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If you want to know what Waldo is like, why 20041, the effectiveness of introspection 
not just ask him? Such is the commonsense (Wilson, 2002), the degree of automaticity 
logic behind the self-report method of person- (Mills & Hogan, 1978; Paulhus & Levitt, 
ality assessment. It remains the field's most 1986), and the meaning of nonresponding 
commonly used mode of assessment-by far (Tourangeau, 2004). 
(see Robins, Tracy, & Sherman, Chapter 37, The goal of this chapter is more limited: to 
this volume). Despite its popularity and dem- provide a brief guide to nonexpert researchers 
onstrated utility, the self-report method has interested in using the self-report method to as- 
been a frequent target of criticism from sess personality. We begin by delineating three 
the early days of psychological assessment categories of self-reports. We then review the 
(Allport, 1927) right up to the present advantages and the disadvantages of the self- 
(Dunning, Heath, & Suls, 2005). report method. Next, we examine the conver- 

The psychological processes underlying an gence of self-reports with other methods of 
act of self-reporting are now understood to assessing personality. Finally, we provide a 
be exceedingly complex (e.g., Hogan & practical guide to choosing a self-report instru- 
Nicholson, 1988; Johnson, 2004; Schwarz, ment. 
1999; Tourangeau, Rips, & Rasinksi, 2001). 
Examination of these processes requires bur- 
rowing deep into the affective and cognitive 'I).pes of Self-Reports 
substrates of personality. Among the challeng- 
ing issues are the role of motives in self- Variants of the self-report method are numer- 
perception (Robins & John, 1997), the ap- ous and could be organized in a number of 
plicability of performative models (Johnson, ways. We restrict ourselves to cases in which re- 
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spondents are aware that they are reporting on 
their personalities. Thereby ruled out are such 
methods as projective tests, handwriting analy- 
sis, conditional reasoning, and nonverbal cod- 
ing techniques. As a result, we are left with 
three broad categories. 

Direct Self-Ratings 

In the simplest form of the self-report method, 
people are asked to report directly on their own 
personalities. In the case of a global self-ratzng, 
the respondent is furnished with a face-valid la- 
bel of the construct and asked to give a sum- 
mary self-appraisal. For some constructs, a sin- 
gle global rating can be surprisingly valid 
(Burisch, 1983). A recent example is the Single- 
Item Self-Esteem Scale (Robins, Hendin, & 
Trzeszniewski, 2001). Other successful exam- 
ples are the Flve-Item Personality Inventory 
(FIPI) (Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann, 2003) 
and the Single-Item Measures of Personality 
(SIMP)(Woods & Hampson, 2005), which cap- 

1 ture each of the Big Five factors with a single 
b item. 

The authors of these single-item measures 
took pains to ensure that the item supplied a 
clear description of the attribute being assessed. 
In short, they sought high face validity. Of 
course, the validity of a clear item depends on the 
respondent's willingness and ability to provide 
that information (see below). The point here is 
that earnest attempts to disclose one's personal- 
ity are facilitated by a clear question. 

As a general rule, however, single-item as- 
sessment is not recommended because its reli- 
ability is usually lower than that of multi-item 
composites.' The availability of multiple items 
also makes it easier to control for certain re- 
sponse styles such as acquiescence and extrem- 
ity (see below). Because a variety of items are 
administered to assess each construct, it may be 
less obvious what the test is designed to assess. 
Nonetheless, respondents usually try to make 
sense of the test and their interpretation gets 
more confident as more items are presented 
(Knowles & Condon, 1999). To help clarify the 
construct to the respondent, items can be 
grouped and labeled (Goldberg, 1992). 

Some constructs (e.g., openness to experi- 
ence, ego-resiliency) are too complex to be di- 
rectly rated and, even with multiple items, may 
never crystallize in the mind of the respondent. 
Nonetheless, the aggregation of items may 
yield a scientifically meaningful score. 

To summarize, the key features in the direct- 
rating approach-especially the global self- 
rating-are clarity and simplicity. In many 
cases, a direct request for personality informa- 
tion will yield the most valid assessment. 

Indirect Self-Reports 

Like direct self-ratings, indirect self-reports 
pose questions about the respondent's person- 
ality. The primary difference is that indirect 
self-reports usually obscure the construct being 
measured: Respondents may even be intention- 
ally misled about the purpose of the test.2 For 
example, the Narcissistic Personality Inventory 
(NPI; Raskin & Hall, 1981) asks respondents 
about their competence, their leadership abil- 
ity, their storytelling ability, and their physical 
attractiveness. In truth, the NPI is not actually 
targeting any of those traits. Instead, a respon- 
dent accumulates a high narcissism score by re- 
peatedly choosing the grandiose option across 
that whole range of superlative qualities. 

Note that a corresponding self-rating mea- 
sure of narcissism would simply ask for degree 
of agreement with the item "I am narcissistic." 
Because narcissists are defensive and deluded, 
however. a direct measure would be vointless. 
Thus, the choice of the indirect approach was 
theoretically driven. 

A similar logic applies to several measures 
of socially desirable responding (e.g., the 
Marlowe-Crowne scale or the Balanced Inven- 
tory of Desirable Responding). For example, 
one item on the latter instrument reads "My 
first impressions about people are always 
right" (Paulhus, 1991). Yet the test aims to 
measure not interpersonal perspicuity, but the 
tendency to ascribe desirable (yet highly un- 
likely) qualities to oneself. Rather than the spe- 
cific content, a respondent's score is based on 
the total number of desirable but unlikely qual- 
ities claimed. Indirect avvroaches have also 

1 1  

been tried in the measurement of defense mech- 
anisms via self-report (but see Davidson & 
MacGregor, 1998). 

Another type of indirect test involves the use 
of subtle items. Here, the purpose of the item is 
obscure. The 49-item version of the MMPI Al- 
coholism Scale, for example, is composed en- 
tirely of subtle items (e.g., "I have had periods 
when I carried out activities without knowing 
later what I had been doing" and "My hardest 
battles are with myself"). They do not directly 
mention, but are predictive of an alcoholic pre- 



226 ASSESSING PERSONALITY AT DIFFERENT LEVELS OF ANALYSIS 

disposition. The subtle approach has been sub- 
jected to substantial research, most of it indi- 
cating that subtle items are actually less valid 
than more obvious items (e.g., Holden, Fekken, 
& Jackson, 1985; Osberg, 1999). 

In sum, indirect tests are designed to mini- 
mize face validity: The assessment of personal- 
ity is based on the researcher's interpretation of 
the answers, not on the content of the respon- 
dent's intended message. The major advantage 
claimed for such measures is resistance to fak- 
ing: If the respondent has no idea what the ad- 
ministrator is assessing, then faking is pre- 
cluded. 

Nonetheless, respondents do make infer- 
ences about what is being assessed. With an in- 
direct test, however, the respondent's interpre- 
tation is likely to differ from the researcher's. 
Moreover, different respondents tend to make 
different inferences. For example, high scorers 
on anxiety scales assume that the test measures 
emotional honesty, whereas low scorers assume 
that it measures mental illness. High scorers on 
integrity tests assume that the assessor will hire 
people who admit no past misbehavior; low 
scorers take a more cynical stance in assum- 
ing that the assessor will take admissions 
of misbehavior as an indicator of honesty 
(Cunningham, Wong, & Barbee, 1994). The 
fact that such instruments show predictive va- 
lidity may result from the finding that the dif- 
ferential interpretation is diagnostic by itself. 

Note that the distinction between direct and 
indirect self-reports involves a continuum, 
rather than a strict dichotomy. Many measures 
are neither completely direct nor completely in- 
direct. On most Big Five inventories, for exam- 
ple, the items are mixed up or rotated and, ac- 
cordingly, only partly transparent. With 
enough repetition in the items, the respondent 
may eventually see the pattern. 

Open-Ended Self-Descriptions 

In this third general category, self-reports are 
derived from participants' free descriptions of 
their own personalities. Unlike structured mea- 
sures (such as those described above), this 

Test (TST; Kuhn & McPartland, 1954) asks re- 
spondents to complete 20 sentences, each 
beginning with the phrase "I am." 

For such self-descriptions to be quantified, 
they must be content coded. A svstematic 
coding system must be developed and its 
meaningfulness confirmed by establishing good 
interrater reliabilities (see Woike, Chapter 17, 
this volume, for an example). Although the 
codings involve some degree of subjectivity, 
high reliabilities can often be established. For 
example, narcissism might be assessed by cod- 
ing for ( I )  self-focus on positive as opposed to 
negative qualities and (2) implicit derogation of 
others. Note that the coding process is often 
protracted and labor-intensive, and there is no 
guarantee that a reliable and valid coding 
scheme can ever be developed. 

Obiective elements can also be coded from 
free descriptions. For example, narcissism 
might be measured by the sheer volume of 
self-description or the proportion of pro- 
nouns that are in the first person singular ( I  
or me). Trait-relevant words can be indexed 
using the computer program Linguistic In- 
quiry and Word Count (LIWC) developed by 
Pennebaker, Francis, and Booth (2001). Note 
that some subjectivity is involved in mapping 
language use onto traits: The researcher must 
rationally designate which categories of 
words are indicators of which traits (see 
Vazire, Gosling, Dickey, & Schapiro, Chapter 
1 1, this volume). 

In sum, all three categories involve self- 
reports in the sense that respondents are aware 
that they are being asked about their personali- 
ties. Although the methods vary with respect to 
the assumption that respondents are capable of 
reporting their own personalities, and with re- 
spect to the amount of structure provided, they 
all share the assumption that self-reports can 
tell us a great deal about personality. Except 
where otherwise indicated, the issues discussed 
in the rest of this chapter apply to all three 
types of self-reports. 

open-ended form of self-report allows respon- 
dents to use anv constructs thev wish in de- Advantages of Self-Reports 

scribing The researcher re- The best criterion for a target's personality is his 
quest a focus on certain trait domains, or be as or her self-rating. , . , Otherwise, the whole 
loose as possible with an instruction such as enterprise of personality assessment seriously needs 
"Describe your personality in the space pro- to  rethink itself. 
vided." For example, the Twenty Statements -Reviewer A 
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1 Like Reviewer A, many researchers take for 
granted that self-reports are the ultimate mea- 
sure of personality. Although alternative meth- 
ods have an equally long history, self-reports 

; remain the most popular choice. Their popu- 
larity appears to be based on a number of per- 
suasive advantages: These include easy inter- 
pretability, richness of information, motivation 
to report, causal force, and sheer practicality. A 
substantial body of research supports all of 
these claims (Lucas & Baird, 2006; Swann, 
Chang-Schneider, & McClarty, in press). 

Interpretability. Self-reports are communi- 
cated in the language common to the assessor 
and the respondent. Although there may be 
some variation within a culture. the assessor's 
request to a literate adult for a rating of, say, 
anxiety, can reasonably be assumed to be un- 
derstood. This feature is one shared with infor- 
mant reports. But compare that verbal equiva- 
lence to the case of behavioral measures such as 
galvanic skin response, heart rate, and blood 
pressure. Such behavioral measures are always 
subject to multiple interpretations (Wiggins, 
1973). Life data, although often objectively 
scored, entail even more ambiguity. Variables 
such as socioeconomic status. educational 
level, and longevity are most certainly multiply 
determined and impossible to equate with a 
single psychological construct (Loevinger, 
1957). 

Information Richness 

The notion that people are the best-qualified 
witnesses to their own personalities is sup- 
ported by the indisputable fact that no one else 
has access to more information. First, the self 
has an the opportunity to observe a wide range 
of behaviors covering a wide swath of time. 
These include behaviors that are typically per- 
formed in private-for example, masturbation, 
academic cheating, napping, and singing in the 
shower. In short, people have access to a great 
quantity and breadth of information. Second, 
the self has access to intrapsychic informa- 
tion-thoughts, feelings, and sensations that 
are unavailable to others (Robins, Norem, & 
Cheek, 1999). In this sense, people possess a 
better quality of information about themselves. 
For example, an observer witnessing the theft 
of a candy bar has no access to the underlying 
motivation: The thief may have been motivated 
by thrill seeking, hunger, or the desire to make 
a political statement against corporations. In 

general. the self is better able to contextualize 
u 

when reporting on personality-relevant infor- 
mation and, therefore, better able to provide a 
valid report. 

Even when the same information is available 
to self and others, people are more likely to 
remember information that is self-relevant 
(Rogers, Kuiper, & Kirker, 1977). It is not sur- 
prising, then, that people's self-schemas are es- 
pecially well developed. Although not necessar- 
ily improving the accuracy of self-perceptions, 
a well-developed schema certainly quickens the 
speed of trait-relevant information retrieval 
(Fekken & Holden, 1992). 

Motivation to Report 

Another advantage of the self-report method is 
that no one is more fascinated by the target of 
assessment than is the assessor. Up to a point, 
then, people are usually pleased to talk about 
themselves. Of course, the motivation to reflect 
on the self varies across individuals (Trapnell 
& Campbell, 1999). 

Self-preoccupation may also lead people to 
answer more diligently when completing self- 
reports. Whereas ratings of others may be done 
carelessly or superficially, people tend to put in 
more time and effort when reporting on their 
own ~ersonalities. Greater vahditv should en- 
sue. This argument applies all the more when 
respondents are completing questionnaires in 
order to get private feedback on their personal- 
ities. 

Causal Force 

Another advantage of the self-report method is 
that it engages the respondent's identity (Ho- 
gan & Smither, 2001). Accurate or not, self- 
perceptions have a strong influence on how 
people interact with the world. They affect 
behavior (Ickes, Snyder, & Garcia, 1997), self- 
presentation to others (Vazire & Gosling, 
2004), and expectations about how one will be 
seen by others. 

Although not synonymous with personality, 
identity is unquestionably a central aspect of 
personality (McAdams, 2000). A person's iden- 
tity reflects the phenomenological experience 
of his or her personality: "What it feels like to 
be me." If someone thinks of him- or herself as 
neurotic, whether or not the objective evidence 
supports the person's self-view, that perception 
constitutes one aspect of his or her personality. 
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Although identifying oneself as shy may not be 
equivalent to being genetically shy, it does in- 
fluence one's behavior (Cheek & Watson, 
1989). In some cases, simply being asked to 
characterize oneself can influence one's future 
behavior (Greenwald, Carnot, Beach, & 
Young, 1987). In sum, the causal force of self- 
perceptions make them important to personal- 
ity assessment in a rather different fashion 
from other indicators-reputation, for exam- 
ple (Hogan & Smither, 2001). 

Practicality 

Finally, a singular advantage of self-reports is 
their extraordinary practicality. They are both 
efficient and inexpensive. They require only the 
cooperation of the target person; in contrast, 
the collection of informant ratings, behavior 
assessment, or life data all require the involve- 
ment of less available parties. Self-reports are 
efficient because they can be administered in 
mass testing sessions (as opposed to one-on- 
one interviews, for example). Hundreds of 
variables can easily be collected in one sitting. 

Self-reports also tend to be the least expen- 
sive data source. Although researchers may 
need to provide compensation for more 
effortful, intensive methods (e.g., diary stud- 
ies), questionnaire administrations seldom re- 
quire more incentive than the opportunity to 
express oneself. When an incentive is needed, 
provision of personality feedback will often 
suffice; for students, extra course credit will do. 
Indeed, self-reporters often volunteer and will 
sometimes pay to be assessed. Expenses for 
study materials seldom go beyond those for 
photocopying, and even these may be elimi- 
nated if the items are administered via the 
Internet. Data entry costs can be minimized by 
collecting responses on machine-scorable 
sheets. 

In the case of some constructs. self-report is 
the only appropriate method (dzer &-~e ise ,  
1994). For example, researchers interested in 
self-efficacy, a construct that is by nature a self- 
perception, must obtain self-reports. Self- 
esteem researchers often argue that methods - 
other than self-report are simply inadequate 
(Robins et al., 2001). Other personality-related 
concepts best measured via self-report include 
well-being (Diener, Sandvik, Pavot, & 
Gallagher, 1991), values (Trapnell, 2006), per- 
sonal projects (Little, 1998), and life goals 
(Roberts, O'Donnell, & Robins, 2004). 

Beyond their virtues, self-reports are often a 
necessity: They may be the only available 
method. Survey research, for example, is en- 
tirely self-reported (Tourangeau, 2004). 
Internet studies of personality rely on self- 
reports: Responses are completed anony- 
mously and, therefore, are not easily linked to 
other corroborative measures such as behavior 
or informant reports (Gosling, Vazire, 
Srivastava, & John, 2004). 

Disadvantages of Self-Reports 

Self-reports suffer from many of the same mea- 
surement artifacts as other assessment meth- 
ods. These include anchoring effects, primacy 
and recency effects, time pressure, and consis- 
tency motivation. Such issues are beyond the 
scope of this chapter; instead, we focus on sev- 
eral problems that are unique to the self-report 
method. 

An overarching issue is the credibility of self- 
reports. Why should we trust what people say 
about themselves? Clearly, accuracy is not the 
only motive shaping self-perceptions (Sedikides 
& Strube, 1995). Among the other pow- 
erful motives are consistency seeking, self- 
enhancement, and self-presentation (Robins 
and John, 1997; Swann et al., in press). Even 
when respondents are doing their best to be 
forthright and insightful, their self-reports are 
subject to various sources of inaccuracy. Of 
special interest, as discussed below, are limita- 
tions such as self-deception and memory. 

Self-reports in the context of face-to-face in- 
terviews raise a host of other problems such as 
effects of self-consciousness, rapport, transfer- 
ence, and modeling. Unique issues are raised by 
computerized testing (Butcher, 2003) and 
Internet surveys (Gosling et al., 2004). Such is- 
sues go beyond the scope of our review, and we 
restrict our discussion to self-reports in the 
form of pencil-and-paper questionnaires. 

Classic Response Sets and Styles 

Some people show a tendency to respond to 
questions in a manner that, although system- 
atic, interferes with the validity of the response 
(for a review, see Paulhus, 1991). Well-known 
examples are socially desirable responding 
(SDR), acquiescent responding (AR), and ex- 
treme responding (ER). When specific to the 
situation, these tendencies are termed response 
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sets; when consistent across time and assess- 
ment context, they are termed response styles. 

Self-presentation 

We use the term self-presentation to subsume 
all self-report propensities of an evaluative na- 
ture. It includes self-aware forms-im~ression 
management-as well as unconscious forms- - 
self-deception. Impression management in- 
cludes such variants as exaggeration, faking, 
and lying, whereas self-deception includes vari- 
ants such as self-favoring bias. self- - 
enhancement. defensiveness, and denial. Self- 
presentation can be negative, as in malingering 
(Morey & Lanier, 1998), but the more com- 
mon concern in personality research has been 
with positive biases such as SDR (Paulhus, 
2002). 

A temporary SDR set can be induced when a 
situational press compels the individual to give 
an overly positive self-description. For exam- 
ple, a job applicant may have such motivation 
to land a specific job that she exaggerates her 
credentials only on that one assessment. More 
or less random events (e.g., a recent job loss 
due to downsizing) can create a press for self- 
presentation that is independent of personality 
and ability and is, perforce, unpredictable. This 
response set should pervade all the variables in 
the specific assessment context but should not 
generalize to other contexts. 

When stable across time and different ques- 
tionnaires, this trait-like form of SDR is consid- 
ered to be a response style (Edwards, 1957). In- 
struments are available to capture several 
variants of this concept (e.g., impression man- 
agement, self-deceptive enhancement, self- 
deceptive denial, malingering) . Eight popular 
instruments were reviewed in detail by Paulhus 
(1991). 

Originally, response styles were assumed to 
be limited to the questionnaire context. The 
consistency of styles across time and settings, 
however, implicates underlying personality 
traits (see below). Nonetheless, unless other- 
wise noted, our subsequent discussion and rec- 
ommendations apply to SDR sets as well as 
styles. 

The nature of concern about SDR differs 
somewhat between survey and personality re- 
searchers. Survey researchers would worry 
about an overall bias even if all respondents en- 
gaged in SD to the same degree. In personality 
research, however, the primary concern is that 

respondents may differ in their tendency to en- 
gage in SDR because it creates a confounding 
between SDR and ~e r sona l i t~  content scales. 

CONTROL OF SD EFFECTS 

The litany of methods aimed at controlling SD 
contamination can be organized into three cat- 
egories: (1) rational techniques, (2) demand re- 
duction, and (3)  covariate techniques. They 
correspond to methods applied during test con- 
struction, during test administration, and dur- 
ing data analysis, respectively. 

Rational techniques prevent the respondent 
from answering in an unduly desirable fashion. 
For example, the test constructor can restrict 
item choice to those neutral in social desirabil- 
ity. Forced-choice items can be equated for so- 
cial desirability. Demand reduction includes 
maximizing anonymity and confidentiality. If 
feedback is to be provided, respondents can be 
reminded that the feedback will be useful only 
if responses are honest. Of course, all such in- 
structions must be provided before the test 
administration in order for them to reduce 
demand for socially desirable responses. 
Covariate techniques involve the administra- 
tion of an SDR scale along with the content 
measure of interest. Scores on SDR are then 
partialed out of the content measure in an at- 
tempt to create a purified measure of content. 
We do not recommend the use of covariate 
techniques because they typically remove valid 
variance and, if anything, reduce the validity of 
the content measure (Ones, Viswesvaran, & 
Reiss, 1996). We do recommend that assessors 
use rational methods and demand reduction. 

Note that concern over SDR may be unwar- 
ranted in many research contexts. In research 
on student or volunteer samples, there is little 
reason to be concerned about contamination 
from this response bias (Piedmont, McCrae, 
Riemannn, & Angleitner, 2000). SDR observed 
under such low-demand conditions is likely to 
reflect substantive variance, that is, traits with 
desirability implications. 

STYLES AS TRAITS 

Because consistent styles are likely to have their 
own cognitive or motivational roots, they can 
be studied as personality traits in their own 
right. As such, their manifestations are likely to 
go well beyond test-taking behaviors. The clas- 
sic example is the Marlowe-Crowne scale. Ori- 
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ginally designed to measure socially desirable 
responding, the scale came to be interpreted in 
terms of need for approval (Crowne & 
Marlowe, 1964). 

To further complicate the issue, repeated bi- 
ases can eventually become honest self-reports: 
With enough repetition (Paulhus, 1993) or re- 
inforcement (Jones, Davis, & Gergen, 1961), a 
self-presentation can be incorporated into the 
respondent's true self-image (Johnson & Ho- 
gan, 1981). 

Acquiescent Responding (AR) 

The label acquiescent is used for respondents 
who tend to agree with statements without re- 
gard to their content. Those with the opposite 
tendency, indiscriminant disagreement, are 
called reactant. Such tendencies are rarely ab- 
solute: Usually everyone agrees with some 
statements and disagrees with others. On di- 
chotomous response formats (e.g., Yes-No, 
True-False, Agree-Disagree), the phenomenon 
is evident if respondents show dramatically 
high or low proportions of "Yes" answers 
across a wide range of items Another way of di- 
agnosing either extreme is to index the ten- 
dency to agree with an affirmation and its ex- 
act negation (e.g., "happy" and "not happy"). 

The traditional concern is that acquiescence 
can be viewed as an individual difference vari- 
able in its own right-a personality trait with 
conceptual links to conformity and impulsive- 
ness (see, e.g., Couch & Kenniston, 1960). If 
so, a problem arises when a self-report instru- 
ment measures acquiescence along with (or in- 
stead of) the construct it was designed to mea- 
sure. For example, on most anxiety scales, the 
majority of items ask respondents to indicate 
which anxiety-related symptoms they have ex- 
perienced. The respondent who agrees with all 
the symptoms may indeed be a very anxious 
person-or merely a yea-sayer. For this reason, 
some researchers have worried that acquies- 
cence might be a serious confound in self- 
reports (Schuman & Presser, 1981). Other re- 
searchers have concluded that acquiescence 
effects are insignificant (Rorer, 1965). 

In one sense, acquiescence is more problem- 
atic in attitude and survey research than in per- 
sonality assessment (Krosnick, 1999). In survey 
research, the overall percentage agreement 
with an item (e.g., I favor capital punishment) 
is more critical than in personality items (e.g., I 

am friendly). where individual differences are , ., 
the issue. Moreover, in many personality inven- 
tories, the items are simply trait adjectives, 
thereby simplifying the control of acquies- 
cence. In sharp contrast, Schuman and Presser 
(1981) have shown that the comvlex state- 
ments required in much survey research are 
highly susceptible to acquiescence in agree- 
disagree, interrogative, or true-false formats. 

Instead, the major problem for personality 
research is that acquiescence exaggerates the 
correlations among same-valenced items and - 
decreases the correlations among opposite- 
valenced items. Moreover, acquiescence in one 
personality domain correlates with acquies- 
cence in other personality domains (Knowles & 
Nathan, 1997). Consequently, correlations be- 
tween scales with items keyed in the same direc- 
tion may be inflated and, conversely, two scales 
may appear orthogonal because their items are 
scored in opposite directions (McCrae, Herbst, 
& Costa, 2001; Paulhus, 1984). 

A recent example of the substantive import 
of acquiescence is the debate about the bipolar- 
ity of affect. Carroll, Yik, Russell, and Barrett 
(1999) argued that AR artifactually reduces the 
correlation between positive and negative af- 
fect. A complex structural model was required 
to show that, in fact, the correlation remains 
modest even after taking into account the ef- 
fects of acquiescence and therefore positive and 
negative affect can be measured separately 
(McCrae et al., 2001; Tellegen, Watson, & 
Clark, 1999). 

CONTROL OF AR EFFECTS 

The standard control for AR bias at the test 
construction stage is simply to balance the 
scoring key. That is, half the items should be 
written as true-keyed (a high rating indicates 
possession of the trait) and half the items are 
false-keyed (a low rating indicates possession 
of the trait). 

This simple precaution controls the classical 
form of acquiescence (agreement acquiescence) 
because, to get an overall high content score, 
the respondent must agree with some items and 
disagree with others. Any effects of an acquies- 
cent tendency on the true-keyed items will be 
canceled out on the false-keyed items. In other 
words, one cannot get a high content score sirn- 
ply by yea-saying or nay-saying (Wiggins, 
1973). 
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An imbalanced key can even be dealt with 
post hoc. If the correlations are high between 
true- and false-keyed subtotals and their corre- 
lations with other variables are comparable, 
one may safely combine the two. If not, one 
could differentially weight the two subtotals to 
simulate a balanced key. 

Two unfortunate problems arise from at- 
tempts to control acquiescence by balancing the 
key. One is a reduction in the alpha reliability of 
the instrument (as compared to one with unidi- 
rectional keying). Second, factor analyses often 
yield two factors-one for the true-keyed items 
and one for the false-keyed items-even when 
the underlying construct is unidimensional. The 
reason for both problems is that items keyed in 
the same direction tend to have higher correla- 
tions than items keyed in opposite directions. 

MEASUREMENT O F  AR 

Only a handful of instruments have been de- 
signed to measure individual differences in AR 
(e.g., Couch & Kenniston, 1960) but none is 
widely used. A number of the larger assessment 
batteries permit computation of an acquies- 
cence index across all the items in the battery. 
Gough's (1983) Adjective Check List (ACL), for 
example, permits calculation of the "checking 
factor," that is, the total number of adjectives 
checked as true of the self. This score is often 
factored out of subsequent analyses (e.g., 
Tracey, Rounds, & Gurtman, 1996). Note that 
this procedure may eliminate measurement of 
some content variables unless one has adminis- 
tered the ACL in True-False format to ensure 
some response to each item. The most credible 
measure of AR bias is an overall sum of items on 
a large relatively balanced personality inventory 
such as the NEO-PI-R (McCrae et al., 2001). 

Extreme Responding (ER) 

ER is the tendency to use the extreme choices 
on a rating scale (e.g., 1's and 7's on a 7-point 
scale). Situational factors such as ambiguity, 
emotional arousal, and rapid responding in- 
duce temporary increases in extreme respond- 
ing. The individual exhibiting this tendency 
across time and stimuli may be said to have an 
extreme response style. Low scorers on this 
variable may be said to show moderate re- 
sponding, that is, the tendency to use the mid- 
point as often as possible. 

Early reviews (e.g., Peabody, 1962) con- 
cluded that ER bias is a consistent individual 
difference, and more recent studies have sus- 
tained this conclusion. ER bias appears to be 
highly stable over time and a major source of 
individual differences in raters. There is little 
support, however, for a link between ER bias 
and any traditional personality dimensions 
(Schwartz & Sudman, 1996). 

Contamination of a dataset with ER bias 
precludes the direct comparability of one re- 
spondent's scores to another's: One cannot or- 
dinarily distinguish whether an extreme rating 
indicates a strong opinion or a tendency to use 
the extremities of rating scales. A second prob- 
lem is that ER bias induces spurious correla- 
tions among otherwise unrelated constructs. A 
third source of problems is the interaction be- 
tween ER bias and demographic variables such 
as gender, race, and education (Schuman & 
Presser, 1981). 

CONTROL O F  ER EFFECTS 

ER bias cannot be corrected simply by balanc- 
ing the key because extremity operates in both 
directions. Standardizing the within-subject 
variance equates subjects on extremity but sub- 
ject variances are often inextricably con- 
founded with subject means. In measuring self- 
esteem, for example, most responses are on the 
positive side of the rating scale, thus confound- 
ing high self-esteem and ER bias. 

In some situations, ER bias can be controlled 
by rendering all items in a dichotomous for- 
mat. After all, a "Yes" response is no more or 
no less extreme than a "No" response. The loss 
of reliability in moving from a multipoint to a 
dichotomous format can be compensated for 
by adding additional items. 

Another approach is to require fixed distri- 
butions. For example, the respondent may be 
asked to give equal numbers of each response 
option. A more common forced distribution is 
a normal approximation: On a 5-point scale, 
for example, the required proportions of each 
rating would be 1(.05), 2(.10), 3(.70), 4(.10), 
5(.05). Typing the item statements on small 
cards is often used to facilitate the adjustment 
of these proportions. This approach, called the 
Q-sort, capitalizes on the fact that it is much 
easier to judge the height of a stack of cards 
than it is to keep track of how many 5's one has 
used (Block, 1961). 
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MEASUREMENT OF ER BIAS descri~tion that can out~erform informant 

There are no standard instruments for assess- 
ing ER bias as a response style. In some appli- 
cations, the variance of a subject's ratings 
across an inventory has been used as an index 
(e.g., Van der Kloot, Kroonenberg, & Bakker, 
1985). Of course, this approach is inappropri- 
ate if the key for each dimension is not bal- 
anced or if the means depart substantially from 
the scale midpoint. Note that if only one di- 
mension is being assessed, it is difficult to dis- 
tinguish any index of ER bias from a measure 
of dimensional importance or salience for that 
topic. 

Miscellaneous Response Sets 

Other response biases-for example, pattern 
responding, random responding, and inconsis- 
tent responding--create less cause for concern. 
In pattern responding, participants simply 
mark their responses in a physical pattern (e.g., 
1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, etc., or all 3's). This 
phenomenon is best recognized by human eye, 
although some researchers have developed 
computer programs to recognize the most com- 
mon of these. Random responding is more dif- 
ficult to detect even by eye (Baer, Kroll, 
Rinaldo, & Ballenger, 1999). Both of these sets 
can be detected instead by including a subset of 
rare items in the subject's inventory (e.g., "I 
was born in Pago-Pago"; "I recently had a liver 
transplant"). Although all are possible, an ac- 
cumulation of "Yes" responses to such items 
suggests that none of the respondent's answers 
can be trusted. These miscellaneous resDonse 
sets are reviewed in more detail by Paulhus 
(1991). 

The MMPI includes measures of several mis- 
cellaneous response biases (e.g., F, F-K, FBS). 
Thev are less common in batteries aimed at 
normal-range personality. The most well- 
researched measures of inconsistent and infre- 
quent responding are available in the Multi- 
variate Personality Questionnaire (Patrick, 
Curtin, & Tellegen, 2002; Tellegen, in press) 
and Personality Assessment Index (Morey, 
1991). 

Other Limitations 

Constraints on Self-Knowledge 

It is often assumed that an honest self- 
disclosure is sufficient to yield an accurate self- 

consensus and predict future behavior. Accord- 
ing to this view, only response biases stand in 
the way of accuracy. The assumption is that 
there is only one "truth" about an individual, a 
truth that is fully available to that individual. 

In fact, there are good reasons to believe oth- 
erwise. For one thing, much information is un- 
available to the earnest self-assessor. Dunning, 
Heath, and Suls (2005) distinguish between in- 
formation unavailable to the self-assessor and 
information that tends to be ignored by the 
self-assessor. People do not have an infinite 
ability to recall all information relevant to a 
posed question. Conversely, they may be over- 
whelmed with a plethora of information, in 
which case the process of integration and sim- 
plification may be too challenging a task. A 
self-reporter may have to resort to a "press re- 
lease" version of his or her personality just to 
get on with the task. 

Of more concern than lack of access is the 
claim that introspection may actually diminish 
accuracy. Timothy Wilson has argued that 
any extended attempt to clarify one's self- 
descriptions can undermine their validity. This 
effect may be restricted to gross evaluations of 
unfamiliar targets (e.g., Wilson & LaFleur, 
1995). 

Further research is needed to determine the 
relevance of this work to personality assess- 
ment. To date, we know of no such research on 
the effects of introspection on the validity of 
self-reports of personality. We do know that, 
up to a point, speeding the administration of a 
personality test has little effect on its validity 
(Holden, Wood, & Tomashewski, 2001). 

Cultural Limitations 

Respondents from different cultures may not 
treat self-reports in the fashion we expect from 
those of European heritage (Hamamura, 
Heine, & Paulhus, 2006). Those with Asian 
heritage, for example, show more moderacy 
bias and ambivalence (Chen, Lee, & Stevenson, 
1995). Such stylistic differences may create 
artifactual differences between groups. When 
expected cultural differences are not found, the 
failure may sometimes be traced to the refer- 
ence group effect (Heine, Lehman, Peng, & 
Greenholtz, 2002): That is, respondents nor- 
mally evaluate themselves relative to their own 
culture and not to some unspecified external 
group. In principle, then, mean group differ- 



The Self-Repo at Method 233 

ences should vanish or, at least, diminish in 
size. 

Research on cultural differences in self- 
report styles has just begun and will become 
more complex as other cultural groups are 
studied in detail. In the meantime, we recom- 
mend that readers treat with caution any 
claims for cultural differences based purely on 
survey data. 

Convergence with Other Methods 

Because there is no absolute criterion against 
which a personality self-report can be evalu- 
ated, evidence for its construct validity must 
be marshaled from a variety of sources in a 
cumulative process called construct validation 
(Loevinger, 1957). Necessary for this process is 
support for convergent and discriminant valid- 
ity. Convergent validity is advanced by the con- 
firmation of associations among available self- 
revort measures of the construct. If our new 
measure of extraversion correlates highly with 
the Extraversion scales on Eysenck's Personal- 
ity Inventory and the Big Five Inventory, then 
~otential users of the new instrument will have 
more faith that it is capturing the intended con- 
struct. 

An even more impressive demonstration is 
the convergence among different modes of 
measurement. To the degree that a self-report 
of extraversion correlates highly with infor- 
mant ratings, behavioral, and life data mea- 
sures, then its credibility is boosted consider- 
ably. Established measures of the Big Five 
personality traits, for example, have demon- 
strated substantial convergence (in the .40-.60 
range) with aggregated ratings of knowledge- 
able informants (e.g., McCrae & Weiss, Chap- 
ter 15, this volume). Research on moderators 
of self-other agreement can also give us some 
insight into the conditions under which self- 
reports are more likely to be accurate. For ex- 
ample, self-other agreement is high when the 
respondents are self-consistent and certain 
about the trait, and when the trait being rated 
is important to the respondent, unambiguous, 
more observable, and evaluatively neutral 
(John & Robins, 1993). Self-other agreement 
is higher for personality traits than for affective 
traits (Watson, Hubbard, & Wiese, 2000). 
Overall, the correspondence between self- 
reports and informant reports is moderate in 
size, suggesting that the two methods provide 

some overlapping and some complementary in- 
formation (Vazire, 2006). 

Convergence of self-reports with behavioral 
measures is more variable and depends on the 
degree of aggregation, the reliability, and the 
relevance of the behavioral measures. Research 
has found that self-behavior convergence is 
higher for affect-related traits (Spain, Eaton, & 
Funder, 2000) and for evaluatively neutral be- 
haviors (Gosling, John, Craik, & Robins, 
1998). Overall. the relation between self- 
reporis and behavior tends to be modest 
(Meyer et al., 2001; Vazire, 2006). However, as 
Meyer and colleagues (2001) point out, those 
correlations are within the range of other well- 
established real-world effects (e.g., mammo- 
gram results predicting breast cancer). 

Convergence with other modes of measure- 
ment can reduce concerns about common 
method variance. The term refers to possible 
contamination ensuing from the use of a single 
measurement method: It can exaggerate the ap- 
parent association between two constructs 
measured with the same method (Wiggins, 
1973). These concerns are often justified be- 
cause large datasets are often composed en- 
tirely of self-report measures. Response biases 
common to self-reports (see section above) may 
distort the intercorrelations. Associations 
among self-report measures of the Big Five, for 
example, may be exaggerated by the operation 
of self-favoring biases (McCrae & Costa, 
1989) and acquiescence (McCrae et al., 2001). 
Spurious associations may result when self- 
reports are used to measure predictors such as 
coping, defensiveness, or self-enhancement as 
well as adjustment outcomes (Colvin, Block, & 
Funder, 1994; Cramer, 1998). 

As noted earlier, in some assessment situa- 
tions, the self-report mode of measurement is 
the most credible and is therefore used as the 
criterion method. The literature on so-called 
zero acquaintance, for example, examines the 
increases in the validity of observer ratings 
with increases in level of acquaintanceship. The 
size of the association with a corresponding 
self-report measure is used to index the validity 
of an observer judgment (Kenny, 1994). 

Selecting a Self-Report 
Instrument 

Having selected the construct to be measured 
and having concluded that self-report is the 
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method of choice, the researcher still has a se- 
ries of decisions to make. 

Established or New Instrument? 

As a general rule, the researcher should use an 
established instrument rather than one with 
less scientific credibility. An established mea- 
sure is likely to have undergone an extensive 
program of construct validation. Normative 
data are also more likely to be available. A 
comparison of one's results with norms helps 
ensure that one hasn't miscored or misapplied 
the instrument. 

If no credible instrument is available, one 
might have to construct a new one. This task 
requires a lengthy and often expensive program 
of construct validation (see Simms & Watson, 
Chapter 14, this volume). Without such valida- 
tion, the use of an ad hoc measure is vulnerable 
to criticism. Any association (or nonassoci- 
ation) found with the measure can be explained 
away as a faulty operationalization of the con- 
struct. 

Which One? 

The choice of an established instrument will re- 
quire substantial homework and consultation 
with experts. If one seeks to cover the broad 
domain of personality, a number of well- 
researched inventories are available. Many of 
them have organized personality into the well- 
known Five-Factor Model alternatively known 
as the "Big Five." 

Only a few instruments provide a multifac- 
eted breakdown of the Big Five factors. One is 
the commercially available NEO Personality 
Inventory-Revised (NEO-PI-R; Costa & Mc- 
Crae, 1989), the most widely used. Another is 
the International Personality Item Pool (IPIP) 
inventory, which can be freely downloaded 
from Lewis Goldberg's website (www.ipip. 
ori.org/; Goldberg et al., 2006). A sixth factor 
(Honesty-Humility) is included along with the 
Big Five factors in the HEXACO measure; 
facet scales are included for all six factors (Lee 
& Ashton, 2004). The Hogan Personality In- 
ventory (HPI; Hogan & Hogan, 1992) com- 
prises seven factors and was the first to subdi- 
vide major personality dimensions into 
meaningful facets. Finally, the Five Factor In- 
ventory (Hofstee & de Raad, 2002) was devel- 
oped in Dutch, but with easy translation into 
other languages in mind. 

Several other instruments are much shorter, 
with the more modest goal of capturing the Big 
Five factors without the facets. These include 
John and Srivastava's (1999) Big Five Inventory 
(BFI), Costa and McCrae's (1989) NEO Five- 
Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI), and Goldberg's 
(1990) Trait Descriptive Adjective (TDA) 
markers. Saucier (1994) has developed an ab- 
breviated set of adjective minimarkers. 

Other comprehensive instruments organize 
the personality space using a variety of alterna- 
tive schemes. These include Gough's (19571 
1995) California Personality Inventory (CPI), 
Block's (1961) Q-Set, Cattell's (Cattell & 
Schuerger, 2003) 16PF, Jackson's (1984) Per- 
sonality Research Form (PRF) and Tellegen's 
(in press) Multidimensional Personality Ques- 
tionnaire (MPQ) (see Patrick, Curtin, & 
Tellegen, 2002). 

Despite the availability of all the variables 
measured in those inventories, new constructs 
are proposed and measured on a regular basis. 
Instead of writing original items, researchers 
sometimes start with one of the comprehensive 
item sets cited above. These inventories contain 
a wide enough variety of items for use in devel- 
oping new personality measures. For example, 
a set of experts might be asked to rate the 100 
Q-Set items for prototypicality with regard to 
sanctimoniousness. The items with the highest 
mean ratings could then be assembled to form 
a new Sanctimone Scale. An advantage to this 
approach is that the new measure can be scored 
on archived datasets that include the full inven- 
tory (see Cramer, Chapter 7, this v o l ~ m e ) . ~  

The Eysenck Personality Questionnaire 
(EPQ) may well have been administered more 
often than any other inventory of normal per- 
sonality, but only three variables can be scored 
(Extraversion, Neuroticism, Psychoticism). 
Several other broad instruments are organized 
in terms of temperament-for example, the Tri- 
dimensional Character Inventory (Cloninger, 
1987) and the EAS (Buss & Plomin, 1984). 
Other narrower domain instruments include 
Block's (1965) ego-control and ego-resiliency 
scales. Several focus specifically on maladap- 
tive personality traits: the Dark Triad (Paulhus 
& Williams, 2002) and the Hogan Personality 
Factors measure (Hogan & Hogan, 2001). 

Single Variables 

Although researchers are often interested in 
studying the role of a specific personality vari- 
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able, we recommend that it be measured along 
with a careful selection of other variables- 
especially those that may provide an alternative 
interpretation of the findings. Inclusion of par- 
allel measures addresses convergent validity, 
and competing measures can provide discrimi- 
nant validity. Critics want to know the incre- 
mental validity of the focal instrument. What 
does it capture above and beyond well- 
established traits? For example, a researcher 
claiming to study the role of self-esteem or cop- 
ing must show that self-reports of those vari- 
ables cannot be fully explained by other traits 
(e.g., neuroticism). Common these days is the 
inclusion of an instrument capturing all of the 
Big Five factors. All of these procedures reduce 
the possibility of researchers "reinventing the 
wheel." 

i 
I In short, single-variable research is not rec- 

ommended in isolation. The obvious tradeoff is 
with the space and time it takes to administer 
corroborative measures. Without such corrob- 
oration, however, interpretation of results with / the key variable may remain ambiguous. 

There are literally hundreds of single- 
construct self-report personality measures. Less 

1 than 50, we estimate, have sufficiently docu- 
mented construct validity to be taken seriously. 
Two popular collections of established person- 
ality tests are the handbook by Robinson, 
Shaver, and Wrightsman (1991) and the online 
Social-Personality Psychology Questionnaire 
Instrument Compendium compiled by Reifman 
(2006). Reviews of commercially available in- 
struments are provided in the venerable series 
of Mental Measurement Yearbooks (Plake, 
Impara, & Spies, 2003). 

There are several indisputable advantages to 
the self-report method. It opens a pipeline to 
prodigious amounts of unique information 
about the target of assessment. It directly taps 1 his or her self-perceived personality, that is, 

/ identity. Clarity of communication and ease of 
i administration are also clear advantages. More 
/ than other methods, self-reports allow for the 
; collection of large numbers of personality- 

relevant variables in one administration. 
The disadvantages of self-reports have been 

given much scrutiny, especially in regard to re- 
sponse styles such as socially desirable re- 
sponding. It is only prudent to be skeptical 

about respondents' claims about their person- 
ality-especially on highly evaluative traits. 
Although self-reports of personality can be 
faked, it is rarely a serious problem in most re- 
search settings. In high-stakes testing such as 
job interviews, self-presentation remains an is- 
sue. As with the use of any method, self-reports 
should be corroborated with alternative assess- 
ment methods. 

Nonspecialist researchers planning to use 
self-reports can profit from choosing a well- 
established instrument: The necessary but ar- 
duous accumulation of psychometric credibil- 
ity has already been carried out for measures of 
many constructs. The use of such measures will 
allow researchers to build on a cumulative sci- 
ence. 

Well-constructed self-report scales can pre- 
dict a wide range of important outcomes with 
ease and efficiency. Although relentlessly criti- 
cized, they remain the most popular means of 
personality assessment. We conclude by bor- 
rowing Winston Churchill's comparison of de- 
mocracy to other political systems: As a 
method for accurate personality assessment, 
self-report is dreadful-yet, overall, more effec- 
tive than any alternative. 

Notes 

1. In fact, the alpha reliability cannot even be calcu- 
lated with a single item. It must be estimated from 
previous research in which that item was included 
with similar others. 

2. Funder (2004) describes this approach as collect- 
ing behavioral data via self-report data. 

3. Note that inventories sold commercially usually 
place legal restrictions on what items can be used 
in new measures. Nonetheless, one learn from 
them what type of item taps the new construct 
and then devise similar but noncopyrighted items. 
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