows for more 

response options, more information is provided.

The extent to which a subject uses the center verses the ends of the scale has been 

studied extensively. This variable is commonly called "rating extremity". Subjects tend to 

rate elements more extremely when using elicited as opposed to supplied constructs 

(Cromwell & Caldwell, 1962; Landfield 1965; 1967), presumably because they find the 

elicited constructs to be more meaningful (Adams-Webber, 1970b; Adams-Webber & 

Benjafield, 1973; Mitsos, 1961). Very familiar elements are rated more extremely than less 

familiar elements (Bonarius, 1971).

A third method of applying constructs to elements involves having the subject rank 

order the elements on each construct (Adams-Webber, 1980; Bannister & Fransella, 1966). 

This avoids the problems associated with the assumption that the intervals between points on 

a Likert scale are psychologically equal.

Structural Variables of the Repertory Grid. Once the subject has performed the task 

of applying the constructs to the elements, a number of different types of analyses can be
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performed on the grid data matrix. Kelly used a version of nonparametric factor analysis but 

one can also use principle component analysis (Slater, 1976) to achieve a similar result. 

Other techniques include multidimensional scaling (Rathod, 1981), linkage analysis (Thomas, 

1985), and hierarchical cluster analysis (Smith & Leach, 1972), all of which are used to 

reveal relationships between constructs or elements within the subject's construct system.

The emphasis on grid research began with the work of Bieri (1955), who was a 

student of Kelly. He was interested in the concept of cognitive complexity which refers to 

the extent to which the application of each construct covaries with the application of every 

other construct within the domain of a set of elements. It is a structural variable of the 

repertory grid which indicates the degree of relatedness between constructs.

When using a binary grid (as opposed to one which employs rating scales or rank 

orders), cognitive complexity is calculated by comparing every possible pair of constructs as 

they are applied to the set of elements and counting the number of matches. A match occurs 

when the same pole is applied to an element for both constructs. A score is assigned for 

each pair based on the number of matches (Bieri, 1955). The more matches, the higher the 

score. However, a higher score indicates less complexity because Bieri described complexity 

as the extent to which a subject differentiates between constructs. If one applies any two 

constructs to elements in the same way, they are functionally equivalent and the second 

construct provides no new information to the system. Therefore, a low cognitive complexity 

score indicates a mathematically complex system.

Alternatively, the number of matches for each construct pair can be calculated and 

then averaged for the grid as a whole (Bannister & Fransella, 1966). This "intensity score"
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is another measure of construct integration similar to Bieri's (1955) cognitive complexity.

When using a repertory grid based on a rating scale response or rank-order format, 

construct integration can be calculated based on the correlations between each construct and 

every other construct (Gathercole, Bromely, & Ashcroft. 1970; Slater, 1969, 1072). 

Although one cannot average correlation coefficients because it would violate certain 

mathematical assumptions, it is possible to calculate their angle of separation and compute 

the average for all construct pairs. This provides another measure of the integration of 

constructs in the system (Adams-Webber, 1979).

Cognitive complexity operationalizes Kelly's ideas on tightness and looseness of the 

construct system. One’s construing is said to be "tight" when one is resistant to change; it 

indicates a high degree of integration and inter-relatedness within the system. Loose 

construing is characteristic of an attempt to accommodate new information; to extend the 

system to accept new experiences. It refers to a less integrated construing process.

There is a distinct similarity between this aspect of PCP and General Systems Theory 

as described by Ludwig Von Bertalanfty ( 1956). In systems theory, a system is said to be 

closed when it is highly structured and has definite and restricted communications between 

parts o f the system. A closed system also has rigid boundaries so that it is restricted 

regarding information which enters and exits the system. An open system, on the other 

hand, is one in which all parts communicate with each other and with whatever lies outside 

the system.

According to Kelly, the more integrated or tight a construct system is, the more 

implications there are for any change to any one construct. This is why tight construing
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(high covariance between constructs) restricts the extent to which the system is open to new 

information. If 1 were to apply two constructs such as "friendly" and "cheerful" in much the 

same way, for example people who are friendly are usually also cheerful, then these 

constructs will covary in my system. If I were to find a sudden change in an acquaintance 

so that a friend who had always been cheerful is now’ glum, I will need to re-evaluate that 

friend on the friendliness construct as well. However, the change in my friend's behaviour 

may have little impact on my opinion of my friend’s intelligence, honesty, athletic ability, and 

so on, to the extent that these constructs do not covary with the "cheerful” construct.

The degree of integration or covariation of constructs has been found to increase as 

the subject becomes more familiar with a given set of elements and learning takes place. 

Learning can be seen as the process of organization of the construct system (Adams-Webber 

& Mire, 1976). On the other hand, subjects with a less integrated system are better able to 

predict the responses of others on a questionnaire (Bieri, 1955), participate in role-taking 

tasks (Olson & Partington, 1977), and are better able to infer the constructs of others 

(Adams-Webber, 1969). However, subjects in general have a more difficult time inferring 

the constructs of individuals with loosely integrated systems (Adams-Webber, 1973). 

Subjects whose construct systems are more differentiated (less integrated) may tend to 

behave in less predictable ways (Landfield, 1977).

Thought-disordered schizophrenics have been found to have very low integration of 

constructs (Bannister et al., 1971). However, there is some question as to the reliability of 

cognitive complexity as a trait (O’Keefe & Sypher, 1981). Cognitive complexity may be best 

thought of as an indication of the state of the construing process at the time of measurement.
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The standard deviation of the anguiar distances between constructs provides a 

measure of the "variability of intensity". This is a measure of the extent to which constructs 

cluster into distinct groupings. Constructs are closely related to others within their group but 

less related to constructs from other groups (Makhlouf-Norris et al., 1970).

Similarly, elements tend to be grouped into clusters to which some constructs apply 

more readily than others (Radley, 1974). For example, a person may use a set of constructs 

which center around athletic ability to describe friends who play softball, particularly if this 

is the primary source of interaction. On the other hand, a person may use a very different 

set of constructs to describe acquaintances at university. The constructs from one context 

do not easily apply to elements from a different context (Fragmentation Corollary). The 

extent to which a construct applies to elements beyond its normal context is called its "range 

of convenience" (Range Corollary).

There is some evidence that nonclinical subjects tend to have a considerable amount 

of variability of intensity when compared to clinical populations. In the case of individuals 

assessed as neurotic, the tendency is towards greater intensity with minimal variability, while 

in thought disordered schizophrenics, the grid is less intense but with relatively less clustering 

(Radley, 1974).

According to Kelly, constructs are organized hierarchically, some being superordinate 

to others (Organization Corollary). A construct is supcrordinate when a change in that 

construct implies a change in a number of subordinate constructs. Superordinate constructs 

connect nodes of constructs which covary. When a repertory grid is factor analyzed, 

superordinate constructs account for the greatest amount of variation in the grid as a whole
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(Ryle, 1975). Superordinate constructs are therefore central to the construct system and are 

most resistant to change (Hinkle, 1965 in Adams-Webber, 1979; Fransella, 1972; Smith & 

Leach, 1972).

Similarly, some elements such as the self are more central or important to the 

structure of the grid than others (Slater, 1976). Other elements cluster around these 

superordinate elements and new ones tend to be placed in the grid based on their similarity' 

to or difference from these central elements. The degree of integration of the elements can 

also be assessed by locating the elements in a multidimensional space defined by the 

constructs and calculating the distance between each pair of elements as well as the average 

distance for all pairs (Adams-Webber, 1970a) resulting in a measure which is similar to 

cognitive complexity. The distance between pairs of elements can also be compared to the 

expected distance of a randomly generated grid (Slater, 1977),

It is also possible to calculate the average amount of information in the grid matrix 

based on the fact that a grid is mathematically more complex when each pole of each 

construct is applied to about half the elements in the set and constructs are used 

independently (Adams-Webber, 1979; Atteneave, 1959).

The "salience" of the positive or negative poles of the subject's constructs can be 

calculated as the product of the frequency with which it is applied and its informational 

content (Adams-Webber & Rodney, 1983). The salience of the positive or negative poles 

of a set of constructs is maximized when it is applied to elements about 37% o f the time 

(Berlyne, 1971). Perhaps this explains why normal adults assign elements to the negative 

poles of constructs about 37% of the time, averaged across the grid as a whole (Benjafield

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



& Adams-Webber, 1976). It is hypothesized that they do so in order to maximize the 

salience of negative judgements. Independent research has shown that subjects perceive 

constructs to which approximately 37° o of elements are assigned to be the most useful 

constructs for understanding people (Rigdon & Epting, I9S2).

Aside from the very complex structural variables discussed above, it is also possible 

to calculate the positivitv bias of a subject's grid. Positivity bias is the relative frequency with 

which the subject uses the positive pole of constructs as opposed to the negative pole 

(Benjafield & Adams-Webber, 1976). Of course, it is necessary that the subjects indicate 

which pole of each construct is positive. Subjects tend to make more use of the positive 

poles of constructs than the negative poles (Adams-Webber, 1982). Clinically depressed 

subjects tend to make use of the negative poles to a greater extent than nonclinical subjects 

or other clinical populations (Space et al., 1983). Positivity bias appears to be a stable and 

reliable measure (Adams-Webber & Rodney, 1983; Benjafield & Adams-Webber, 1975).

Conclusions. The research literature discussed in this section is a summary of the 

most important and creative advances in the development of the repertory grid technique. 

To be sure, there are many instances in the literature in which the grid has been used as a 

tool in applied research, most commonly in the treatment and study of pathology (some of 

which will be explored in a later section). But the orientation of the research has been largely 

toward the development and use of structural indices, measures which refer to the 

organization of the construct system as operationalized using the repertory grid.

In the following section, the literature regarding repertory grid research is contrasted 

with Kelly's original approach to personal construct psychology as a therapeutic framework.
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Personal Construct Psychology as a Therapeutic Approach

Personal construct psychology was developed by Kelly over a period of many years 

as he taught psychology at Fort Hays State College in Kansas. Shortly after accepting the 

position at Fort Hays in 1931, Kelly began to practice clinical psychology by opening a clinic 

on campus which provided free service to anyone who needed it. The clinic's services were 

eclectic, providing psychoanalysis, remedial academic training, motor skills training, speech 

therapy and occupational counselling (Thompson, 1968; Maher, 1969; Rychlak, 1981; 

Schultz. 1981).

In 1933 Kelly set up a program of travelling clinics. Kelly would travel around rural 

Kansas with his graduate and undergraduate students to various elementary schools where 

they would diagnose and treat school children (Guydish et al., 1985). It should be noted that 

at the time rural Kansas consisted of mostly agricultural settlements whose inhabitants were 

poorly educated. Traditional psychotherapies, particularly psychoanalysis, were not well 

suited to the people or the time available. Kelly saw little advantage in diagnosis, which he 

viewed as a "referral game" which could be played in big cities where there were an 

abundance of specialists; but "in western Kansas when a person came to me we were pretty 

much stuck with each other. Our job was to figure out what the two of us could do 

ourselves" (Kelly, 1969).

During the course of providing therapy to his clients, Kelly developed a follow-up 

procedure to evaluate the effectiveness of therapy which consisted of a pre- and post-therapy 

inventory. The inventory was made up of Likert scale ratings to be filled out by teachers and 

parents of the children being treated. The items were a list of dichotomous traits such as
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"docile-aggressive", referring to the behaviour of the clients. The inventory was eventually 

used as a diagnostic tool and was tilled out by the client in regards to their own behaviour 

(Zelhart & Jackson, 1983). This diagnostic tool was later to evolve into the repertory grid.

The development of the repertory grid continued in 1941 when a student of Kelly 

named Harry Older made use of a questionnaire that asked the respondent to indicate 

whether certain individuals such as one's mother, father and best friend were liberal or 

conservative and to provide two traits which were characteristic of each person (Zelhart & 

Jackson, 1983). The methodology indicates an interest in the subject's perception of others 

who play a major role in the subject’s life and makes use of a supplied construct as well as 

eliciting constructs from the subject. These are major characteristics of the 1955 version of 

the repertory grid.

Another aspect of PCP which can be traced to the travelling clinics is the person-as- 

scientist metaphor. In the early days of the clinics, Kelly tried using psychoanalysis with his 

clients but found that he began taking Freudian insights for granted and his interpretations 

became more and more "preposterous” (Kelly, 1969). However, his clients were still 

inclined to accept these "insights” so long as they provided an explanation of what was wrong 

and implied a course of change or therapy. His clients were simply looking for some 

construction which could predict and explain their experiences and provide a basis for an 

attempt at a resolution to their problems.

Kelly was also supervising many Master's theses at the time and came to realize that 

the advice that he gave to his clients was similar to that which he gave to his students: nail 

down the problem, observe, form hypotheses, and then test them (Kelly, 1969). The trick
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for both clients and students was to create new explanations for their experiences (or 

observations) and then devise ways to test them. In other words, both the clients and the 

students had the same sort of problem; both had difficulty developing and testing a model. 

The difference is that in the case of the students, it was a scientific model wherein for the 

clients it was their construct system and their place in it that needed attention. Eventually 

Kelly formalized the idea and integrated it into his ideas on constructive altemativism.

When Kelly and his students were visiting the rural schools in Kansas, they needed 

a therapy which the client could self administer. It had to be simple and easy to implement. 

It was during this period that the idea of fixed-role therapy developed (Kelly, 1969; Zelhart 

& Jackson, 19S3). In The Psychology of Personal Constructs. Kelly describes fixed-role 

therapy as a technique in which the client is given a personality profile of a character which 

Kelly creates, usually with the client The profile describes a person similar to the client but 

with certain important differences. The client is asked to role-play this character in his or her 

everyday life for a period of a few days to a couple of weeks.

The purpose of the role-playing is to give the client an opportunity to explore a 

different self, a different way of functioning with others. Kelly believed that a client’s 

problems often are the result of being stuck in a construing rut, continually engaging in the 

same faulty experiments over and over for lack of awareness of any other options. When 

one is having difficulty construing his or her experiences the tendency is to avoid new 

situations and try to force one's experience to match one's construction o f reality. The role- 

playing is a nonthreatening way to explore other options. The client feels more at ease 

playing the character because it is just a role, and it does not really count; but as the client
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interacts with others, he or she teams something new. At the end of the prescribed period, 

Kelly would sit down with the client and discuss what is was like to be that person, so that 

some of the character could be integrated into the client's own construct system.

Fixed-role therapy illustrates an important feature of Kelly's approach, the 

constructed nature of the self. Kelly believed that the client's "personality" and behaviour 

was a result of his or her construing process. The client constructs an identity which explains 

his or her experiences of self and others. Therefore, if a particular identity is causing the 

client difficulty, the solution is to try on a different personality for size. One's experience of 

oneself is described in terms of constructs which are applied to the self and others. 

Constructs are like hypotheses in that they form a model of reality which explains experience 

but is also subject to invalidation.

George Kelly died unexpectedly in 1967 of heart failure. After his death, his wife 

and a former student published a book which consisted of work he had begun for a new 

book, along with other unpublished papers and lectures (Maher, 1969). This informal 

collection of papers constitutes the only major publication of Kelly’s aside from The 

Psychology of Personal Constructs.

However, even before his death, PCP developed and grew primarily through Kelly’s 

students. The publication of The Psychology of Personal Constructs in 1955 provided a rich 

source of theory, hypotheses, and technique. This publication formed a foundation for 

Kelly's students to do their own research to test the corollaries and other various aspects of 

the theory, and publish their findings. In fact, because the theory is presented with very 

carefully defined terms and detailed explanations of the cognitive processes, the theory lends
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