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FOUNDATIONS OF INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES AND
ASSESSMENT

Human beings differ from one another in numerous
ways, and these differences form the basis of what
psychology calls variations in psychological afttributes.
Psychological attributes refer to characteristics that
reflect an individual’s mental processes and behaviour.

These include abilities, traits, emotions, and patterns of
thinking. A fundamental principle underlying these
attributes is individual variability, which is a universal
feature of nature.

Just as no two physical objects are identical, no two
individuals possess exactly the same combination of
traits.

The study of these differences is known as the study of
individual differences, which refers to the
distinctiveness and  variability among people’s
characteristics and behavioural patterns.

While some psychologists emphasise the role of internal
traits in shaping behaviour, others advocate the
situationist perspective, which argues that behaviour
is largely influenced by external conditions and
situational demands.

In reality, behaviour is often a result of the interaction
between personal traits and situational factors.

Individual differences can be observed across various
dimensions of human functioning. These include
physical characteristics such as height and strength, as
well as psychological characteristics such as
intelligence, personality, and creativity.

These ftraits exist in varying degrees, meaning that
individuals are not simply classified into fixed categories
but differ along a continuum.

This variability makes each individual unique and
highlights the importance of studying these differences
for understanding behaviour and predicting future
actions.

To systematically understand these variations,
psychologists rely on the process of psychological
assessment.

Assessment refers to the measurement and evaluation
of psychological attributes using scientific methods. It is
considered the first step in understanding any attribute,
as an attribute can be said to exist only when it can be
measured reliably.

Assessment can be either formal or informal. Formal
assessment is objective, standardised, and organised,
whereas informal assessment is subjective and varies
across observers.

Psychological attributes are multidimensional in
nature, meaning they cannot be fully understood
through a single measure. Instead, they must be
examined across multiple domains such as cognitive,
emotional, and social functioning.

Some of the major psychological attributes studied by
psychologists include intelligence, aptitude, interest,
personality, and values.

Intelligence represents general cognitive ability, aptitude
indicates potential for learning specific skills, interest
reflects preferences for activities, personality refers to
enduring behavioural patterns, and values represent
guiding beliefs.

To assess these attributes, psychologists employ various
methods. Psychological tests are standardised tools
designed to measure mental and behavioural
characteristics objectively.

Interviews involve direct interaction to gather
information, while case studies provide an in-depth
understanding of an individual’s life and behaviour.

Observation involves systematic recording of behaviour
in natural settings, and self-report methods rely on
individuals’ own descriptions of their feelings and
experiences.

Each method has its own strengths and limitations, but
together they provide a comprehensive understanding of
human behaviour.

INTELLIGENCE - NATURE, THEORIES, AND
STRUCTURE

Among all psychological attributes, intelligence has
been one of the most widely studied. Intelligence refers
to the ability to understand complex ideas, learn from
experience, engage in reasoning, and adapt effectively
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to the environment. It includes qualities such as mental
alertness, quick learning, and the ability to perceive
relationships.

Early psychologists like Alfred Binet defined intelligence
as the ability to judge and reason well, while Wechsler
described it as the global capacity to think rationally, act
purposefully, and deal effectively with the environment.

Over time, different approaches have been developed to
understand intelligence.

The psychometric approach views intelligence as a set
of measurable abilities and expresses it through a
numerical score, while the information-processing
approach focuses on the mental processes involved in
problem-solving and reasoning.

Several theories have been proposed to explain the
structure of intelligence. Binet's one-factor theory
considered intelligence as a single general ability.

However, this view was challenged by Spearman’s
two-factor theory, which proposed that intelligence
consists of a general factor (g-factor) common to all
tasks and specific factors (s-factors) unique to particular
activities.

Thurstone further expanded this idea by identifying
seven primary mental abilities, such as verbal
comprehension, numerical ability, and spatial relations,
each relatively independent of the others.

More complex models were later proposed. Jensen
introduced a hierarchical model with two levels of
abilities, while Guilford’s structure-of-intellect model
described intelligence in terms of operations, contents,
and products, resulting in a large number of possible
abilities.

Modern theories moved beyond these structural models.
Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences proposed
that intelligence is not a single entity but consists of
distinct types, such as linguistic, logical-mathematical,
spatial, musical, bodily-kinaesthetic, interpersonal,
intrapersonal, and naturalistic intelligence. These
intelligences are relatively independent but interact in
problem-solving.

Sternberg’s  triarchic theory of intelligence
emphasises the functional aspects of intelligence.
According to him, intelligence involves three
components: componential (analytical) intelligence for

problem-solving, experiential (creative) intelligence for
dealing with novel situations, and contextual (practical)
intelligence for adapting to real-life situations.

Another important perspective is the PASS model,
which views intelligence as a result of cognitive
processes such as planning, attention, and information
processing. It emphasises how individuals process
information rather than merely what they know.

Overall, the understanding of intelligence has evolved
from a simple, unitary concept to a complex,
multidimensional construct involving both abilities and
processes. Modern views recognise intelligence as
dynamic, adaptive, and context-dependent.

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES, TESTING, CULTURE,
AND SPECIAL ABILITIES

Individual differences in intelligence arise due to the
interaction of heredity and environment. Research on
twins and adopted children shows that genetic factors
play a significant role, but environmental factors such as
nutrition, education, and socio-economic conditions also
have a powerful influence.

Thus, intelligence is best understood as the outcome of
a complex interaction between nature and nurture.

The measurement of intelligence has been formalised
through concepts such as mental age (MA) and
chronological age (CA).
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Intelligence Quotient (IQ) is calculated as the ratio of
mental age to chronological age multiplied by 100.

IQ scores are distributed in a normal (bell-shaped)
curve, with most individuals falling in the average range.
Extremely high scores indicate giftedness, while very
low scores indicate intellectual disability.

Intellectual disability is characterised by significantly
below-average intelligence, deficits in adaptive
behaviour, and onset during the developmental period. It
exists in varying degrees, from mild to profound.
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On the other hand, gifted individuals demonstrate high
levels of intellectual ability, creativity, and motivation.
They often show advanced reasoning, originality, and a
strong desire for achievement.

Intelligence is measured through different types of tests.
These include individual and group tests, depending
on how they are administered, and verbal, non-verbal,
and performance tests, depending on the nature of
tasks.

Another important distinction is between culture-fair
and culture-biased tests, as many traditional tests
reflect the cultural values of the societies in which they
were developed.

The role of culture in shaping intelligence is significant.
Different cultures value different forms of intelligence.

Western societies often emphasise analytical and
technological abilities, while non-Western societies place

greater importance on social harmony and emotional
understanding.

In the Indian context, the concept of “buddhi”
represents a holistic form of intelligence that integrates
cognitive, emotional, and motivational aspects.

An important extension of the concept of intelligence is
emotional intelligence, which refers to the ability to
recognise, understand, and regulate one’s own emotions
and those of others.

It plays a crucial role in social relationships and success
in life, often complementing cognitive intelligence.

Apart from intelligence, individuals also differ in
aptitudes, which are specific abilities that indicate
potential for learning particular skills.

Aptitude differs from intelligence in that it is
domain-specific. For success in any field, both aptitude
and interest are necessary. Aptitude tests are widely
used for educational and vocational guidance.

Finally, individuals differ in their level of creativity, which
refers to the ability to produce novel and meaningful
ideas. Creativity can be expressed in various domains
such as art, science, and problem-solving.

Like other psychological attributes, creativity also varies
across individuals and contributes to human diversity.
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