CHAPTER ITI

GENERAL PROBLEMS IN PERSONALITY MEASUREMENT

A critical weakness in the scientific study of
personality is the relative lack of adequate measurement
operstions. While many tests, instruments, and
asgessment devices are available, each has its 5asic
limitations. It is often held that the more penetrating
techniques are not objective, while the so called
objective instruments are superficial. In the personality
area, tests and other measurement devices are the only
instrumeﬁts by which systematic data are collected. It
is axiometic that measurement is necessary in the
scientific study of personality. Both placing a person
in a diagnostic category and preparing a case study are
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significance is the role of me gsurement in testing the
theoretical propositions embedded in a given systematic
view of persagality.

ﬁEasurement operations can also serve the important
function of providing data permitting the refimment or
revision of concepts. If the indices for two concepis
covary‘highly among people, the. investigator must
consider the possibility that one new concept should
replace the pair.

Measurement requires no theory. When-a person sets
out to measure things, he needs t0 have in mind only =a
variasble or a classification scheme. Measurement is
theoretical but should not be anti~theoretical. The few
assumptions on which it is based should be acceptable to
most personality theorists. These sre: {a) Science in
general, and personglity in particular, is a theoretical
construction that exists in the minds of people, (b)
There is some consistency over time in the manmefvor mode
of each person's interaction with his environment, (c)
There is sufficient regularity and similarity in the
overt behaviour of different individuals to permit the
fruitful description of these individuals in terms of
a common set of varisbles. In this connection, a few
problems relevant to personality measurement should be

examined and understood adequately. These are stated below.



Problem 1 : The Inadequacy of Definitions:

Most of the variables in personality theories
have definitions that are insufficient from the view~
point of measurement. The 1imitationé stem primsrily
from the nature of personality: ;ts variables are not
as intuitively obvious as some of the basic definitions
of physics nor as tied to specific operations as other
dimensions in the natural sciences. Moreover, the
observations generating personality concepts are made
in the clinic or in the unsystematic world of everyday
experience, placeg in whieh it is difficult to specify
the antecedent conditions with any precision.

An indirect consequence of the breadth of the
conceptualization of the typical personality variable
is that its definition is not sufficiently explicit and
specific. The delineation usually fails to indicate the
stimulus condition in conjunction with which the dimension
may be assessed. While this unfortunate omission may stem
from an assumption that these conditions are self-evident,
it tends to suggest that the appearance of the behaviour
coded by the-variable is spontaneous or internally generated
regardless of the external setting. In addition, it
unfortunate ly permits the experimenter to use any of a wide

variety of conditions for his assessment, and thus greatly
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decreases the possibility of coﬁﬁarability of‘measurements
in different research studies.

A second kind of personality varisble is that which
is identified by a technical term not defined in the
abridged dictonary, a word coined for g sbecial purpose.
Examples are "anality", Qincongruence", or *endocathectiont.
Variables designated in this way have one important
advantage over those of the first Kind. While they are
less readily comprehended, they have less surplus meaning
derived from literany and loose common parpance.

In order to solve these problems, first step must
be to prepare a complete statement of the variable. Such
an explication may well include a word or phrase for
econoﬁical identification of the variable. It should then
go on to specify the regponses subsumed under the variable
and the one or more sets of conditions under which these
regponses may be observed for purposes of measurement.

The gpecification should include not only the
environmental setting but also the internal state of the
person. The description should alse bring out the basis "
for estimzting the strength... of the disposition.

In delinegting a personality variable, the

investigator must make explicit both the high and low



end of his continuume. A continuum having compulsive
concern at one end should extend through appropriate
emphasis on both details and overall considerations to
preoccupstion with wholes at the other.

This conceptual problem éhould be differentisted
from the operational aspect. Msny scales are designed
t0 measure the extent of a person's tendency to show a
particular kind of behsviour which in ‘the extreme is
maladaptive.

When an investigator has such s delineagtions of
his variable, he will be agble to judge the degree of
congruence between his concept and any actual or plamned
set of operations for meassuring the varisble. He can
determineg not only the extent to which a single tést or
instrument embraces the domain of the concept but also
the probability ithst the procedure will produce
megsurement with variance from irrelevant sources,

There are some personality vsriables that do not
fall into either of the two classes. These are variables
defined in terms to specific operations: For example,
movement as noted in Rorschach responses manifest anxiety
as measured by Taylor scale, and-leveling as determined by
the Squares Test. The investigator using such variables can

immediately turn to two types of questions: what are the
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psychometric properties of the variable? What is the
theoretical significande of the concept? The first
quegtion can be answered in usual ways, for example, by
determining the intercorrelations of the part scores and
by determining the stabllity of the index over time. The
second éuestion can be studies by empirical investigstions -
of the relationships between this variable and others with
which it has apparent similarity or postulated theoretical
connections. The problem of inadequacy of definitiom
could be completely avoided by restricting experimental
work to promiging variables of this kind. Such an approach
to the scientific study of personality may well advance the
field more then persistent efforts to subject to empirical
test theoretical propositions about concepts so broadly
defined that any one set of measurement operations can
reflect only a tiny portion of their domains.
Problem 2 : The Probabilistie Nature of Respon/se Tendencies:
Personality is concerned with tendencies, with
dispositions, rather than with such all=or-none, present=-or-
absent matters. More exactly, the strength of a personality
variable in a given person is indexed by the proportion of
times that he makes a particular response in - specified
situations. In any situation, a person can be observed to

make different regponses at differenmt times, he has many
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potential responses available to him. The responses
observed on any one occasion are only a sample of
potential responses. This problem has qualitative and
quantitative aspects. In a relatively unstructured
situation, responses indicative of discréte variables
compete. In principle, the two persons may have the
ssme strength of one tendency but have different
proportions of responses manifesting the disposition
because of differences in the strengths of one or more
other varisbles.

For more fruitful comparisons of persons with
regpect to s single variable, the situation must be
structured so that the observed responses can be scored
t0 provide an estimate of that veriasble. It has been
observed that even under such a condition, much
varisbility of responses repeated on a second testing
after an interval of one or more weeks vary from .16
t0 «80. There is the sdditionsl complication that, for
esch separate procedure, relisble individual differences
are usually found in the extent of varisbility in
responses over time. Such differences appear to be
associated with the specific instrument, or at least with
a type of instrument, rather than themselves indicating

s general chsracteristic of the individual.
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In both unstrustured and structured testing situations,
the rare response is less stable than the common one.
Idinsyncratic responses are less likely to be repeated
than popular ones. The occurrence of an usual respomse
can be used as evidence for the presence of g disposition,
although the sbsence of that response does not necessarily
indicate a low strength for that tendency. However, an
unusual responsé can occur in individuals, varying widely
'in strength of disposition, the observation only indicating
that the strength is above some minimal level.

In structured procedures presenting the appropriste
setting for assessing & given variable, the variability
problem takes the form of instability of obtained measurements.
The scores for sny one day may have high homogeneity but
have an unsatisfactorily low correletion with scores obtained
on another aay. The set of responses given by a subject
on one day is influenced by factors affecting that set of
responses while other factorg affect the set given on the
second testing. Here the extraneous variance, while
systematic, is not readily sttributed to other personality
varisbles; rather it is due to the lack of experimental
control over the subjecis' experiences prior to the testing.
such fsctors obviously reduce the correspondence between

the measurements and the concept.



In order to cope with the problem of the probabilistic
nature of response tendencies, two posgibilities are
available. The preferred approach is to look for sets of
stimuli and for testing conditions that will yield scores
of appropriate stability. Everyday observation indicates
that personality variableg sho&id not be construed
as highly stable dispositions, unvarying over time. While
a case could be made for maximizing the stability of
measurements pertinent to a variable so tﬁat test étability
was considerably pigher than the‘postulated stability
of the variable, such an effort would seen contain to
reduce fldctuating variables such as mood. |
_ K second mode of ceoping with the problem is e;pensive
mdﬁuwwem%pmﬂha.OmcwMamEEMramm
on each of the several occasions, to minimize the
contributions of bias’associated with any single dsy. In
the abstract, this is the ideal approachj however, its
drawbacks are several. To gain access to subjects on
several occgsions not:only is costly and difficult but also
the effects on responses of repested exposure§~to the
test materials must be considered. This‘orientation
therefore deserves the expendeture of considgrable time

and affort to determine its potential wvalue.
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Problem 3 : The specificity of Personality Measurement:

moét if not all procedures for measuring personality
yield scores containing a high proportion of method
variance. Analytically; this variance can have several
sources. An obvious and not unexpected source is the
person providing the data. A subjects' description of
himself will understandably depart from his description
as,provided by other people. In addition, persons in
different relationships to the subject may see him
differently. Method factors may also be associated with
type of item content, with format of items, used with
test instructions. TFinally-there is variance associated
with the total setting, with the meaning of the situation
for the subject. The same subjects taking a.test
smonymonoly for research purposes may have g guite
different distribution of scores than would be obtained if
the test were psrt of the requirements for admission to =a
school or for employment.

The significance of this specificity associated with
individual tests is probably underestimated by m&st researchers
in the personality field. Yet, any one surveying the
literature on any given variable cannot fail to be impressed
by the fact that independent methods of measurement show

little, if =ny, sssocistion. The investigator should mgke



every possible effort to determine the kinds ané extent
of method factors in his measuring instruments. He should
also avoid the economical but dangerous practice of
restricting himself to a single instrument, but rather
should employ a minimum of two procedures as‘dissimilar in
method as possible. nly when he can demogstrate
comparable findings from different ways of measuring his
variable, can be Begin to hope that he is getting at the
core of his concept and is not misinterpreting systematic
method variance as‘trait variance.

This aspect of measurement has become the main
problem of study in the présent investigation.
Problem 4 : The Distortion resulting from Individuality:

Measurements of different individuals cannot
meaningfully be compared unless the conditions have been
identical for the seversl gpplications of the procedure.
Two persons with the same strength of a behavioursl tendency
may obtain different scores if the test for that disposition
is given under different conditions. In measuring personality,
it is usually assumed phat the stimuli and the situation
have: the same meaning for all subjects, so that any
differences in scores are functions of real differences on
the trait being measured. This assumption is questionable.
Individual differences in the meaning of the test situation aré

another source of possible distortion of measurements.



Finallyk there is the theoreticsl problem‘of
individuality "in the manifestation of a trait within
different persons and in the role played by that trait
within diverse personality structure. Two exceptions may
be noted for the problem of distortion due to
individuality. In the first place, techniques involving
relatively unstructured situations snd ambiguous stimuli
capitalize on the subject's idiosyncratic interpredftions
and perceptions. They obﬁiously require a highly skilled
and perceptive examiner who can infer the subject's view
of the test situation and can also detect specifié
influences unique to the given conditions, such as the
effects of his oﬁn feelings toward the subject. In the
second place, the problem of individual interpretation of
test items is not present in tests developed by empirical
keying. In such an approach, the meaning of the item is not
assumed a priori, but rather resides in obtained
correlations with independent criteria.

The investigator must face this problem of individuality
in his development of the stimuli and the setting for
measuring a personalifcy variable. In most instances, he
should seek manifest evidence that the situation has the
Same significande for all subjects and that the subjects are

homogenious in responding to the items.
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Problem 5 ¢ The Peculiar Situstion in which Personality
:is Me asured: |

Measurement of different objects can be compared
only if the same procedures were empicyed in making the
observations so thet the messurements ere determined
solely by the different degrees of the measwred quality
possegsed by the varj_.eus objects. Such conditions are
ordinarily met in tests of ability. The inst.ruétions to
the subject as well as the nature of the items make clear
that ability is being assessed. Subjects know what is
.meant by the notion of g '"right answer® and they try to
give:: as many as they can. The examiner attempts to
structure the situation so that motivetion will be optimal.
He also seeks to prevent the mobilization of anxiety,
emotion and excessive drive that could impair performance.
Furthermore, it is apparent to the subject that the examiner
is working with him to maximize the score. As a consequence,
in gbility testing, vthere is sufficient consensus zmong
subJjects on the meaning of items, the task and the situstions
s0 that comparisions between scores can be made with
regsonable confidence.

Pergonality testAing differs from ability testing in
almost everyone of these regpects. The instructions do nc;t
specify that personality is being measured but rather use

some’ innocuous phrase such as "What you are like". The
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subjects are told that there sre no right answers, but
that they should indicste what is true for them; the
criterisz for determining what response they should make
are certainly vsgue. The examiner wants to find out
something of which the subject is probably unaware, a
conditien that understandsbly generates anxiety and
possibly antagonism in the subject. These differences
between the conditions for testing ability and personslity
undoubtably contribute a great deal to the lower stsbility,
lower internal consistency and lower correlztions with
other varisbles that are generally found for measures of
personality.

One way to meet this problem is to make the most of
the lack of structure by determining what motivstions
emerge when subjects confront an ambiguous situastion,
classifying subjects according to the needs manifested,
and building a science around the resulting typology.

A better way to cope with the difficulty would seem

to be to develop procedures that will elicit homogeneous
interpretations by subjects but will still provide indices
of the strengths of dispositions. Such procedures msy set a
ressonable task that the subject can willingly undertake,

a task which, however, will involve resgponses that

differentiaste persons on relevant varisbles.



Problem 6 ¢ The Question of Representativenesss

The objective of personality measurement can be
stated as the description of the subject as he usually
behaves, not as he csn be expected to respond in the
srtificizl znd temporery conditions of the assessment
situation. In cqntrast, the purpose of testing ability
is not such an appraisal of normal functioning, but
rather the egtimation of potential ability, of meximum
cgpacity under optimal condition. Perhaps one should
attempt 10 assess a person's msaximum tendency toward a
perticulsr kind of behaviour under conditions designed to
mrovoke it or to facilitate its appeerance. This approach
could be feagsible for sociszlly desirable traits such as
co~operativeness and pogsibly slso for leadership or
initistive. 1In principle, undesirsble characteristics might
be measured in meaningful, seemingly naturalistic situétiqns
that imposed stress on the subjects.

In addition to the atypicslity of the laboratory or
testing situation, the subject is generslly unfamilisr with
the instructions, the stimuli and the responses. Perhgps of
greatest importance ig the limitation plsced on the subjects!'’
responses. In ordinery situations, & person has considerable
or complete freedom with respect to the form or structure of

his behaviour, and much freedom ss to its conteni. In tests,



the subject is typicslly restricted to choosing one
response from among a limited set of alternatives, all
of which may seem to be categorical, inappropriate, or
unnatural for him. Thus, it mey not be only the
unrerresentiveness of the situstion and stimuli buot also
atypicality of the permitted responses that reduce the
possible generalization from personality measurements.

X testing instrument in which each separate item is
keyed for any one variable is unrepresentative in stiil ano ther
respect. In most everyday situstions, one tendency is more
or less in competition with. other tendenciesj one motive
may be in confliét with anotherj; but we tend to measure
only one variable at & time. This gpproach is probably a
sound initisl procedure. '

This problem can be solved not by armchair speculation
but by empirical study. By amalogy, it is suggested that, in
principle, it should be possible to make measurements in a
testing room, that can be generslized to everyday behaviour.
The empirical evidence for the specificity of personality
measurements, however, provides little basis for optimism
about success -in this endeavour. On the other hand personality
variables with narrow definitions speéifying the conditions
under which the tendencies may be observed may well prove

amenable to such generalizations from the laboratory or testing
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Closer scruting of the problem suggests that, in
operagtionsl terms, it is mesningless to talk of the wsy
a pergon usually behaves. The best way that can be done
is %0 have an expert judge to0 process a large and
representstive body of observstion protocols concerning a
subject and reduce them to a single index of central
tendency through an implicit weighting of the diverse
data. Alternatively, a series of sepsrate measures
can be objectively combined to produce a composite score.

Following the discussion of the likely problems in
personality messurement, the present investigation has
attempted in this study to examine systematically the
implications of particularly the third igsue, viz. method
variance i.e. varisnce resulting from method of testing
or format of itemg, as delineated and discuseed in next
chapters. Before the spécific4problem of study is
presented, the immediately next chapter has been started
to review some of the relevant studies alresdy made in

this area.
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