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Abstract
The article reveals the basic principles of the processual approach to the study of 
personality, which have a natural scientific foundation and are based on the ideas 
of the philosophy of instability of I. Prigogine. The developed processual approach 
is designed to overcome the opposition of variability and stability of personality, 
and to explain how the personality remains sustainable, being in constant change. 
This question, formulated by Mischel, continues to be debated in modern theoreti-
cal and methodological studies, maintaining the controversy between supporters of 
structural and dynamic paradigms of personality research. The significant role of 
the theory of non-equilibrium systems for understanding personality changeability 
is revealed in connection with explanation of its processual nature, when the lead-
ing role is played not by the variety of elements and their dynamics, but by self-
organization of personality components. The processuality of personality deter-
mines its ability to move to new levels of functioning, to become more complex, to 
unpredictably change structurally and meaningfully in an infinite variety of options. 
The processual nature of personality focuses attention of a researcher on the poten-
tially possible, when the object of research is not the existing, but the emerging. The 
methodological principles for describing the processual nature of personality are the 
principle of contextuality, revealing the sensitivity of its subsystems to fluctuations, 
the principle of multiplicity (uncertainty) of states, explaining the growth of non-
adaptive forms and variability in critical situations and turning points, the principle 
of historicity, defining events as a starting point of imbalance and consistency, the 
principles of complementarity and wholeness, describing the dialectic of sustain-
ability and changeability at different levels of functioning (three contexts of person-
ality existence: situational, life and existential).

Keywords Processual approach · Principles · Processuality of personality · 
Changeability · Variability · Stability · Sustainability · Non-equilibrium

 * Svetlana Kostromina 
 lanank68@gmail.com; s.kostromina@spbu.ru

1 Department of Personality Psychology, St. Petersburg State University, Saint-Petersburg, Russia

Integrative Psychological and Behavioral Science (2023) 57:569–589

Accepted: 11 October 2022 / Published online: 26 October 2022

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9508-2587
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12124-022-09730-3&domain=pdf


1 3

Introduction

One of the fundamental problems of personality psychology, which has been 
discussed throughout the history of the development and formation of this most 
important area of   psychological science, is the question of the relationship 
between stability and variability of personality. Mischel (2004) described this 
dilemma as a classic “personality paradox”: is it possible and how to reconcile 
theoretical ideas about stability and consistency of personality with the availa-
ble empirical evidence of variability of human behavior in different situations? 
Attempts to empirically study this problem are traditionally based on the results 
of longitudinal research, through which changes in intellectual, personal and other 
characteristics are traced. Recently, meta-analyzes based on longitudinal studies 
with a large cumulative number of participants have become a common type of 
published work; there is a parallel search for integrative characteristics, such as 
meta-traits (Strus & Cieciuch, 2017). In essence, this modern type of works does 
not fundamentally differ from research of previous decades, focused on the study 
of a wide range of personality traits and how they can serve as a basis for pre-
dicting various types of behavior and activities. This research is underlain by the 
structural paradigm (Giordano, 2015), which looks on the personality in view of 
the functioning of basic substructures interacting with each other and having their 
own purpose in the general system.

Obviously, even the use of large amounts of empirical data in itself cannot 
provide significant progress in understanding the nature of personality and its 
changeability, since outside the theoretical framework of their substantiation it 
remains unclear what questions these data answer. Moreover, the temptation of 
large databases supports the ideology of "empirical science" and increases the 
risk of psychological research turning into a "piggy bank" of empirical facts, 
which is known to have been strongly opposed by Kurt Lewin and to what mod-
ern researchers also pay attention. J. Valsiner notes that massive empirical data 
collected in psychology is “often resulting in obscuring rather than clarifying the 
issues under investigation. Psychology is a hostage to information noise – “data” 
collected and accumulated for the sake of the “data” themselves. Our current fas-
cination with the “big data” – mega-accumulations made possible by expanding 
computer capacities – only makes the problem more acute» (Valsiner, 2017, p. 5).

Another, in fact, alternative trend in modern psychology of personality is 
the obvious increase in attention to dynamic approaches, which, having their 
own history in psychological science, today actually become a prospect for the 
development of the entire psychology of personality. The growing interest in 
dynamic approaches is not least due to the tasks of describing the psychological 
phenomenology of the individual in the new realities of the changing world. The 
major factor determining the growing interest of modern psychology in dynamic 
approaches is the increasing influence of processes taking place in other areas of 
scientific knowledge, in particular in the natural sciences, on psychology. Analy-
sis of modern publications on methodological ideas in the field of personality 
psychology (Giordano, 2015, Uher, 2017, Kostromina & Grishina, 2019, Harari 
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et  al., 2020, Stachl et  al., 2020, etc.) shows that in search of relevant founda-
tions of the dynamic nature of personality, scientists almost invariably turn to 
the principles of open non-equilibrium systems. This is primarily about the the-
ory of self-organizing systems, the "philosophy of instability" by Ilya Prigogine 
(Prigogine, 1989) and similar concepts. These ideas, originating in the exact sci-
ences, transform all modern science and become the basis of the methodology for 
studying processes instead of stable structures.

The advantages of the theory and methodology of the functioning of non-equi-
librium systems are the possibility of describing the personality not so much due 
to the variety of elements, but based on the characteristics of the self-organization 
of its components and the relationship between them (Grishina & Kostromina, 
2017, Grishina & Kostromina 2021). At the same time, the main limitations of the 
structural approach in personality psychology are being overcome—the static and 
out-of-contextuality of the description of its phenomenology. Research is built on 
the basis of understanding the personality as a self-developing system, taking into 
account the multiplicity of possible states (actions) and the processes of a person’s 
internal activity. Due to this, dynamic descriptions of personality make it possible 
to model human behavior in various situations, tracking the variability of actions, 
responses and reactions, and modern means of mathematical analysis create condi-
tions for the analysis of a large (virtually infinite) variety of variations.

The purpose of this article is not an attempt to prove the legitimacy of one of the 
two basic approaches in the study of personality: structural or dynamic. From our 
point of view, another way can be productive. A path that combines both approaches 
based on the concretization of the main ideas of the theory of non-equilibrium sys-
tems to describe the mechanisms of functioning and personality changes, which 
emphasizes its processual nature and creative evolution throughout life (Bergson, 
1907).

Processual Approach in Personality Psychology

In his work Man and the World S.L. Rubinstein (2003) defines the existence of a 
person as "being in change", thereby emphasizing the permanent internal move-
ment. According to the idea of non-equilibrium (Nicolis & Prigogine, 1977, 1989), 
such states are caused by lack of “evenness” of gradients of system properties, 
which cannot stabilize in the long term (Uher, 2013). To an external observer, they 
appear to be random deviations from average values, while in fact they point to cur-
rent processes and reflect phenomena associated with the processual nature of per-
sonality. Processuality of personality emphasizes not only its ability to move to new 
levels of functioning, it testifies to its ability to transform, generate new elements, 
change structurally and meaningfully, become more complex or reduced that is, con-
stantly change in an infinite and indefinite set of options (Kostromina, 2019). The 
processual nature of personality is determined by immanent connection of variabil-
ity and stability of personality, the essence of which is maintaining sustainability 
and wholeness of personality through permanent change (Kostromina et al., 2018).
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Any quantitative fluctuations, recorded by researchers when measuring personal 
characteristics, not only act as indicators of intrapersonal variability, but also "tell a 
story" of qualitative nature—structural and functional transformations of personality 
system. From this point of view, the focus of the processual approach in personality 
psychology is not so much on processes and functions (as opposed to the process 
approach), but rather on the study of mechanisms of evolutionary self-organization 
as transition to a new “type of order” of an increasingly complex system, from one 
level to another. These laws are universal in nature and are described in various 
fields of scientific knowledge. In particular, Yu.M. Lotman writes about the ability 
of culture to “give out” fundamentally new texts that arise as a result of irreversible 
(according to Prigogine) processes, and are in a certain sense unpredictable. Lot-
man calls this ability of culture “meaning generation”, designating it as a fundamen-
tal issue of culture semiotics (Lotman, 1993). Similarly, in the process of formation 
and complication of personality, new structural elements are “born” and connections 
arise among them.

The significance of processuality is not in consistent change, but in permanent 
creative changeability, being in a metastable (weakly stable) state, an ability to 
unpredictably transform in an indefinite set of options. Thus, processuality reveals 
the changeable nature of personality as a derivative of its inner life.

According to these ideas, a number of methodological principles of the proces-
sual approach in personality psychology can be preliminarily formulated – the prin-
ciples of contextuality, multiplicity (uncertainty) of personality states, historicity, 
complementarity and wholeness.These principles reflect modern views on personal-
ity psychology and serve as a general basis for constructing empirical research.

The Principle of Contextuality

The principle of contextuality is based on recognition of the influence of context 
on psychological phenomenology and the corresponding need to take into account 
contextual factors in psychological studies of personality. This in itself is not some-
thing fundamentally new. The need to take into account the context in the study of 
psychological phenomenology is generally recognized, but its research is hampered 
by lack of clarity in understanding how situations should be studied, and lack of 
agreed conceptual schemes and representations (Rauthmann et  al., 2015). In per-
sonality psychology, attempts are being made to find methodological solutions that 
overcome the costs of decontextualized researches (see, for example, the integral 
approach Within and Across Context Variability, Geukes et al., 2017). At the same 
time, in most cases, we are talking about the search for a description of characteris-
tics of context as an external situation that stimulates an individual`s activity.

The processual approach offers a deeper look at the problem of context, fixing 
attention not just on personality sensitivity to peculiarities of the situation, but on 
intrapersonal dynamics, which is carried out according to its own laws, and in con-
junction with context factors, leads to fluctuations that cannot be unambiguously 
derived from these factors.
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In this regard, one cannot fail to recall Kurt Lewin’s explanation of why insignifi-
cant influences can cause large-scale effects in functioning of the psyche, as well as 
I. Prigogine’s ideas about the "life" of complex non-equilibrium systems. The com-
plexity of personality organization (an infinite number of elements and relationships 
among them) is evidence that the elements cannot be in the same state (Grishina & 
Kostromina, 2021). The inner "life" of a person permanently generates perturbation 
(for example, a conflict between desires and possibilities, between self-esteem and 
goals, between "I-real" and "I-ideal", etc.), which is accompanied by fluctuations 
that differ individually in magnitude and scale.

At the same time there are fluctuations caused by external influences. It is logical 
to assume that different elements of personality have different sensitivity, the ability 
to demonstrate a response—a deviation from a typical state. The so-called “soft” 
by their intrinsic nature, or, according to William James, “gentle” elements (The 
Cambridge Handbook, 2020, p. 14), such as feelings or thoughts, are more prone to 
fluctuations. But personality traits also show different sensitivity.

Let us cite as an example a study,1 that tested the hypothesis of intrapersonal 
changeability, which was understood as variability (deviation from a typical state) of 
personality traits, measured using 16PF by R. Cattell (Cattell et al., 2003) under the 
influence of context. Factors E "Submission-Dominance" and G "Unconscientious-
ness-Conscientiousness" acted as dependent variables. The choice of those factors 
out of 16 was due to their functional differences and minimal influence of hered-
ity, metabolic processes and neuronal activity. The factors were selected through 
pairwise comparative analysis, had the least similarity with other factors and were 
largely formed under the influence of the immediate environment. They manifest 
themselves mainly in the social environment and are subject to self-regulation. 
Simultaneously, they differ in the nature of their formation: “dominance” has a bio-
logical condition to a greater extent, while “rule-consciousness” has a social one.

According to the idea of processuality, both factors were considered as dichoto-
mous constructs (dual pairs)—a continuum with opposite poles, fixing the expres-
sion (influence) at the moment depending on internal and external context. For each 
pair, 5 situations were developed simulating a real or imaginary event. Each situa-
tion consisted of an introductory part and additional conditions. The introductory 
part assumed the “immersion” of a respondent in some ambiguous situation, built 
on the principle of the dilemma of Kohlberg (1973) and consistent with the field the-
ory of Lewin (1951): emergence of tension between the personality and the condi-
tions of the situation when there are objects of conflict valency in the field (equally 
attractive, equally repulsive or objects characterized by multidirectionality).

An example of a situation for factor E: "submission-dominance": You and an 
unfamiliar group of people are on an excursion in a mountain cave. There is no 
guide, admission is free. There is no internal lighting, you use the flashlights pro-
vided. Once in a small grotto with a few people, you suddenly hear a noise. A small 

1 Master’s thesis of Krumpel I. V. "Socio-psychological mechanisms of intrapersonal variability on the 
example of dual pairs". St. Petersburg, SPbU. 2020 (Scientific supervisor – Kostromina S.N.).
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stone breaks off and blocks the entrance to the grotto. What are your first steps? 
What do you feel?

Additional conditions (5–7 for each situation) provoked an imbalance and stimu-
lated internal dynamics. They were consistently introduced into the situation and 
modified it through the action of social, psychological or biological mechanisms, 
continuing to increase contradictions and create tension between the poles of the 
factor. The processual nature of personality in this case should be manifested not 
only in the oscillatory nature of personal parameters depending on various socio-
psychological factors, but also in continuous movement along the scale from one 
pole to another.

An example of additional conditions for the situation.

1. People seem disconnected, everyone is trying to do something. What are you 
doing?

2. Fuss rises and first signs of panic are noted. How are you doing?
3. A few people are trying to take control of the situation and organize the rest of 

the people. You…
4. So it turns out that for some qualities you are chosen as a leader. How will you 

react to this? What qualities could these be? What are your next steps?
5. Someone is trying to challenge your right to lead.
6. A decision is proposed with which you completely disagree, because you think 

that it is necessary to do otherwise. What could it be and what do you think? What 
would you do then?

7. And what if, besides you, there are only children, teenagers and the elderly in the 
grotto?

In the course of the study, respondents were asked to mark on a standard scale 
(similar to R. Cattell’s method) which pole of "submission-dominance" they 
were closer to at the time of their response to each condition. Thus, dominant “at 
the moment” was recorded, and the comparison of responses for each condition 
described dynamics and fluctuation (deviations from the average value measured 
at the beginning and at the end of the study) of the personality trait after each 

Fig. 1  An example of respondents` answers with a high (a) and low (b) range of variability for the pair E 
"Submission-Dominance"
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additional condition. Thereby, we can observe manifestations of polar properties 
of the same trait. Under one condition (the action of the mechanism), dominance 
will increase, under the other, submission will increase (Fig. 1a, b).

Leaving outside the scope of this article the procedures for validating stimulus 
material, which may be the subject of a separate publication, we will focus only 
on the most important results (N = 143: M = 61; F = 82). Based on the analysis of 
all five situations for each pair, it was revealed that the variability of self-assess-
ment parameters of dominance and conscientiousness differs significantly. The 
standard deviation according to the conditions is higher for the pair "unconsci-
entiousness- conscientiousness" (σ = 2.25 at M = 6.77; R = 7.62), while the over-
all range of variability (the difference between the smallest and largest value of 
R = 7, 8 at M = 5.14; σ = 2.09) – for the pair “submission-dominance”. This fact 
indicates differences in variability of personality traits and their sensitivity to 
socio-psychological conditions. At the same time, results on the G scale "uncon-
scientiousness-conscientiousness" showed significant differences (p ≤ 0.004 by 
two-way rank Friedman ANOVA test for two related samples) between self-
reported data and Cattell’s 16 PF data. Given the absence of significant differ-
ences in the “submission-dominance” factor, we can say that “socially loaded” 
personality traits (“unconscientiousness -conscientiousness”) are more prone to 
variant manifestations in socially significant situations and are under pressure 
from social desirability. An analysis of the mechanisms influencing the dynam-
ics of changeability shows the variability (fluctuation in the recorded values) of 
the parameters of personality "dominance" to a greater extent associated with 
external influences (interaction with others, confrontation), while "conscien-
tiousness"—with internal experiences. Intrapsychic mechanisms (experiencing 
personal responsibility, significance, cognitive dissonance, intrapersonal mis-
match) increase variability in manifestation of conscientiousness. Socio-psycho-
logical factors (persuasion, identification, pressure, causal attribution, etc.) are 
more manifested in variability of submission or dominance. Therefore, proces-
suality of personality and the principle of contextuality mean taking into account 
relativity of the measurement result—to accept it as a special case of one of the 
possible states, recorded "here and now." It can explain why the empirical data 
show a wide range of variability with a stable structure and low reproducibility 
of results. It also oversimplifies the view of personality when we evaluate it in 
terms of structural immutable characteristics. Most of them are a process rather 
than an element, and function as an extended continuum, where the value of 
a particular characteristic reflects the current state, changing depending on the 
context in one direction or another between the poles.

Thus, the principle of contextuality in the processual approach means recog-
nition of inevitability of fluctuations as a consequence of "work" of internal sub-
systems of personality in a certain context, set both by its external parameters 
and those of its sometimes imperceptible influences that correlate with the state 
of the inner world of personality and the dynamics of personal systems, deter-
mining "sensitivity" of an individual to certain influences "here-and-now".
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The Principle of Multiplicity (Uncertainty) of Personality States

The processual nature of personality means a potentially infinite set of possible 
states of personality, which results in unpredictability of its manifestations. The 
potential multiplicity of the internal dynamics of personality and their transi-
tions is most clearly manifested in special zones of personality’s life space, which 
Lewin describes with the help of the concepts of "space of free movement" and 
"intermediate areas", within which conditions of possible changes arise.

In the description of non-equilibrium systems, these points of transition or 
branching are designated as bifurcations: “Near the bifurcation points, signifi-
cant fluctuations are observed in systems. Such systems seem to hesitate before 
choosing one of several paths of evolution … A small fluctuation can serve as 
the beginning of evolution in a completely new direction, which will dramatically 
change the entire behavior of the macroscopic system”(Prigogine & Stengers, 
1984, p. 56). The consequences of this choice are manifested in unpredictability 
and uncertainty of future trajectories of personality development, that is, its crea-
tive evolution. "Due to different experiences of the past", wrote Bergson (2019, 
p. 43), "even under the same circumstances, it is impossible to go twice through 
the same state". And beyond. “The path in time is strewn with the debris of eve-
rything that we began to be, what we could have become” (Bergson, 2019, p. 88).

There are many examples in psychology showing that in a situation of conflict, 
choice and uncertainty, there is an increase in non-adaptive forms of behavior 
(pre-adaptive, supra-situational), with deviations (fluctuations) from typical, nor-
mative and stable parameters. In personality psychology, "bifurcation points" are 
critical situations and periods (biological, social and personal crises). They are of 
the greatest interest in understanding personality changeability and, accordingly, 
become research "zones" in the processual approach.

Determination usually "works" in  situations that are far from bifurcation 
points. Therefore, the classical psychology of personality, studying a person in 
ordinary typical conditions, is based on explanation of future states on the basis 
of past experience. Past behavior can be causally related to future behavior, but 
only indirectly, through a great number of conditions. Patterns of behavior can 
be transmitted from the past to the future, but this is just one of many behaviors. 
Therefore, the search for new connections based on reconstruction of the condi-
tions of the past is just an attempt to predict which of them will surface next time.

However, human life is unpredictable and largely uncertain. At critical moments 
(in a situation of life choice, self-determination, life crises, in difficult life situa-
tions), the effect of random factors increases, uncertainty grows, the range of mul-
tiplicity of states increases, which contribute to the emergence of self-organizing 
processes that link coherent spatio-temporal behavior with intrapersonal dynamics. 
As a result, the uncertainty also increases. It is at such moments that determination 
can be interrupted, and the average values change in a macroscopically noticeable 
way. Several important conclusions follow from this.

The first of them is related to the fact that situations outside the zone of stabil-
ity, in the so-called transitional periods, turn out to be the most productive for 
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the study of personality. It is at such moments that habitual forms of behaviour, 
attitudes and other personal patterns developed during life may turn out to be 
useless, and unpredictable and unusual personal manifestations come to the fore. 
Examples of such situations are global social crises and in particular the COVID-
19 crisis. The COVID-19 pandemic has become a serious test for the world’s 
population. People faced not only the disruption of their usual way of life and 
the "collapse of prospects", but also severe social restrictions, isolation and the 
inability to work. A review of the research (Kostromina et al., 2022) on coping 
strategies shows significant changes in behavioral strategies that help maintain 
personality resilience. At the beginning of the pandemic (first half of 2020), a 
wide repertoire (both adaptive and non-adaptive) of copings were used (Ravens 
Sieberer et  al., 2021; Cielo et  al., 2021; Cao et  al., 2020; Padrón et  al., 2021). 
That diversity largely reflected people’s confusion before the suddenness of the 
onset of stress, and was associated with the urgent need to cope with uncertainty 
and unexpectedly severe social restrictions. Over time, strategies aiming to satisfy 
the needs for self-determination came to the fore. The implementation of active 
behavioral strategies and problem-oriented coping increased the psychologi-
cal well-being of an individual (Awoke et  al., 2021; Morales-Rodríguez, 2021), 
improved achievements and led to open and flexible actions. Other examples can 
be cited that show that in borderline situations a person behaves in a non-standard 
and unpredictable way. It is these atypical actions that are manifestations of inter-
nal dynamics, those changes that occur at bifurcation points. Moreover, from the 
point of view of the processual approach, not only the changes themselves or new 
personal manifestations are of interest, but also the laws by which they occur.

Another important conclusion follows from this. Unlike all other living sys-
tems, a person selectively reacts to environmental influences, chooses behavior 
strategies in accordance with the experience of previous interactions with the out-
side world. Daily experience is not just an actualization of the existing, it is a 
process of self-renewal. Any personal story (narrative) told is accompanied by an 
update in our understanding of what happened. The previous experience is used 
by an individual in a new context each time. Thus, in a dynamic environment, 
sustainability of a personality is determined not so much by constancy of personal 
characteristics, but by the ability to change. Therefore, each subsequent perfor-
mance never copies the previous one but differs from it. Bernstein describes this 
phenomenon as "repetition without repetition"» (Bernshtein, 1966). This is not 
just a mechanical reproduction of the existing, but the "building of movement" in 
the process of successive approach to the goal.

The view on a person as a system of unpredictably, irreversibly and indefinitely 
enlarging complexity implies a transition from studying the personality’s past 
(personal traits and behavioral patterns) to the search for methodological possi-
bilities for describing its future, constructing an image of the future as potentially 
possible. In this perspective, it is the future, and not the past, that becomes an 
important dimension in psychology of personality.

Orientation to the future presupposes not the mechanical use of behav-
ioural patterns, but formation of ideas about the environment in which a per-
son will have to act, directly in the course of solving the problems facing him 
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(Martsinkovskaya, 2016, p. 20). Accordingly, the role of probabilistic processes 
increases significantly.

In the conditions of a changing reality, the person himself also changes, however, 
it is almost impossible to predict these changes based on his past experience: they 
can manifest themselves both in creating of a new and expanding the life space of a 
person, and in limiting it, reducing it to activity based on habitual patterns of behav-
ior and activities.

The above-stated sets a stress on the importance to simulate various unusual and 
uncertain conditions when reproduction processes stop “working” and a transition to 
a new “functioning mode” is necessary. In such situations, the pre-adaptive potential 
of personality is actualized, an excess of diversity is manifested as a condition for 
constructing the “out-of-the-possible”, with “mechanisms for generating variability” 
(Asmolov et al., 2017, p. 16). If we assume that changes are most often recorded in 
the zones of bifurcation, crises, non-obvious decisions at turning points, then they 
should become a priority for personality research. It is them that we must model as 
an image of a potential future, matching an infinite number of states of personality 
with dynamically changing contexts of its life world. That is, it is necessary to move 
from the post factum to the pre factum, to "immersion" of personality into the space 
of the infinite possible—into the laboratory of life (into the processes of the near or 
distant future, alternatives and unpredictable situations and events).

With such an immersion, a natural situation of uncertainty will be reproduced, 
with which a person “cannot cope”, but in which he really lives, “is in change” 
and evolves. However, this logically changes the subject of research in personal-
ity psychology, shifting attention from the existing to the emerging (Kostromina & 
Grishina, 2021; Kostromina, 2021). The existing is described in terms of universal 
constants, therefore, the traditional study and evaluation of personal characteristics 
and formations is, first of all, a description of the existing. In biology, the emerg-
ing describes the processes of aromorphosis (A. Severtsev), and in philosophy—the 
processes of continuous transition. If the existing is, then the emerging is to become. 
The nature of the emerging is the nature of the infinitely (as long as the system 
exists) becoming. That is, the emerging is directly related to irreversible structural 
changes: destruction (disappearance) of old structures, transformation and emer-
gence of new elements or relationships between them, endowing the personality 
system with new functions and properties. Accordingly, the greatest interest in the 
processual approach is not the individual existing elements and substructures of per-
sonality in their change, but dissipative formations “born” at the moment (thoughts, 
feelings, actions, images, experiences, meanings, strategies, etc.,), as well as laws by 
which the states are transformed.

Therefore, studies that not only model the future, but also “immerse” a person 
in an absolutely new situation, where he confronts an unexpected event that breaks 
typical behavior, are important. Examples of such situations can be a new experi-
ence in a non-standard situation, where a person is required to overcome themselves 
or go beyond the limits of the necessary.

For example, “Tell me, are there any actions that you have never done? (for 
example, never spoke first to a stranger in a public place). Try to do this 3 or 4 times 
a week. Describe your experience". Interruption of habitual forms of behaviour 
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determines the emergence of instability and random trajectories (an ensemble of 
lines), leading to the appearance of fundamentally new impressions and determining 
the movement from an unstable state to gaining stability. The conscious reflection 
of thoughts and feelings of preparation for action, experience of acting and reac-
tion to what happened at the intrapersonal level, actually describe those fluctua-
tions that arise as a result of imbalance and eventually determine the birth of new 
structures and new connections between elements, lead to transition to new levels of 
functioning.

Of course, this idea still needs to be tested in empirical studies. However, it does 
illustrate situations in which habitual determination can break down and a "window 
of possibilities" for fluctuations is created. In addition, one should be aware of the 
attendant limitations caused by the search for volunteers for studies with unpredict-
able outcomes and the need to adhere to basic ethical principles when conducting 
such research.

The Principle of Historicity in Personality Formation

The idea of”second time” (Prigogine, 1980), a quite different from the time that in 
classical nature simply labels trajectories, movement or wave functions, introduces 
into modern personality psychology the construct “an internal time”. This idea is 
close to the traditional notions of the subjectivity of time for the individual. At the 
same time, its novelty lies in giving a special status to the concept of “an event”, 
which I. Prigogine understood a “flow of information or energy” that violates the 
internal balance and internal time of the system.

An event in personality psychology transforms classical understanding of time 
as movement into personal understanding of time as history. It is historicity that 
becomes the main personal dimension of time. Each event has a personal meaning, 
and duration of the event creates a "count of time" (Heidegger, 1972) and contain 
“act of distinction” (Mamardashvili, 1996). The unique characteristic of an event 
is its ability to "hold" consciousness. It is this retention that makes the event last 
(Mamardashvili, 1996, p. 219), thanks to which the past and the future are distin-
guished and the present is defined. Without events, the context of life appears as an 
indistinguishable stream of time.

This means that the evolution of personality is directly related to the series of 
events (context) and the subjects involved in it. An event acts as a tool for measur-
ing internal time—the history of life, the past, present and future of a person. The 
transforming function of an event lies in the fact that, due to its significance for 
a person, it necessarily upsets the balance, forcing at different levels to respond 
to what is happening. This is what determines the ability to distinguish the "age" 
of individual states (Prigogine, 1980). Any event, if it is an the Event for a per-
son entails an increase in entropy and instability, changing the characteristics of 
personality elements, “shaking” the existing relationships between the elements 
and contributing to a change in the gradients of personality traits and characteris-
tics. As a result, "random" fluctuations in personality parameters may be a source 
of irreversible structural changes in personality. Thus, an event in the processual 
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approach actually become the border between past and future, where the past is a 
period of a stable state of the personality system, and the future is an individual 
trajectory of changes with an indefinite variant of a new type of organization of 
elements, meaning a new order after a phase of instability and transition to a new 
level of functioning.

Theoretically, the principle of historicity connects the event and the world (being) 
in which this event occurs and which itself appears, thus, in the human dimension 
(Bakhtin, 1986). In the applied aspect, an event makes it possible to distinguish 
between what was “before” it and “after”, how a person experienced or lived the 
event, ensures the internal continuity of time, since the event that has already hap-
pened and which we relive every time, returning to it in our minds, continues to 
"live" in us. Even when actually referring to the past, an event that continues to 
"live" is an ever-expanding continuity of the past in the present. By addressing an 
event that has not yet happened, we fill it with our current desires, assuming what 
can happen, and at the same time understanding that can happen differently. View-
ing the present in light of the past or the future can lead to different types of reflec-
tive appreciation of the present or transform memories of the past (Zittoun, 2008). 
An event of the past, due to its semantic richness, can translate the possible into real 
or leave it in the area of “impossible”. These are the ontological parameters of an 
event as a genuine way of a person’s participation in life (Bakhtin, 1986).

"The reality of participation" places an event in one sphere with the "self-reflex 
of life in motion" (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 93). Therefore, the main tools in the proces-
sual approach are awareness of past, current and future events, as well as their expe-
rience. Living and experiencing, in fact, are the mechanisms by which a life fact 
becomes an internal event for a person and enters as a defining moment in the his-
tory of an individual, plays some role in it (Rubinstein, 2003). Not the fact of the 
event itself, but its experience endows time with historicity and transforming power, 
connects the modes of time, and reflects their attraction either to the past (experi-
enced) or to the future (change). The processual nature of personality in this case 
is manifested through (1) "energy emissions" in the form of thoughts, feelings and 
actions when a person is living through the event and (2) shift in temporal contexts: 
transgression between past-present-future.

To see this transfer from the past to the possible (future) of a person is quite real. 
Being in the flow of different events, we are constantly moving from one context 
to another, and each context and event actualizes its own set of experiences, due 
to which accumulation of experience and its complication (differentiation) occurs 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2017). As an example, here are excerpts from a study (Zinovieva 
& Kostromina, 2022), in which we asked participants to describe a special, life-
changing event, how they experienced it, what would have happened but for this 
event and what events in the future that have not yet happened, but could happen, 
this experience could affect. Thus, we wanted to see what events can be “turning 
points” in time affecting the history of personality. We regarded speech segments 
in which the process of experiences (ideas, assessments, feelings) were progress-
ing through time modes as units of value. Below we have presented excerpts from 
several interviews, which show how events can "break" the time continuum of a per-
son’s history and how movements between the past and the future occur.
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“It happened when I was 15, I got a severe kidney disease then, I suddenly 
realized that in the coming months I could die, and now for the last time I am 
outside the hospital walls.”

Or how it happens to get stuck on the border of the past and the future:

“Sooner or later I would face a separation from my parents, sooner or later I 
would leave the relationship, ... It is difficult to talk about the future. In a way, 
some part of me is still in that moment, in that time.”

Or how personal “acquisitions” are assessed, that is, what has appeared due to the 
event.

“It would happen sooner or later. I could have managed to live without it, I 
don’t know. I am sure that without this experience, I definitely would not have 
become what I am now. I think I would feel less, perceive less, etc.”

Or an assessment of personal changes with a “look from the past”:

“Being in this situation, I would continue to change for the better, develop.”

Thus, the processual approach to the study of personality involves not only taking 
into account the context, but also an analysis of how a person experiences various 
events reflecting the history of his life, allows us to assess the freedom of movement 
between the past and the future, the depth and detail of past experiences, "traces" 
of the past and a possible future that has not yet come, as well as the dynamics 
of personal changes, in the context of existing and emerging personal elements and 
processes.

The Principle of Complementarity

Understanding the personality as a self-organizing non-equilibrium system leads to 
a revision of the traditional coordinates of its description, in particular, the opposi-
tion of sustainability and changeability that we are considering. The binary descrip-
tion of reality, characteristic of ordinary consciousness as a way of simplifying the 
picture of the world, was also used in scientific knowledge. So, Yu.M. Lotman notes 
that the principle of binary semantic opposition, as a rule, underlies the internal 
organization of the text: the world is divided into rich and poor, friends and enemies, 
ours and others, etc. (Lotman, 1993).

The principle of binarity has long been criticized in philosophy, as well as 
in psychology, with its characteristic opposition of a number of categories used 
in the classical tradition. In particular, we are talking about such, according to 
D.A. Leontiev, exhausted binary oppositions, such as biological-social, freedom-
determinism, innate-acquired, etc. (Leont’yev, 2011). A.V. Brushlinsky considered 
the refusal to operate with rigid alternatives as a characteristic of the new thinking 
in psychology. In fact, he argued, we are talking about a hierarchically organized 
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integrity, and such an understanding allows for a deeper analysis of the problem in 
its new quality.

The foregoing applies even more to the problem of sustainability and change-
ability: in modern science, changeability is considered as the most important factor 
in maintaining sustainability, the “self-identity” of an object. The above examples 
clearly demonstrate that a significant part of the so-called oppositions, generally, 
represent a continuous continuum. The variability (fluctuation) of personal charac-
teristics conveys movement from one pole to another, depending on various factors. 
This is especially evident in real life, when one and the same person demonstrates 
great openness in some situations, and closeness in others, depending on the context, 
he/she can be benevolent or tough. The multiplicity and unpredictability of different 
states can be determined by the imbalance, when both “return to the past” (actual-
ization of stable forms of behavior) and “transition to the future” (emergence of new 
forms) are possible. Many psychologists are well aware of the situation when, in an 
effort to change a person’s behavior or his state through psychological intervention, 
at the first stage we see “shifts”, a “system response” to the intervention. However, 
over time, the active release of energy decreases, and new forms of behavior “dis-
appear” with it. Changes become less noticeable (the effect fades), and the person 
returns to his usual behavior or state. At the same time, there is another option, when 
in a new non-standard situation, new goals and emotions are suddenly born, rebuild-
ing the entire system of views. Similarly, an event can become both an act of distin-
guishing between past and future, or it can cause one to be stuck in the past if the 
event is not experienced, or in the future if the fantasy is affectively charged.

Thus, the processual nature of personality can only be described through the 
principle of complementarity. So, in the personality system there are stable and 
mobile zones, immanently connected by constant internal dynamics and permanent 
dialogue with outside world. Amplification of changeability is a process that moves 
in the opposite direction from the normal distribution and gives rise to more and 
more new forms that can expand the distribution and change its shape (Valsiner, 
2018). The transformation of old structures and the synthesis of new ones, the emer-
gence of a new version of the structure means the entry of the personal system into 
a phase of stability. It is in this cycle that the complementarity of the sustainabil-
ity and changeability of the personality, its quantitative and qualitative changes, is 
manifested.

This implies another important methodological conclusion—quantitative and 
qualitative approaches in personality psychology should not be opposed. On the 
contrary, they should complement each other in personality research. Any quantita-
tive fluctuations tell a story of a qualitative nature, that is, they are events of intrap-
ersonal change. Values   out of the normal distribution should be considered as mark-
ers of non-equilibrium within the system, as indicators of the growth of entropy and, 
as a consequence of the ongoing qualitative changes in personality.

Finally, the fundamental uncertainty of personality behaviour associated with the 
inability to accurately predict the state of the system at each next moment in time 
indicates a special connection between deterministic and random beginning in per-
sonality transformation (Grishina & Kostromina, 2021, p. 43). Determination pro-
cesses imply the presence of self-reproducing and self-regulating systems. In this 
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sense, causality is the basis for sustainable development of the system. Randomness 
as a manifestation of unstable connections or disorder can affect both the internal 
organization and the interaction of the system with the external environment. In a 
series of accidents, stability and variability transform possibility into reality. Ran-
dom fluctuations at the time of emergence of unstable states form attractors that lead 
the personality system to a new state and change the potential for the emergence of 
its other states.

Randomness is conceptually linked to determination, which reveals the signifi-
cance of randomness for phylogenetic development (Lewin, 2001, p. 64). Random-
ness is most often associated with temporal and spatial distributions of functions, 
and their existence and growth are defined by deterministic laws of the psyche and 
the state of the mental system. Deterministic laws dominate between two bifurcation 
points, fluctuations play an important role near bifurcation points, and the role of 
stochastic processes increases. In the course of personal development, the laws of 
determination controlled by the person and the laws of regulation of vital activity 
change. “At a lower level of personal development, the relationships between the 
variables are of a more rigid, deterministic nature, but at a high level of develop-
ment, some variables act in relation to others as preconditions, without predetermin-
ing them definitely” (Leont’yev, 2011, p. 15). Thus, deterministic and probabilistic 
processes in personality dynamics are complementary.

However, it is important to be aware of the fact that the probabilistic nature of 
the spatio-temporal organization of personality is not the result of an exceptional 
intersection of random or deterministic beginning. The fact that a person can be the 
reason for change as the bearer of his own will, as the author of his life, transforms 
this thesis into a combination of the necessary and the possible. The vital activity of 
a person is manifested in self-fulfillment and the result depends on the “doer”—the 
person. The deterministic beginning in the processual nature of personality mani-
fests itself in biological and psychological dimensions as necessary, that is, “what 
cannot but be”. The possible as indeterminate reflects the potential of the process 
containing its probability. It is localized in the potential dimension and the highest 
(spiritual) dimension—the dimension of meanings and values. Having freedom or 
believing in it, a person has the opportunity to choose, determining whether to take 
advantage of the opportunities provided, whether it makes sense to look for other 
alternatives or rely on uncertainty and the will of chance (Grishina & Kostromina, 
2021, p. 45).

The Principle of Wholeness

The problem of interrelation between parts and the whole is of general scientific 
nature and exists in different areas of knowledge. However, for a number of sci-
entific disciplines, the task of studying individual phenomena as part of a general 
wholeness does not have the same complexity that psychology faces. According to 
Valsiner (2017) «every psychological phenomenon is part of a whole and depends 
on the relationships with that whole», but the problem is that the contours of psy-
chological phenomena are not specified. For the psychology of personality, the task 
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of transition from partial descriptions of personality to its holistic study is of funda-
mental nature.

The main characteristic of personality integrity is its integrality, which means 
the unity and indissolubility of the personality’s response to some events in 
external or internal life. The dynamic nature of wholeness as a certain state of 
equilibrium achieved by the system is most clearly revealed in practical psychol-
ogy, where it is used to designate the state of personality, preserve its identity, 
sequence and logic of actions in various situations. In a number of approaches, 
integrity is regarded as a possible criterion of mental health, and violation of 
the integrity of the personality—as the subject of therapeutic work (for exam-
ple, Gestalt therapy describes the mechanisms of violation of internal harmony, 
resulting in the loss of the integrity of the personality, its fragmentation; accord-
ingly, the restoration of the wholeness, harmony of the personality, its integration 
is considered as the main goal of therapy).

In the processual approach, it is proposed to consider the personality wholeness as 
maintaining in a certain balance of interacting tendencies towards sustainability and 
variability of personality. Personality as an open self-developing system strives to pre-
serve its wholeness, which is a state of unstable equilibrium (which can be called meta-
sustainability). In accordance with the processual nature of the personality, its dynam-
ics should be described in the three-dimensional space of the vectors of sustainability 
and variability, the resultant of which is the wholeness of the personality. The proposed 
"three-dimensional" description of personality dynamics in the processual approach 

Fig. 2  The multi-level nature of the wholeness and sustainability of the personality
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allows overcoming the limitations of the binary framework, as well as considering the 
tendency to preserve the integrity of the personality (achieving a state of meta-sustaina-
bility) as a mechanism that determines the dialectic of sustainability—variability.

The psychological phenomenology that arises in this dynamics, in accordance with 
the concept of the level nature of the personality, as well as the principle of contextual-
ity, can be described at different levels of human activity. In our opinion, its stylistic 
characteristics can be considered as integral characteristics reflecting a holistic manifes-
tation of human activity (see Fig. 2).

The activity of a person in a situational context, the unit of description of which is 
the concept of the situation of his specific life activity, is described through an individ-
ual style of activity. For a life context that includes the conditions and circumstances of 
a person’s life, the most adequate unit of analysis can be the concept of life space pro-
posed by K. Lewin and uniting, according to his ideas, the individual and the situation 
of his life into a wholeness. An integral characteristic that describes the activity and life 
of a person in a life context is the life style (about which A. Adler once wrote). Finally, 
the existential context is most consistent with the concept of the life world, proposed by 
E. Husserl and used in modern psychology to describe the basic attitudes and meanings 
of human life in their inseparable connection with being.

The described principles underlying the processual approach—the principle of con-
textuality as a person’s sensitivity to fluctuations, the principles of the plurality of per-
sonality states and eventfulness in its formation, the principles of complementarity and 
wholeness—are interrelated and together constitute the basis of the methodology of the 
processual approach.

Formation of a new methodology, which is so much needed by modern personal-
ity psychology, means in fact a revolution in the research, since it provides not only 
theoretical foundation, but also requires a revision of methodological tools (Valsiner, 
2017). The proposed conceptual framework conveys the idea of   complementary trends 
in stability and variability. The use of vectors conveys dynamics and power of change 
(Lewin, 2001, p. 74). The transition from a non-equilibrium (unstable) state to a sta-
ble one is accompanied by a more complex structure and temporary stabilization. Each 
new version of a stable state is an irreversible transformation of personality, the force of 
transformation depends on the interaction of various factors, in particular on the rela-
tionship of the object with its environment. The dynamics of processes is derived not 
from individual elements, but from the entire structure as a whole (Ibid., P. 82). The 
levels of contextuality reflect the eventual (historical) nature of psychological phenom-
enology, the complementarity of determinant and probabilistic processes, sensitivity to 
fluctuations are revealed in interaction with reality. From our point of view, the pro-
posed scheme can become the basis for further methodological and methodical devel-
opments in the study of the processual nature of the individual.
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Conclusion

Studying of personality and forecasting human behaviour based on stable traits, 
based on his experience, as suggested by classical personality psychology, is a look 
into the past in an attempt to predict with what degree of probability a person will 
do the same next time.

The only criterion for understanding and predicting human behavior in such a 
paradigm is consistency (as internal consistency—coherence) of assessments of 
the current state of the system and previous events, stability (regularity) in mani-
festation of causal relationships. Focusing on the past, we rationally believe that a 
person will manifest himself in the same (and often the only possible) way in spe-
cific circumstances. Past behavior can be causally related to future behavior, but 
only indirectly, for example, due to the influence of social conditions. However, 
it does not explain the entire range of personal manifestations and changes, self-
determination and freedom of choice, cumulative effects (a situation of changes), 
non-adaptive and pre-adaptive forms of activity—that is, the entire spectrum of 
manifestations of the processual nature of personality, requiring the construction 
of a forecast based not on the past, but on the potential future.

Achievements in study of complex non-equilibrium self-organizing systems 
make it possible to provide a natural scientific basis for a new worldview, a new 
methodology for personality study, new approaches to studying it as an open, var-
iable and alternative space, and accelerate disintegration of classical stage-linear 
models (Sergiyenko et al., 2020).

The processual approach is focused on studying the personality potential as a 
resource for formation of new structures. It is not about changing the relationship 
between the subsystems of the personality structure, not about establishing a cor-
relation between them, but about the birth (emergence) of new elements, forms, 
functions and properties, about variability, alternativeness and diversity of new 
forms and states, about complication of the personality system on its transition to 
new levels of functioning. It is the processual nature of personality that focuses 
our attention on the potentially possible. In this connection, the concepts of “vari-
ability”, “internal time”, “possible” “future” become key notions, and the object 
of the research is not the existing, but the emerging. The emerging is a marker of 
a new version of the spatio-temporal organization of personality, a different being 
of personality. The designated conceptual range forms a new direction in modern 
research of personality—the psychology of changes, which serves as the basis for 
understanding and explaining the infinite variety of personal phenomenology.
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