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This symposium is designed to demonstrate the applicability of key methodological approaches 
and analytical techniques from clinical psychology that may be unfamiliar but highly useful for 
research in social and personality psychology. The four talks provide a range of novel practices 
that promise to advance personality and social psychological research. 
 
Change Can Be Spike-y -- and You Can Measure That 
Jonathan M. Adler, Luke H. Harmeling, Ilana Walder-Biesanz 
Olin College of Engineering; Bates College 
Actual change over time often does not follow neat lines; it has spikes that may be meaningful. 
Psychotherapy researchers are interested in the phenomenon of ‘sudden gains’  (SGs), 
episodes when clients make dramatic improvements, and they have developed a set of 
analytical techniques for quantifying these SGs. This talk will describe a new study that extends 
the SGs literature into a naturalistic sample, using a broad measure of well-being. It is the first to 
identify specific narrative meaning-making variables that precede SGs. 54 clients completed 
measures of well-being and wrote private narratives prior to their first session of treatment and 
in-between every session. SGs analyses extended findings from previous studies to this 
naturalistic setting. Further analyses revealed two narrative characteristics -- depth of 
processing and high narrative coherence -- as significant precursors to SGs in well-being. The 
applicability of these methods for social and personality research with longitudinal data will be 
emphasized.  
 
 
Accelerated Science at the Interface of Personality, Social, and Clinical Psychology: A 
Lesson from Social Neuroendocrinology and Externalizing Psychopathology 
Jennifer L. Tackett, Kathrin Herzhoff, Kathleen W. Reardon, Robert A. Josephs 
University of Houston; University of Texas at Austin 
Interactive effects of gonadal (e.g., testosterone) and stress (e.g., cortisol) hormones have 
emerged as a robust mechanism underlying normal-range social dominance, power, and 
competitiveness. These effects have occasionally replicated for clinical externalizing 
phenotypes (such as aggression), although only in all-male clinical samples. In a series of 
recent studies, we aimed to link these literatures by employing the broad, normally distributed 
psychological space captured by personality traits. In a mixed-gender, community sample of 
adolescents (N = 106, ages 13-18), we demonstrate that personality trait moderation elucidates: 
1) differential risk and resiliency effects for testosterone on externalizing problems, 2) 
testosterone × cortisol associations with externalizing problems, and 3) estradiol × cortisol 
associations with externalizing problems. In all of these studies, inattention to personality trait 
moderation results in overall null findings, suggesting that an integration of these three domains 
of psychological science substantially enhances our understanding of hormonal mechanisms 
underlying socially dominant phenotypes.  
 
 



Coping Can be About More Than Just You and I -- And Words Can Reveal It 
Kelly E. Rentscher, Michael J. Rohrbaugh, Varda Shoham, Matthias R. Mehl 
University of Arizona 
This presentation highlights the potential that communal coping, a clinical construct, has for 
going beyond the individual in social and personality research. Communal coping -- a relational 
process in which partners view a problem as ours rather than yours or mine, and take we-based 
action to address it (Lyons et al., 1998) -- has emerged as an important predictor of 
relationships and health. Several studies have also linked couples’ first-person plural pronoun 
use (we-talk), as a potential linguistic marker of communal coping, with adaptive relationship 
and health functioning. We present findings from two couple-focused intervention studies that 
aimed to promote communal coping with health problems, in which pre-treatment we-talk and 
change in we-talk over the course of intervention predicted favorable patient health outcomes. 
These findings strengthen the construct validity of measuring communal coping through 
couples’ language use and identify communal coping as an important potential mechanism 
through which relationships influence health outcomes.  
 
 
Personality Pathology is an Important Part of the Link between Personality and Health. 
Thomas F. Oltmanns, Marci E.J. Gleason, Yana Weinstein, Steve Balsis 
Washington University in St. Louis; University of Texas at Austin; University of Massachusetts at 
Lowell; Texas A&M University 
Most studies linking personality to health have focused on the adaptive range of personality 
traits. Findings from our study indicate clearly that personality pathology accounts for additional 
variance in health behaviors, subjective ratings of health, the presence of specific diseases, the 
frequency of stressful life events, and levels of social integration that is not explained by a 
normal range measure. The total proportion of variance explained by personality variables is 
substantial. In this talk, we will separate the proportion of variance uniquely associated with 
normal range personality traits (combining self and informant NEO-PI-R scores) so that it can be 
compared to the proportion of variance uniquely associated with maladaptive variants of 
personality (combining self and informant questionnaires focused on features of personality 
disorder as well as a diagnostic interview). In almost each instance, measures of personality 
pathology account for more variance than measures of normal range personality traits.  
 


