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  Situations are important in relation to behavior and personality (Lewin, 1946, 

1951; Ross & Nisbett, 1991; Zimbardo, 2007). However, historical studies of situations 

have suffered from disagreement about their structure. The Riverside Situational Q-sort 

(RSQ: Wagerman & Funder, 2009) was developed as a tool to comprehensively measure 

situation characteristics. Because the RSQ is still relatively new, the factor structure of 

the RSQ has yet to be examined. Identifying the factor structure of the RSQ is important 

in order to provide an interpretation of the dimensions of situations and to make the first 

step in creating a smaller measure of situation characteristics that takes less time for 

participants to complete.  Using a variety of factor extraction methods, 9 factors appeared 

consistently: Adversity, Social Negativity, Obligation, Cognitive/Intellectual, Mate 

Attraction, Sensuous, Positivity, and Competition.  This study provides in-depth insight 

into the characteristics of situations based on a quantitative measure from an adult 

sample. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Situations are important in relation to behavior and personality (Lewin, 1946, 

1951; Ross & Nisbett, 1991; Zimbardo, 2007). This oft repeated notion fills 

undergraduate social psychology textbooks, but is done with almost complete disregard 

for what a situation actually is.  If situations are important – as we are often told – and 

they exist – as we often presume – then it stands to reason that they can be both defined 

and, at least in principle, measured.  The dictionary defines situations as “all of the facts, 

conditions, and events that affect someone or something at a particular time and in a 

particular place” (situation: Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary, 2003). But social 

psychologists have not always agreed upon a definition of situation as it relates to 

psychological principals.  Several previous attempts to define situations have been two-

sided, describing situations in terms of two opposing aspects: psychological versus 

ecological (Barker, 1987) or biological (Kantor, 1926) environments, social versus 

physical situations (Endler, 1982), or perceived versus actual situations (Magnusson, 

1981).  Other researchers have defined situation on the level from which it is approached. 

For example, Yang, Read, and Miller (2009) distinguished the term situation, which is 

conceptualized at an intermediate level, from stimulus, conceptualized at the micro level, 

and environment, conceptualized at the macro level.  They further defined situations in 

terms of their affordance of human goals.  This means that because persons and behaviors 

can be understood in terms of goals, so too can situations in their relation to human goals 
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and the opportunities they provide for goal attainment. Block and Block (1981) 

introduced three different levels of situations: the physico-biological situation, which 

encompasses the raw sensory information available to an individual; the canonical 

situation, which represents the consensually accepted distinction of objects within the 

situation; and the functional situation, which embodies the aspects of the immediate 

situation as it is construed by the individual experiencing it. However, depending on the 

level of observation, the definition of a situation may vary dramatically. Saucier, Bel-

Bahar, and Fernandez (2007) emphasized that these three levels of classification are not 

necessarily distinct; in certain situations, one level may be more prominent than the 

others, but in other situations, the three levels may appear simultaneously in one 

situation.  Saucier and colleagues further classified situations in terms of their tendency 

for expression or suppression of personality attributes.  The results of their analyses 

demonstrated associations between layperson descriptions of situations and each of the 

three levels of situations. In another line of research, Rauthmann and colleagues (under 

review) have suggested three similar constructions: First, situation classes involve types 

or groups of situations, what kinds of situations exist (e.g., Price, 1974; Pervin, 1976). 

Second, situation cues are tangible features of the physical environment that can be 

objectively measured.  These features reflect the physico-biological (Block & Block, 

1981), environmental/physical (Saucier et al., 2007) levels discussed previously.  Cues 

include the who, what, and where of the situation. Third, situation characteristics are the 

psychologically meaningful features of situations – how an individual perceives a 
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situation. Characteristics reflect the functional (Block & Block, 1981) or subjective 

(Saucier et al., 2007) features of situations as discussed before.  

In addition to definitional incongruity, the study of situations has also suffered 

from disagreement about their structure, or how they can be systematically organized 

(Frederiksen, 1972; Funder, 2006; Hogan, 2009; Reis, 2009; Wagerman & Funder, 

2009). Such an affair has yielded years of non-programmatic and incongruent research 

regarding the nature of situations. A number of researchers have attempted to address this 

problem. Following Ten Berge and de Raad’s (1999) review of situational taxonomies, 

summaries of these seminal attempts to classify situations are detailed in the next section.  

History of Classifying the Structure of Situations 

 Some taxonomies define classes of situations as a function of behavior. For 

example Krause’s (1970) taxonomy originates from ecological psychology theory and 

includes seven classes of social situations: joint working, trading, fighting, sponsored 

teaching, serving, self-disclosure, and playing. These general classes of situations involve 

familiar functions and scripts for the participant.  When individuals find themselves in 

novel situations, they classify the new situation under one of these generic titles and 

behave according to their experience with that type of situation. These situations are only 

defined in terms of behavior, so they do not aid in exploring the psychological 

characteristics of the situation that may produce this behavior. In addition, Krause’s 

method of defining the classes was not empirically driven but fully theoretically based.  

 Price (1974) also used behavior as a classification criterion, but his method 

involved appropriateness of behavior as it is related to the situation. His method for 
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defining the classes of situations began with establishing the appropriateness of a number 

of behaviors for each situation, then examining the factor structure of both the situations 

and behaviors. For the first part of this method, 225 combinations of 15 situation and 15 

behavior pairings were presented to participants. The participants then rated the 

appropriateness of each behavior with each situation. The correlations of the mean ratings 

on the situations then resulted in a similarity matrix representing the similarity of the 

situations in terms of the appropriate behaviors. He then employed cluster analysis, which 

resulted in 4 clusters.  All of the clusters represented locations: Cluster A (park, sidewalk, 

and football game), Cluster B (Date, Family Dinner, Movies), Cluster C (Bar, Elevator, 

Job Interview), and Cluster D (Class, Church, Bus, Dorm Lounge, Own Room). The 

cluster analysis allowed for a test of similarity in situations based on appropriate behavior 

for each situation. However, the clusters merely represented locations, or descriptions of 

situation components, and they do not account for the many types of situations that can 

occur at any of these locations. In addition, the situations presented in the pairings were 

based on student experiences, so they may not be generalizable to situations encountered 

by a broader population.  

Frederiksen and colleagues (1972) categorized situations in terms of their 

tendency to elicit similar behaviors. They collected responses to tests in which subjects 

simulate behavior of executives in the workplace. In an attempt to create a taxonomy of 

paper-work problems in a workplace setting, they analyzed a three-dimensional data 

matrix including a report for each person on which behavior is elicited in response to 

particular situations. The data matrix was collapsed across persons to reveal average 
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behaviors and factor analyzed to determine clusters of situations with similar behaviors. 

The results of this approach are confined to features of executive classes situations, and, 

similar to Price (1974), may thus not be generalizable either.  

Magnusson (1971) took a cognitive approach in examining academic situations, 

which included an emphasis on the individual’s perception of the situation. He argued 

that situations could be thought of in the same way as objects, events, concepts, 

individuals, etc. – relate to each other in a cognitive space. His method involved 36 

situations that represent types of academic situations. Using a Likert scale, students rated 

the perceived similarity between every pairing of two situations. Five categories of 

situations emerged from his study: positive, negative, passive, social, and active 

situations. While these categories come close to forming a representation of situation 

characteristics, these situations were only applicable to an academic context, and this 

does not allow for generalizability either. In addition, as Ten Berge and de Raad (1999) 

pointed out, a classification of situations based on cognitive structures will vary along 

with the flexibility of the cognitive organization. This does not allow for a stable 

classification that could reliably categorize situations outside of an academic context.  

 Forgas (1976) classified social episodes (i.e. sequences of social interactions) as 

perceived by housewives and adult students as they had experienced them over the past 

24 hours, defining social episodes as separated on the basis of temporal, symbolic, and 

physical boundaries. Participants described each social interaction by providing two 

adjectives. These were organized by relatedness and grouped through the Q-sort method 

aggregated over participants. This revealed three dimensions of episodes for students, 
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composed of clusters relating to involvement, pleasantness, and know how to behave. The 

method also revealed two dimensions of episodes for housewives, composed of clusters 

relating to perceived intimacy, involvement, and friendliness of episodes; and subjective 

self-confidence or competence of the actors related to the regularity of the episodes. 

These classes reveal important aspects of social and interpersonal interactions, but these 

dimensions do not take into account non-social situations or populations outside of 

students and housewives.  

Pervin (1976) allowed individuals to complete a free-response description of 

situations in their lives and rate them on lists of traits, feelings, and behaviors. He then 

used factor analysis to determine groups of situations from their responses. However, his 

sample only included four participants, so it is far from representing a complete 

taxonomy of situations.  

Another promising empirical approach involved lexical analysis, which follows 

the assumption that every aspect of a particular situation that people use to discriminate 

between them is represented in the lexicon (Ten Berge & de Raad, 1999). Van Heck 

(1984) used this technique with words that could refer to situations. The words selected 

included anything that could be placed meaningfully into the phrase, “a ______ situation” 

or “being confronted with a _______ situation” and excluded anything relating to 

emotional or motivational states, personality, or cognitive processes. A Maximum 

Method Cluster Analysis revealed 10 factors of situations: interpersonal conflict, joint 

working, intimacy and interpersonal relations, recreation, traveling, rituals, sport, 

excesses, serving, and trading. While these clusters reveal much about the types of 
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situations that people encounter, they are only describing situation classes, and do not 

shed light on the psychologically important characteristics of every day situations. 

Edwards and Templeton (2005) proceeded similarly, using words that could be inserted 

into “That situation was ______” or “That was a _______ situation.”  This revealed four 

factors: positivity, negativity, productivity, and ease of negotiation. These analyses 

revealed a more comprehensive understanding of situation characteristics.  Though they 

suggested promise to provide a useful measurement tool for properties of situations, a 

tool such as this was never used in published research (Sherman, Nave, & Funder, 2010).  

  Another line of research (e.g. Moskowitz, 1994; Moskowitz & Desaulniers, 

1994; Moskowitz & Zuroff, 2005; Fournier, Moskowitz, & Zuroff, 2008; Leikas, 

Lonnqvist, & Vekasalo, 2012), has examined situations through the lens of the 

interpersonal circumplex (Wiggins, 1979, 1982). In this respect, situations may be either 

agentic, in which they have a press or affordance to elicit acts striving for mastery or 

power, or communal, in which they have a press or affordance to elicit acts striving for 

intimacy, union or solidarity. Agentic situations would elicit behaviors of dominance 

and/or submissiveness (e.g., boss and employee interactions in the workplace). 

Communal situations would elicit agreeable behaviors and infrequent quarrelsome 

behaviors (e.g., interactions within a family or group of friends). In these cases, the 

situation is being classified by the behavior of the interaction partner. But examining 

situations from this perspective does not account for situations involving solitary activity 

(Sherman et al., 2010). 
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This criticism could also be made for another approach to classifying situations 

(Kelly, Holmes, Kerr, Reis, Rusbult, van Lange, 2003) based on interdependence theory 

(Kelley & Thibaut, 1978), in which situations were examined in relation to their 

relevance on six dichotomous dimensions and then classified into 20 types of social 

situations. This falls in line with the perspective that most of the psychologically 

important situations are basically interpersonal (Reis, 2009). However, even though this 

approach has the potential to be used as a measurement tool, efforts have not been made 

to create and use such an instrument.  

 In summary, many attempts have been made to determine the structure of and to 

taxonomize situations. Although these attempts have been broad, clever, and interesting, 

they have not yielded a uniform definition or way of describing situations. While these 

studies have given us a broad range of information about different classes and 

components of situations, they have failed to provide current research with a 

comprehensive measure of the psychologically relevant characteristics of situations.   

The Riverside Situational Q-Sort  

In an effort to rectify this problem, The Riverside Situational Q-sort (RSQ: 

Wagerman & Funder, 2009) was developed as a tool to comprehensively measure 

situation characteristics. Modeled after the prominent California Adult Q-sort (CAQ), a 

personality measure developed by Block and colleagues (Block, 1978), the RSQ is 

designed to identify situation features that would be associated with the expression of 

personality. The current version of the RSQ (version 3.15) consists of 89 items intended 

to quantify the psychologically relevant features of situations at the characteristics level. 
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When using the Q-sort rating format, lay or expert raters assess a situation by sorting the 

89 situation characteristics (e.g. “Situation is potentially enjoyable,” “Situation is 

complex”) into a forced-choice, quasi-normal distribution of nine ratings, from Extremely 

Uncharacteristic to Extremely Characteristic. The result of such a rating is a complete set 

of subjective impressions formatted into an empirically useful group of categories with 

controlled descriptions. This provides opportunities for a holistic comparison of 

situations, which includes an evaluation of situations in relation to each other, and 

situations in relation to other theoretical templates (Guillaume, Funder, & Todd, 2013).  

The RSQ is growing in utility since its development, and it has been used in 

several studies relating to situation characteristics. It has been used in studies that 

demonstrate the connections between situations and behavior (Funder et al., 2012), link 

situational similarity with behavioral consistency (Sherman et al., 2010), show situational 

effects on personality-behavior congruence (Sherman, Nave, & Funder, 2012), and 

describe the influence of personality on situational perceptions or construal (Serfass & 

Sherman, 2013; Sherman, Nave, & Funder, 2013) 

Despite its apparent utility, because the RSQ is still relatively new, the factor 

structure of the RSQ has yet to be examined. Identifying the factor structure of the RSQ 

is important for two reasons. First, from a theoretical standpoint, determining a factor 

structure for the RSQ could provide an interpretation of the dimensions of situations, 

affording us a comprehensive taxonomy of the structure of situations as it relates to a 

given culture, group, time period, day, personality, behavior, etc.  However, previous 

studies using the RSQ have been limited to college student populations (e.g., Sherman et 
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al., 2010), rendering it difficult to identify a representative structure of situations 

measured using the RSQ. As discussed above, while many studies have attempted assess 

the factor structure, the answers are varied. Identifying the factor structure of the RSQ 

may be able to shed light on these differences. Secondly, from a practical standpoint, a 

full RSQ, consisting of 89 items, is rather time-consuming to complete. As the RSQ 

becomes more prevalent in situational research, there is a growing requisite to minimalize 

the time it takes to complete it. Performing the RSQ as a sort (as opposed to a rate) has 

the advantage of adequately organizing the items into a normal distribution, but this also 

increases the amount of time it takes to complete the measure. If a factor structure for the 

RSQ could be determined, it would be possible to shorten the RSQ to a smaller number 

of items that can reliably and adequately assess the major content of situations captured 

by the RSQ.  This is valuable to researchers interested in measuring multiple situations 

experienced by a single person in real time rather that retrospective accounts. Lastly, a 

shorter measure can reduce fatigue effects associated with using the 89-item RSQ.  With 

these goals in mind, the main purpose of this study was to examine the factor structure of 

the RSQ in an adult population sample.   
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II. METHOD 

Participants 

Because prior research using the RSQ has been limited to college student 

populations, this study employs Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) website to collect 

responses from an online adult sample. Mturk provides a large, demographically diverse 

subject pool and a quick, reliable, and effective process of participant recruitment and 

data collection (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011). A total of 500 adult (age > 18) 

participants were recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (www.mturk.com), with 

parameters set to include only IP addresses originating from the U.S.  Forty-eight 

participants who did not respond correctly to all of the validity check questions were 

excluded from the study.  This left a total of 452 participants (218 Female, 233 Male, 1 

Other; Age: M=34.58, SD=12.42). The ethnic breakdown of the sample was 77.7% 

Caucasian/White, 5.1% Asian, 3.8% Hispanic/Latino, 6.9% African-American/Black, and 

6.7% Other/No response.  

Measures 

 Riverside Situational Q-Set. The Riverside Situational Q-Set (RSQ v3.15; 

Sherman et al., 2010, 2013; Wagerman & Funder, 2009), as discussed previously, is an 

89-item measure designed to assess the psychologically relevant properties of situations. 

The items from the RSQ are based on the items from the California Adult Q-Set (Block, 

2008). Each of the 89 items were rated using a Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 
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(extremely uncharacteristic) to 9 (extremely characteristic). To ensure high quality data 

from this internet sample, the study also included “validity check” questions in each of 

our surveys. For example, “The following item is to test if the survey is functioning 

correctly. Please select number two for this response” and similar items were used to 

identify careless responding.   

Procedure 

Participants were asked to briefly describe, via typing, one situation that he or she 

had experienced the previous day (24 hours before). Specifically participants were asked: 

“1) What were you doing? 2) Where were you? and 3) Who was with you?”  Participants 

then completed the RSQ as it applied to the situation they described, rating the 

psychological properties of the situation using a 1 to 9 Likert-type scale. Participants 

were paid $0.50 for successful completion of the study.  

Analysis 

Several different factor-analytical procedures, varying in extraction and rotation 

methods were explored in R (R Development Core Team, 2013).  The “psych” package 

(Revelle, 2013) was used for cluster analysis and principal components analysis, and the 

ICLUST function within this package for a combination of cluster and factor analysis. 

The optimal number of factors to be retained was determined by very simple structure 

(Revelle & Rocklin, 1979), parallel analyses (Horn, 1965), minimum average partial 

(Velicer, 1976), and scree plots (Cattel, 1966). Using these methods, a “best” solution 

was sought by searching for dimensions that appeared most robust across the different 

factor extraction procedures. 
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III. RESULTS 

Several different criteria were used to determine the optimal number of factors to 

be retained for further analysis, including very simple structure and minimum average 

partial (Velicer, 1976), using the VSS and VSS.scree functions (Revelle & Rocklin, 

1979, Cattel, 1966), and parallel analyses, using the fa.parallel function (Horn, 1965). 

The number of factors suggested by these criteria ranged from 4 to 10: 8 (Very Simple 

Structure Complexity 1 and 2), 4 (scree-plot review), 8 to 10 (parallel analysis), or 8 

(Velicer’s MAP).  

Using the principal function in the ‘psych’ package, factor solutions ranging from 

1 to 10 components were extracted.
1
 These factor solutions were examined using the 

step-up approach (Rosenthal & Rosnow, 2008), in which each number of factor solutions 

is examined in order beginning with the first unrotated solution and continued until the 

solutions are no longer sensible. This approach was further enhanced by Goldberg’s 

Bass-Ackwards method (2006). This begins by calculating the relationship (via the 

coefficient of factor congruence) of one set of factor loadings in a given numbered 

solution with the set of factor loadings in the next highest numbered solution.  By 

tracking the relationship from one factor solution to the next, it is possible to visualize the 

breakdown and origin of new factors in each subsequent number of solutions.  Figure 1 

illustrates the step-up process with factor congruences. Factors that emerged most 

                                                        
1
 Solutions with both varimax and oblimin rotations were examined.  Similar component structures 

emerged from both of these.  For this reason, only the varimax rotated solution is reported.  
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frequently throughout this process were given the following labels: Adversity, Social, 

Obligation, Cognitive/Intellectual, Sensuous, Social Negativity, Deception, Mate 

Attraction, and Competition. Overall, these factors account for 55% of the variance. 

Table 1 summarizes the labeled components that emerged most frequently throughout 

solutions, and five items that continuously loaded high on each of these components.  

Further structures were further explored using the “pvclust” package (Suzuki & 

Shimodaira, 2006) for bootstrapped hierarchical agglomerative cluster analysis (Ward’s 

method with Euclidian distances).  The resulting cluster dendogram was analyzed and 

interpreted by 8 coders familiar with the RSQ to reach a consensus on the main factors.  

This resulted in anywhere from 18 to 25 lower order factors, which composed 10 higher 

level factors of Adversity, Deception, Competition, Social Negativity, Masculinity, 

Obligation, Mate Attraction, Intellectual/Cognitive, Femininity, Positivity.  These made 

up 4 higher level factors of Adversity, Obligation, Mate Attraction, and Social Positivity.  

Figure 2 displays the complete cluster dendogram.  

Clustering of items was further explored using the ICLUST function within the 

“psych” package (specifying quantities of 1 through 10 clusters).  Throughout these 

solutions, two items consistently ended up in single-item clusters, “Things are happening 

quickly” and “Situation is relevant to bodily health of P.”   In order to extract meaningful 

clusters with related items, cluster solutions without these two items were examined.  The 

9 cluster solution contained Social Negativity (29 items, eigenvalue 10.3), Mate 

Attraction (25 items, eigenvalue 7.6), Obligation (13 items, eigenvalue 5.6),  

Political/Ethical (3 items, eigenvalue 3.5), Complexity (2 items, eigenvalue 3.4) , 
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Sensuous (2 items, eigenvalue 2.9), Persuasion (2 items, eigenvalue 2.8), Positivity (6 

items, eigenvalue 2.8), Cognitive/Intellectual (3 items, eigenvalue 2.7), and Imagination 

(2 items, eigenvalue 1.7).  The Social Negativity cluster contained similar items as 

included in the Social Negativity, Deception, and Adversity factors of the principal 

components analysis.  The Mate Attraction cluster contained similar items as included in 

Mate Attraction and Social factors of the principal components analysis. Obligation, 

Sensuous, and Cognitive/Intellectual held similar items in both the principal components 

and ICLUST analyses.  Figure 3 depicts the ICLUST results of a 9-cluster solution
2
.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
2
 For a closer look at this diagram, email the author at ajone112@fau.edu. 
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IV. DISCUSSION 

 This study sought to examine the factor structure of a frequently used tool for 

situation assessment, the Riverside Situational Q-Set (Sherman, Nave & Funder, 2010, 

2013) in order to identify a coherent taxonomy of situation characteristics people 

experience throughout their lives.  This was completed as the first step in the goal of 

producing a shorter version of the RSQ based on the major dimensions it measures.  

Using several different factor analytic approaches, a number of factors continually 

emerged. Overall, there are 9 total factors that appear most consistently across the 

different approaches.  These factors portray a broad range of the dimensions of situation 

characteristics that individuals encounter throughout their lives. 

The first of these includes Adversity.  Situations high in Adversity involve stress, 

trauma, anxiety or frustration.  Characteristics of adverse situations, such as a goal being 

blocked, have the potential to create feelings of tension or annoyance. Examples of 

participants’ situation descriptions that score highly on this factor include the following: 

“I was at home browsing the internet for a new full-time job since I got laid-off,” “I was 

sitting in my car stuck in rush hour traffic,” “I was at work in the ER working in triage,” 

and “I was confronting an acquaintance who had said some negative things to me last 

week.”  Situations high in Adversity could be construed as very stressful and frustrating 

and would make some people tense and upset.   
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The second factor to emerge is Social Negativity. Situations high in Social 

Negativity involve someone being criticized, blamed, dominated, abused, or victimized.  

Situation descriptions that score highly on this include, “I was at home writing to a 

company that I have been working for who decided to suspend my account for no reason 

and not allow me to get the money I earned,” and “I was confronting an acquaintance 

who had said some negative things to me last week.”  These situations mostly involve 

other people, and someone is under some sort of real or perceived threat. The second 

situation also scores highly on adversity, which demonstrates that one situation can 

contain multiple core characteristics. The characteristics of the social negativity factor are 

not necessarily immediately obvious to an external observer.  Many of the situations that 

load highly on this are simply described as, “I was hanging out with friends,” or “I was at 

home … with family.” This demonstrates a very important aspect of the concept of 

situation characteristics – the psychological meaning of the situation as experienced by 

the individual, and this factor is one that exhibits the expression of these subjective 

characteristics.  

 The third factor is Obligation. In situations that score highly on Obligation, a job 

needs to be done, or the person in the situation is being counted on or asked for 

something.  Example situations from this factor include, “I was preparing dinner for my 

family,” “I was at work in my office alone, working on a project that is due on Friday,” 

and “I was babysitting my nephew at my house.”  These situations involve a sense of 

responsibility, in which the person in the situation is depended upon for something.  
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People in situations high in Obligation would be expected to behave in response to some 

duty or job that is presented to them.  

 The fourth factor is Cognitive/Intellectual. Situations high in 

Cognitive/Intellectual involve intellectual or cognitive stimuli, opportunities for aesthetic 

appreciation, and unusual ideas or points of view. Example situations that score high on 

this factor include, “I was painting,” “Me and my girlfriend were walking in our 

neighborhood,” and “I was at home alone reading a book.” These situations allow a free 

range of emotional expression and reflection on deeply personal issues.  They also afford 

opportunities for intellectual processes or conversation.   People in situations high in 

Cognitive/Intellectual would behave freely and comfortably.  If they are alone, they 

might discuss intellectual issues or topics related to lifestyle or politics.  They might 

demonstrate or enjoy artistic talents.   

 The fifth factor is Mate Attraction.  Situations high in this factor include the 

importance of making a good impression on someone, and someone may be trying to 

impress the person in the situation. The physical attractiveness of the person in the 

situation is relevant, and potential romantic partners may be present.  Example situations 

that score high on this factor include, “I was working out at the gym,” “I was having 

drinks with friends at the bar,” and “I was swimming in the ocean at the beach with my 

boyfriend.”  Situations that are high in mate attraction may involve mating scenarios, 

affording the opportunity to express masculinity or femininity.  People in situations high 

in Mate Attraction may construe stimuli sexually and behave in a way that demonstrates 

their value as a potential mate.   
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 The sixth factor is Pleasure.  Situations high in this factor are simple and clear-cut 

and involve sensuous stimuli or the potential for immediate gratification of desires. 

Example situations that score high on this factor include, “I was smoking a cigarette at a 

table at the university when a guy came up to me and offered to smoke weed,” “I had just 

woken up, the night was long and my baby woke up multiple times so i was very tired 

and groggy. i got out of bed and went into the bathroom to brush my teeth and wash my 

face. the water was cold and when I splashed my face to clean it the brisk sensation woke 

me instantly,” “I was getting ice cream at the ice cream parlor with my boyfriend,” and “I 

was jogging in the park on my own.”  People in situations high in Pleasure would be 

expected to feel relaxed and indulgent with the possibility of guilty pleasure.   

 The seventh factor is Deception. Situations high in Deception involve hidden 

motives and the possibility of deceiving someone. Example situations that score highly 

on Deception include, “I was smoking a cigarette at a table at the university when a guy 

came up to me and offered to smoke weed,” “Yesterday at this time I was selling items at 

a flea market,” and “I was playing the board game \Sorry\ with my children."  People in 

Deception situations may have issues trusting others or may be deceiving someone 

themselves.  People would be expected to bend their own moral boundaries in order to 

get ahead, and may feel hostile or skeptical toward others who they believe are doing the 

same.   

 The eighth factor is Positivity. Situations high in Positivity are enjoyable, playful, 

and humorous.  Example situations that score highly on Positivity include, “I was 

hanging out with my friends,” “I was laying on the couch in my living room, watching 
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my Simpson's Season 14 Blu-Ray disc on my TV. My dog was laying with me on my 

legs,” and “I was fishing on a boat with my wife and friend.” People in Positivity 

situations would regard their affective evaluation of the situation as positive.  They would 

be expected to behave in a playful or warm and compassionate manner and express their 

emotions freely.   

 The ninth factor is Competition. In situations high in Competition, things are 

happening quickly, a quick decision or quick action is called for, and the situation 

involves some sort of competition. Example situations that score highly on this factor 

include, “At this time last night I think I was watching the Lakers vs Nuggets game in my 

living room in my rocking chair,” “Before I fell asleep last night I was playing Call of 

Duty on my Playstation 3 alone,” and “I was alone, at a testing center to take a test to 

advance in my profession.” People in Competition situations may be required to act 

quickly, pay attention to minor details, and act assertively to accomplish a goal. In some 

instances, this competition may be enjoyable, but it can also arouse some stress or 

frustration.  Depending on the sort of analysis, some items in the Competition factor also 

appeared in either the Positivity or Adversity factors. 

 Many of the dimensions reflect factors that have emerged in previous studies 

involving situation characteristics. For example, the positivity, negativity, and 

productivity factors of Edwards and Templeton (2005) resemble the positivity, negativity, 

and obligation factors of this analysis.  The agency and communion dimensions 

commonly discussed in several studies involving the interpersonal circumplex (e.g., 

Moskowitz, 1994; Moskowitz & Desaulniers, 1994; Moskowitz & Zuroff, 2005; 
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Fournier, Moskowitz, & Zuroff, 2008; Leikas, Lonnqvist, & Vekasalo, 2012) resemble 

several of these factors as well.  The Social Negativity and Mate Attraction, Sensuous, 

and Positivity factors reflect the extremes of communion.  The Obligation, 

Cognitive/Intellectual, Deception, and Competition factors of this analysis reflect aspects 

of communion as well. The factors that emerged from this study suggest the possibility 

that additional factors exist beyond those emerging from these historical attempts to 

define a complete taxonomy of situations.    

Limitations 

 The largest concern of this study is its sample size of situations.  The sample size 

of participants is fairly large, but each participant only provided one situation. While the 

RSQ is thought to be a fairly comprehensive measure of situations, the size of the sample 

of situations cannot allow for a full account of the situations that people encounter 

throughout the day and it lacks complete representativeness of daily situations. A sample 

in which multiple situations are collected from each participant might lead to better 

generalizability of the results.  

In addition, while the analyses performed may have accomplished a detailed 

taxonomy of the RSQ from several different perspectives, there is still the possibility that 

the RSQ does not portray a complete account of situation characteristics.  In order to 

identify a fully comprehensive taxonomy of situations, the RSQ could be used in 

combination with other situation measures to ensure that every aspect of situations is 

accounted for.  
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Future Directions 

 This study shows promise of attaining a comprehensive taxonomy of situations. 

Once a taxonomy is identified, a shortened measure of the RSQ could be used in place of 

the current 89-item measure in order to save time and participant exhaustion. This would 

open the door to experience sampling studies, in which responses about situations could 

be attained in a quick and efficient manner.  

Conclusions 

 This study explored a possible taxonomy of situations, based on the Riverside 

Situational Q-Set. Compared to other studies of the same purpose (Krause, 1970; 

Magnusson, 1971; Frederiksen et al., 1972; Price, 1974; Forgas, 1976; Pervin, 1976; Van 

Heck, 1984; Edwards & Templeton, 2005), it has given further and more in-depth insight 

into the characteristics of situations based on a quantitative measure from an adult 

sample. It reveals nine different factors, which are substantially more descriptive of the 

dimensions of situation characteristics that have been explored in previous studies.  

While the representativeness of situations that occur throughout people’s daily lives has 

not been completely reached through this study, it certainly provides a large first step in 

determining a comprehensive taxonomy of situation characteristics.  
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Table 1: Frequently occurring factors from principal components analysis and their 

highest loading items 

Broad 

Characteristic 
Identifying Items 

Adversity 

RSQ066 Situation is potentially anxiety-inducing. 

RSQ048 Situation entails or could entail stress or trauma. 

RSQ030 Situation entails frustration. (e.g., a goal is blocked) 

RSQ033 Situation would make some people tense and upset. 

RSQ034 Situation includes one or more small annoyances. 
 

Social  

RSQ051 
Close personal relationships are present or have the 

potential to develop. 

RSQ056 Social interaction is possible. 

RSQ022 A reassuring other person is present. 

RSQ063 
Others present a wide range of interpersonal cues. 

(e.g., body language, tone of voice, social signals) 

RSQ008 Talking is expected or demanded. 
 

Obligation 

RSQ006 P is counted on to do something. 

RSQ003 A job needs to be done. 

RSQ009 P is being asked for something. 

RSQ025 Rational thinking is called for. 

RSQ067 
Situation makes demands on P. (either explicitly or 

implicitly) 
 

Intellectual/Co

gnitive 

RSQ019 
Introspection is possible. (e.g., the atmosphere allows or 

encourages reflection upon deeply personal issues) 

RSQ053 
Situation includes intellectual or cognitive stimuli. (e.g., 

books, lectures, intellectual conversation) 

RSQ046 Situation allows a free range of emotional expression. 

RSQ012 Situation evokes values concerning lifestyles or politics. 

RSQ041 
Affords an opportunity to express unusual ideas or 

points of view. 
 

Deception 

RSQ038 
Someone else in this situation (other than P) might be 

deceitful. 

RSQ037 It is possible for P to deceive someone. 

RSQ047 
Others present might have conflicting or hidden 

motives. 

RSQ044 
Situation raises moral or ethical issues. (e.g., a moral 

dilemma is present; a discussion of morality) 

RSQ040 People are disagreeing about something. 
 

Social 

Negativity 

RSQ016 P is being criticized, directly or indirectly. 

RSQ023 P is being blamed for something. 

RSQ017 Someone is attempting to dominate or boss P. 
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RSQ015 Another person (present or discussed) is under threat. 

RSQ072 P is being abused or victimized. 
 

Mate 

Attraction 

RSQ080 Affords an opportunity to express masculinity. 

RSQ031 Physical attractiveness of P is relevant. 

RSQ074 Potential romantic partners for P are present. 

RSQ075 Situation has potential to arouse competing motivations. 

RSQ070 
Situation includes stimuli that could be construed 

sexually. 
 

Competition 

RSQ020 
Things are happening quickly. (Low placement implies 

things are happening slowly.) 

RSQ027 Situation involves competition. 

RSQ018 Situation is playful. 

RSQ045 A quick decision or quick action is called for. 

RSQ001 Situation is potentially enjoyable. 
 

Sensuous/ 

Pleasure 

RSQ049 Affords an opportunity to ruminate, daydream or fantasize. 

RSQ076 Situation is basically simple and clear-cut. 

RSQ059 
Situation includes sensuous stimuli. (e.g., touch, taste, 

smell, physical contact) 

RSQ055 
Situation includes potential for immediate gratification of 

desires. (e.g., food, shopping, sexual opportunities) 

RSQ060 
Situation is relevant to bodily health of P. (e.g., possibility 

of illness; a medical visit) 
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Figure 1: Step-Up Diagram  
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Figure 2: Cluster Dendogram 

 

 

 

 

StressTrauma
Anxiety

Frustration
TenseUpset
SelfRestraint

Complex
Uncertain

DemandShift
GuiltInP

P.Inadequate
P.Deceive

O.Deceitful
O.Unhappy

MoralEthical
Undermined

O.HiddenMotives
Hostility

Disagree
ImpressP

ConvinceP
Competition

CompetingMot
Power

EmotThreat
O.UnderThreat

PhysThreat
P.Blamed

P.criticized
DominateP
P.Conform

P.AbusedVic
IndQuestioned

BodilyHealth
RomanticPart

Masculinity
PhysAttractP

Sexual
JobNeedsDone

P.CountedOn
MinorDetails

RationalThink
P.GoodImpress

P.ControlResource
P.Liked

P.FocusAttention
LifestylePolitic

SelfInsight
Ambition
P.Asked

O.NeedsHelp
O.CountedOn

Cooperation
Assertiveness

Annoyances
DemandsOnP

Quickly
Decision

QuickDecision
GratOfdesires
SensuousStim

OppSex
ReassuringOther

CloseRelat
TalkingExpect

SocInteract
Unusualideas

VerbalFluency
Intellectual

IntellCognitive
P.Complimented

Femininity
Charm

SocialCompar
O.NeedReassur

O.ReqAdvice
SocialRoles

Interpersonal
BehLimits

Simple
Enjoyable

TalkingPermit
Introspection

Daydream
Aesthetic

EmotArousing
Playful

Humorous
WarmthCompassion

EmotExpress

0 100 300 500

H
ie

ra
rc

h
ic

a
l C

lu
s

te
rin

g
 D

e
n

d
o

g
ra

m

C
lu

ste
r m

e
th

o
d

: w
a

rd

D
ista

n
ce

:  e
u

clid
e

a
n



   

 27 
 ICLUST
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Figure 3: ICLUST analysis  
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