
Some Thoughts about the Definition of Situation and Differences in Situations 

Jean-Luc Patry 

University of Salzburg 

 

Situation and situation differences are concepts that are used in many fields. However, good 

definitions of these concept have not yet been provided. A definition of a concept is good (1) 

if it comes close to the concept as people use it in everyday language and/or in scientific 

language and (2) if it permits to be integrated in scientific theory (appropriateness); the latter 

condition is met only (3) if it is coherent with the theory under investigation. Situation as a 

concept is often used in social science, but only rarely has it been defined precisely. A 

prototype for this is the discussion about situation specificity vs. consistency of the behavior 

(situation specificity: different behaviors by the same persons in different situations). The 

following issues of an appropriate definition of situation are discussed: 

 A generic definition (Pervin, 1978): „A situation is defined by who is involved, including 

the possibility that the individual is alone, where the action is taking place, and the nature 

of the action or activities occurring. The situation is defined by the organization of these 

various components so that it takes on a gestalt quality, and if one of the components 

changes we consider the situation to have changed.” (pp. 79f.; italics in the original) 

 When doing research referring to situations the problem of circularity might arise, as 

discussed by Thonhauser (2007): The theory to be tested and the theory used to define the 

situation interfere. A typical argumentation pattern is: A person behaves differently in 

situation 1 and in situation 2. Therefore these must be different situations. This would be a 

circular definition of situation which must be avoided. 

 Any definition of situation is based on a theory. To avoid circularity, in a given study the 

theory used to define the situation must be different but compatible with the theory (or the 

hypothesis) to be tested in the study. 

 Therefore one must be very careful with using situation taxonomies: The underlying theory 

must be known, and it must be checked whether this theory is (1) independent but (2) 

compatible with the theory under investigation. 

 Differences between situations are only meaningful if the protagonists (i.e. the persons who 

might behave differently in the different situations) can discriminate the situations; 

although one can conceive infinite numbers of situations, people are only able to 

discriminate a limited number of situations on a limited set of dimensions or parameters. 

 Situations can differ with respect to certain parameters while not differing with respect to 

others. 

 It is important to distinguish clearly situation specificity and stability. 

 Situations can be distinguished on different levels which one can call molar vs. molecular 

situations; on which level the situation is defined will depend on the theory or hypothesis to 

be tested. 

 There are several additional issues which will be addressed briefly. 

 

In conclusion, it turns out that the definitions of situation and situation differences are much 

more complex than usually assumed. This result will be used to account for some 

misunderstandings in the consistency debate. 
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