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The present study concerns the relation between properties of personality traits and the agreement

with which they are applied to real individuals. Subjects rated the 100 personality items of the
California Q-Set on nine subjective dimensions, six of which loaded highly on a first principal com-
ponent. This factor was interpreted as reflecting each trait's "easy visibility" to an outside observer.

Actual interjudge agreement in applying each trait to real individuals was assessed in two ways: Self-
other agreement was assessed in two independent samples, and interpeer agreement was assessed in
three samples. Impressive and stable agreement was found for most Q items. The traits that were

applied to individuals with the greatest interjudge agreement were the same ones that seemed most
easily visible and tended to be positively relevant to extraversion and negatively relevant to neuroti-
cism (identified through a factor analysis by McCrae. Costa, & Busch, 1986). The results suggest (a)
that traits defining extraversion are revealed relatively directly in social behavior and, therefore, are

easy to judge, (b) that traits denning neuroticism are less visible and. so, arejudged less accurately,
and (c) that lay perceivcrs of personality are generally sensitive to this difference between traits.

An important kind of judgment in daily life concerns the per-

sonality traits of other people and ourselves. Evaluations of the

people in our social environment are central to our decisions

about who to befriend and avoid, trust and distrust, hire and

fire, and so on. Moreover, descriptive judgments rendered by a

subject's friends and acquaintances can provide a valuable tool

for personality assessment and research (Funder. 1983; Funder

& Harris. 1986; Moskowitz, 1986). A natural concern, there-

fore, is the degree to which such judgments might or might not

be accurate.

On the one hand, modern research on social judgment has

primarily focused on errors and shortcomings (e.g., Nisbett &

Ross, 1980), which has produced widespread pessimism about

people's ability to make accurate judgments of each other's per-

sonalities (cf. Christensen-Szalanski & Beach, 1984; Loftus &

Beach, 1982). Although the relevance of research on error for

accuracy issues can be questioned (Funder, 1987), informal ob-

servation is sufficient to establish that the judgments we make

about each other in real life are frequently wrong. On the other

hand, research has repeatedly demonstrated that peers' judg-

ments of personality have an impressive ability to predict be-

havior even in the laboratory and sometimes across a span of

a dozen years or more (Funder, 1983; Funder & Harris, 1986;

Mischel, 1984; Moskowitz &Schwarz, 1982).

Rather than focus on whether personality judgments are

valid, therefore, it might be more productive to investigate

when they are valid. Although this was precisely the approach

of early investigators such as Allport (1937), Guilford (1936),
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and Murray (1938; cf. Ozer, 1979), the latter question has lain

relatively neglected in recent years. Modern research offers only

a few hints about what factors might underlie differential ac-

curacy.

There seem to be three principal candidates. The first is indi-

vidual differences between judges. During the 1940s and 1950s,

a great deal of effort was expended searching for the good judge

of personality; unfortunately, most of this research contained

serious methodological flaws (Cronbach, 1955; Hastorf &

Bender, 1952), and the topic has all but disappeared in recent

years (see Schneider, Hastorf, & Ellsworth, 1979, for a review).

A recent exception is the study by Funder and Harris (1986),

which demonstrates how social acuity is a complex combi-

nation of perceptual and social skills that is manifest in di-

verse ways.

A second candidate is individual differences among the per-

sons judged. Bern and Allen (1974), for example, found that

judgments by different raters agreed better about subjects who

described themselves as consistent than those who described

themselves as inconsistent on the trait in question. However,

this finding is in dispute, with some investigators reporting at

least partial replication (Campbell, 1985;Cheek, 1982;Kenrick

& Stringfield, 1980) and others a failure to replicate (Chaplin

& Goldberg, 1984).

Research on a third potential moderator of accuracy is al-

most nonexistent. That is the possibility that some traits can be

judged more accurately than others. This possibility was exam-

ined in a preliminary way some years ago by Estes (1938). Sub-

jects attempted to judge the personalities of stimulus persons

viewed only on a brief movie film, and their accuracy was evalu-

ated through comparison with judgments rendered of these per-

sons by a panel of clinical judges. Estes found that, for example,

inhibition-impulsion was judged more accurately than objec-

tivity-projectivity. But no clear, overall pattern of results

emerged, and it was also unclear whether the same traits that
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were easiest to judge from the film would also be the easiest to

judge in real life.

The topic has been almost completely neglected ever since.

Yet a moment's reflection is sufficient to confirm that some

traits do seem more easily visible and, therefore, more easy to

judge than others. For example, some traits, such as talkative,

refer to patterns of overt behavior that can be directly seen in a

wide variety of situations. Others, such as tends to fantasize,

refer to behaviors that cannot be seen directly, and arise in few

interpersonal situations. Some traits, such as ethically consis-

tent, must be evidenced by a large number of behaviors before

they can be judged confidently; others, such as verbally fluent,

require only a few behaviors to be confirmed.

The first purpose of the present study was to gather evidence

about the characteristics of traits associated with the degree to

which they seem easily visible. Several possibilities can be found

in a recent, valuable study by Rothbart and Park (1986). These

investigators had separate groups of subjects rate a large num-

ber of personality traits on eight dimensions relevant to their

confirmability or disconfirmability. They included how easy it

is to imagine specific, observable behaviors that would confirm

or disconfirm the trait, how frequently occasions arise in daily

life that allow confirming or disconfirming behaviors, how

many confirming or disconfirming behaviors one would have to

observe before considering the trait to be an accurate (or inac-

curate) description of a person, and finally, each trait's preva-

lence in the population and its favorability.

Rothbart and Park found an interesting pattern of relations,

mostly positive, between these dimensions across a set of 150

personality traits. However, their subjects did not rate directly

how easy these traits would be to judge. Also missing from

Rothbart and Park's data is any indication of what attributes of

the content of traits might be related to these dimensions. Over

the years, a large factor-analytic literature has determined that

verbal descriptions of personality can be reduced to about five

robust factors, usually named Neuroticism, Extraversion,

Openness, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness (Goldberg,

198 l;McCrae, Costa, &Busch, 1986; Norman, 1963).Itseems

unlikely that traits loading on these different factors would be

equally easy for an observer to confirm or disconfirm. Neuroti-

cism, for example, would seem relevant to traits that are less

directly revealed in daily social interaction, and Extraversion

would seem relevant to traits revealed by more visible, overt

social behaviors. Data relevant to the relation between con-

firmability, subjective easiness, and the five dimensions of traits

(as identified uy McCrae et al., 1986) were gathered for the pres-

ent study.

The second purpose of this study was to examine a more fun-

damental question: To what degree are these attributes of traits

associated with the actual accuracy of personality judgment?

Are the traits that seem the easiest to confirm or disconfirm

actually judged more accurately? If so, this would be an encour-

aging finding, because it would suggest that people are sensitive

to at least one of the factors that make their judgments more

and less likely to be accurate. This would imply, in turn, that

people might be most confident of their personality judgments

when they are relatively likely to be correct.

The recent literature on decision making would seem to indi-

cate that such sensitivity is unlikely. Several studies of human

judgment in domains other than personality have concluded

that people's confidence is, at best, uncorrelated with their ac-

curacy (e.g., Einhorn & Hogarth, 1978; Fischoff, Slovic, & Lich-

tenstein, 1977; Goldberg, 1959; Oskamp, 1965). Kahneman

and Tversky (1973) even claimed that "the factors which en-

hance confidence . . . are often negatively correlated with pre-

dictive accuracy" (p. 249, emphasis added).

Still, these findings must be balanced against those of a recent

study conducted on judgments specifically relevant to personal-

ity. Epstein and Teraspulsky (1986) found that when estimating

the degree of cross-situational consistency that would be found

among different types of behaviors, individual subjects were

most confident just when they were most likely to be accurate.

Therefore, the issue merits further examination. The present

study was designed to address directly the relation among a

trait's content, subjective easiness to judge, other subjective

properties, and the accuracy with which it is judged.

Accuracy is difficult to study because of the difficulty in find-

ing a suitable criterion (cf. Funder, 1982a, 1987). Nonetheless,

the issue is important and not completely intractable. The de-

sign of the present study was derived from the following predic-

tion: If some traits can be judged more accurately than others,

then agreement between judges applying these traits to real per-

sons should be higher than for traits that are more difficult to

judge accurately. This is not to say that interjudge agreement is

sufficient to establish accuracy. Two judges can agree perfectly

yet both be perfectly wrong. However, if two judges disagree

then at least one of them must be wrong. For this reason, there

are probabalistic grounds to expect judgments that agree to be

more likely to be accurate than judgments that do not (cf.

Funder & Van Ness, 1983). This expectation leads to the predic-

tion that those traits judged most accurately will exhibit the best

interjudge agreement.

An even more fundamental and pragmatic concern is that no

superior criterion for accuracy is available, perhaps not even in

principle. Although some psychologists might prefer objective

behavioral criteria to the use of interjudge agreement, problems

along that route were surveyed 50 years ago by Wolf and Mur-

ray in an analysis that remains apt today:

Some psychologists . . . have attempted to devise tests . . . which
will give objective measures of the traits. That few, if any of these
tests have proved valuable is beside the point. The point is that it
must be proved that the test tests the given trait. No one is seriously
interested in a person's score on test z as such. It is only significant
in so far as it measures the strength of variable Z as manifested in
everyday life. To discover whether the latter is true one must rely
upon the estimates of judges, which brings us back where we
started. (Wolf & Murray, 1936, p. 364)

A considerable amount of data is needed to analyze traits

according to the criterion of interjudge agreement. The central

datum is a correlation coefficient (either Pearson or intraclass),

and such coefficients are notoriously unstable when derived

from the sample sizes (e.g., about 40) typical for psychological

experiments. The present investigation, therefore, is based on

five different samples in which subjects provided self-judgments

of personality or were judged by two close acquaintances, with

a combined total of 174 stimulus persons and 312 peer judges.

This sample size was near the minimum necessary for the kinds

of analyses to be reported in this article.

The purposes of this study were (a) to evaluate a set of 100

descriptive personality items (the California Q-Set; Block,
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Table 1

Number of Subjects and Coefficient Alpha Values Prior to and

Following Deletion of Unreliable Judges

Original Final

Dimension

Ease of imagining
confirming behaviors

Ease of imagining
disconfirming behaviors

Occasions for confirming
behaviors

Occasions for
disconfirming behaviors

Number of instances to
confirm

Number of instances to
disconnrm

Frequency of trait in
population

Favorability
Easy to judge

Mean a

10

10

9

9

9

9

8
9
9

.85

.67

.80

.68

.80

.63

.73

.95

.87

.80

10

9

8

7

9

9

8
9
9

.85

.68

.83

.77

.80

.63

.73

.95

.87

.81

1961/1978) along the eight dimensions introduced by Rothbart

and Park plus subjective easiness to judge; (b) to assess the inter-

correlations of these dimensions across this set of items and to

determine the relation between these dimensions and the five

factors of personality; (c) to assess the degree of self-other agree-

ment and interpeer agreement by using the same personality

items to describe several samples of real individuals; and (d) to

examine the relation between the various dimensions of these

items and their actual degree of interjudge agreement, both

self-other and interpeer. The central hypothesis was that those

traits that seem the most easily visible will manifest the best

interjudge agreement.

Method

Overview

Nine independent groups of subjects rated the 100 items of the Cali-
fornia Q-Set (Bern & Funder, 1978; Block, 1961/1978} on nine dimen-
sions, eight of which were applied earlier to a different set of trait adjec-

tives by Rothbart and Park (1986). The ninth dimension was subjective
easiness to judge. Coefficient alpha was computed for each dimension
to determine interrater reliability. The scale value for each trait on each

dimension was obtained by summing across raters. The relevance of
each Q-item to each of the five classic factors of personality was ob-
tained from an analysis by McCrae et al. (1986).'

Indexes of interjudge agreement in applying each trait to real individ-

uals were computed from five samples. Two separate groups of subjects
provided self-descriptions with the use of the 100-item Qsort, and each

subject was also judged by one or two peers, which allowed the calcula-

tion of two independent estimates of self-other agreement on each item.
Similarly, Q-sort judgments of each subject were obtained from two

close acquaintances in three separate samples, which allowed the calcu-
lation of three independent estimates of interpeer agreement on each
item. The various estimates were combined into aggregate, summary
indexes of the amount of self-other agreement, interpeer agreement,

and total interjudge agreement.
Finally, these indexes of agreement were correlated with the ratings

of the 100 Q items on each of the nine dimensions and the five sets of

factor scores. The purpose was to detect properties of traits associated
with interjudge agreement.

Subjects

Ratings of each of the 100 Q items on the nine dimensions were pro-
vided by 82 male and female Harvard University undergraduates, who
were paid for their participation. Self-descriptions on the Q sort were

obtained from 41 male and female Stanford University undergraduates
and, later, from 64 Harvard undergraduates, all of whom were paid for
their participation. In the first sample, two peers were recruited to judge

37 out of me 41 subjects; in the second sample, two peers evaluated
50 subjects out of 64; the remaining subjects were judged by one peer.
Judgments were also obtained from two peers of each member of an

additional sample of 69 Stanford undergraduates who did not provide
self-descriptions. The combined subject sample consisted of 174 stimu-

lus persons (105 of whom provided self-descriptions) and 312 peer infor-
mants.

Procedure

Trait ratings. The procedure for obtaining subjective judgments of
nine trait properties closely followed that used by Rothbart and Park
(1986), with two exceptions. One difference was that whereas the traits

used by those investigators came from lists developed by Katz and Braly
(1933), Anderson (1968), and Norman (1967), the traits in this study
were the 100 items of the California Q-Set (Block, 1961/1978) as
slightly modified by Bern and Funder (1978) for use with nonprofession-

als. The Q set consists of 100 descriptive statements about personality,
each typed on a separate card. For example, the first item reads "is

critical, skeptical, not easily impressed," the second reads "is a genu-
inely dependable and responsible person," and so on. The set of items
was developed over a period of years by a group of clinical and research
psychologists, and it spans a wide spectrum of the personality domain.

The Q set has been demonstrated to yield judgments useful for the pre-
diction of behavior in a variety of contexts (sec Bern & Funder, 1978;
Funder, 1980b, 1982b, 1983).

The other difference between this study and the one by Rothbart and
Park was that we asked a group of subjects to rale each item on the
additional dimension of how easy to judge it seemed.

Subjects provided their ratings individually in a quiet room. The nine
judgment tasks were distributed randomly across subjects—as each

subject appeared, he or she was given the next questionnaire off the top
of a randomly mixed stack. The instructions printed on each question-

naire were based as closely as possible on those used by Rothbart and
Park (1986). Those pertaining to the one dimension not examined in
the earlier study were as follows:

We frequently use adjective traits to describe the characteristics
of individuals or groups of individuals. For some traits that we use
to describe people, judgments of whether someone has the trait or
not are relatively easy. For other traits, their presence or absence is
much more difficult to judge. For example, consider the trait
"loud." It is ordinarily rather easy to determine whether someone
has this trait or not. However, other traits, such as "has untapped
potential" or "says only what he or she really believes" may be
harder to judge for certain.

For each of the . . . personality trait terms on the following
pages, please rate how difficult or easy you think it would be to
judge in another person.

Please provide your judgment in the blank spot to the left of each
trait, using an appropriate number from the following scale.

1 We are grateful to Robert R. McCrae for providing us with these
factor loadings.
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Table 2

Intercorrelations Among Trait Properties

Trait property

1. Ease of imagining
confirming behaviors

2. Ease of imagining
disconfirming behaviors

3. Occasions for
confirming behaviors

4. Occasions for
disconfirming behaviors

5. Number of instances
to confirm

6. Number of instances
todisconfirm

7. Frequency of trait
in population

8. Favorabilitj
9. Easy to judge

10. Self-other
agreement

11. Interpeer
agreement

12. Total agreement

.68

.83

.77

.80

.63

.73

.95

.87

.59

.65

.60

-.59

-.01

.20

.10

.78

—

.60

.64

-.30

-.37

.16

.21

.62

-

.75

-.39

-.15

.31

.52

.75

-

-.29

-.23

.11

.28

.67

-

-.06

-.13
.19

-.57

—

.11
-.14
-.11

.46

.54

.68

.26

.36

.36

.34

.20

.31

.48

.30

.45

.37

.21

.34

-.08

-.20
-.08
-.11

.00

-.10
-.05

.43

Note. For all analyses, A' - 100, which was the number of Q items in the set used. For correlations of .20 or greater, p < .05. two-tailed. For
correlations of .26 or greater, p < .01. For correlations of .34 or greater, p < .001, two-tailed.

Responses were given on a 9-point scale that ranged from quite

difficult (1) to quite easy (9). Traits used as examples in the instructions
did not appear in the actual list of traits to be rated. The questions asked

for each of the nine scales were, following Rothbart and Park:
1. Imaginability of confirming behaviors: "How easy is it to imagine

specific, observable behaviors that would provide confirmation of that

trait?"
2. Imaginability of disconfirming behaviors: "How easy is it to imag-

ine specific, observable behaviors that would dirconfirm (provide evi-
dence against) that trait?"

3. Frequency of occasions allowing confirming behaviors: "In the

course of normal social interaction, how frequently do occasions arise
that would allow for behaviors that confirm this trait?"

4. Frequency of occasions allowing disconfirming behaviors: "In the
course of normal social interaction, how frequently do occasions arise
that would allow for behaviors that dixanSam this trail?"

5. Number of behavioral instances required to confirm trait: "How
many confirming behaviors would a person have to engage in before you
would consider this trait to be an accurate description of that person?"

6. Number of behavioral instances required to disconfirm trait:

"How many disconfirming behaviors would a person have to engage in
before you would decide that the trait did not accurately describe that

person?"
7. Prevalence of trait in the population: "How frequently would you

expect to see this trait in the general population?"
8. Favorability: "How favorably or unfavorably would you regard a

person who possessed this trait?"
9. Easiness: "How difficult or easy would it be to judge the degree to

which another person had this trait?"

Each rating questionnaire began with 10 practice items, which were
not scored, followed by the 100 items of the California Q-Set (Bern &
Funder, 1978; Block, 1961/1978) in the order of their traditional num-

bering, which is random. The task typically required about 30 min.

Self-judgments and peers' judgments. In the current study as well
as in previous studies conducted by Funder, the relevance of the items

in the Q set to the personalities of real individuals was judged by the
individuals themselves and by their close acquaintances. The procedure

was similar in each case. A group of paid, volunteer subjects described

their own personalities with the use of the Q sort (Bern & Funder. 1978:
Block, 1961/1978).

The task of a judge who uses this instrument is to sort its 100 descrip-

tive personality statements into a forced, approximately normal, 9-cate-
gory distribution that ranges from not at all characteristic (1 ) to highly

characteristic (9) of the person judged. The result is 100 scores that re-

flect the judged relevance of each item to the personality of the subject.
After completing the Q sort, each subject recruited two persons who

knew him or her well to come to the laboratory and complete Q-sort
descriptions of him or her. These "informants." who were also paid,

typically were roommates or close friends. Care was taken to establish
a comfortable rapport among subjects, informants, and experimenters
and to provide assurances of the absolute confidentiality of all infor-
mation provided. In particular, informants were told ( t ruthful ly) that
their descriptions would not be made available to the acquaintances

they described.

Funder (1980a) published an analysis of self-other agreement based
on the first sample of self-ratings and peers1 ratings, but did not examine
interpeer agreement. The remaining data come from a study on another

topic (Funder, 1982b) and from a study currently in progress and have
not been previously published.

Results

Ratings of Trait Characteristics

Reliability. The first step in the data analysis was to con-

struct reliable summary scores for each of the 100 Q items on

the nine dimensions of interest. Within each of the nine dimen-

sions, we calculated the correlation between each subject's rat-

ings and the average ratings by all the other subjects. Following

the practice of Rolhbart and Park (1986), we eliminated any

subject whose judgments correlated near zero (less than .10)

with the average of the other judgments. This procedure led to

the elimination of only 4 of 82 raters. The number of raters of
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Table 3

Intercorrelations Among Trait Properties, With Favorability Parlialed Out

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.
9.

10.

11.

Ease of imagining
confirming behaviors

Ease of imagining
disconfirming behaviors

Occasions for
confirming behaviors

Occasions for
disconfirming behaviors

Number of instances
to confirm

Number of instances
to disconfirm

Frequency of trait
in population

Easy to judge
Self-other

agreement
Interpeer

agreement
Total agreement

.58

.70

.60

-.63

.01

.18

.79

.24

.36

.34

.59

.62

-.35

-.35

.10

.60

.28

.19

.27

.74

-.58

-.09

.16

.74

.33

.29

.35

-.36

-.20

.01

.64

.29

.19

.27

-.03

-.21
-.66

-.18

-.30
-.28

—

.18
-.07

-.05

-.06
-.06

—
.21 —

-.17 .27 —

-.15 .30 .52 —
-.18 .32 — — —

Note. For correlations of .20 or greater, p < .05, two-tailed. For correlations of .26 or greater, p < .01, two-tailed. For correlations of .34 or greater,
p< .001, two-tailed.

each dimension before and after elimination of unreliable raters

and the alpha reliabilities of their average ratings before and

after such elimination appear in Table 1. The alphas ranged

from a high of .95 (favorability) to a low of .63 (number of in-

stances needed to disconfirm), with a median of .80 (the median

reliability obtained by Rothbart and Park was .81). The dimen-

sion easiness to judge, not included by Rothbart and Park,

yielded an alpha reliability of .87. From Table 1 it can be seen

that reliabilities were sufficient for present purposes, and retain-

ing or eliminating the few unreliable raters made little differ-

ence.

Intercorrelations. The next step was to examine the inter-

correlations of the various subjective ratings of the trait dimen-

sions. Using the 78 reliable raters, we computed the average rat-

ing of each Q item on each of the nine dimensions. The inter-

correlations between these dimensions as well as some other

scores to be considered later appear in Table 2. Rothbart and

Park (1986) found favorability to be highly correlated with the

number of instances needed to confirm and disconfirm (in our

study, these correlations were in the same direction, but much

smaller). To correct for the possibility that some intercorre-

lations might be artifacts of social desirability, Rothbart and

Table 4

Correlations Between Five Factor Scores and Other Trait Characteristics

Variable

Factor scores
Ncuroticism
Extraversion
Openness
Agreeableness
Conscientiousness

Trait characteristics
Frequency
Favorability
Self-other

agreement
Interpeer

agreement
Total agreement
Visibility index

Frequency

-.01
.23

-.10
.27
.03

—

.35

.00

-.10
-.05

.25

Favorability

-.59
.39
.14
.51
.47

—

.43

.10

.31

.25

Self-other
agreement

-.53
.29
.08
.07
.21

—

.51
—
.39

Interpeer
agreement

-.24
.25

-.01
.05

-.05

—

—
.34

Total
agreement

-.45
.31
.05
.07
.10

—
.42

Visibility

-.27
.52

-.11
.01
.01

—

Note. For all analyses, A' = 100, which was the number of Q items in the set used. For correlations of .20 or greater, p < .05, two-tailed. For
correlations of .26 or greater,/? < .01. For correlations of .34 or greater, p < .001, two-tailed.
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Table 5

Traits With Highest and Lowest Interjudge Agreement

No. Trait

90. Is concerned with philosophical
problems

84. Is cheerful
31. Regards self as physically

attractive
28. Tends to arouse liking and

acceptance
52. Behaves in an assertive fashion
4. Is a talkative individual

80. Interested in opposite sex
62. Rebellious and nonconforming
33. Is calm, relaxed
29. Turned lo for advice and

reassurance
91. Is power oriented
81. Physically attractive
51. Values intellectual matters
66. Enjoys aesthetic impressions
18. Initiates humor

46. Engages in personal fantasy
and daydreams

87. Interprets clear-cut situations
in particularizing ways

89. Compares self to others
12. Tends to be self-defensive
34. Overreactive to minor frustrations
23. Extrapunitive; transfers and

projects blame
10. Anxiety and tension produce

bodily symptoms
69. Sensitive to demands
76. Projects own motives onto others
13. Thin-skinned; sensitive to

criticism
36. Subtly negativistic
77. Appears straightforward and

candid
50. Unpredictable and changeable
30. Withdraws from adversity
70. Is ethically consistent

*p<. 05, two- tailed.
** p<. 01, two-tailed.

*** p < .00 1 , two-tailed.

Average
total

agreement

.50***

.43***

.43***

.41***

.40***

.40***

.40***

.40***

.39***

.38***

.37***

.36"*

.36***

.36"*

.36***

.05

.07

.07

.08

.08

.09

.10

.10

.10

.11

.11

.1 1

.11

.13*

.13*

Self-other

Sample 1
(n = 41)

Most agreement

.68***

.42"

.35*

.50*"

.38*

.40**

.39*

.50***

.44*

.59***

.40"

.36*

.34*

.46**

.46"

Least agreement

.08

.18

.05

.02

.05

.10

.01
-.22
-.10

.17

.16

-.05
-.06

.32*

.10

Sample 2
(« = 64)

.31*

.36"

.40"

.41"*

.30*

.33"

.21

.33"

.32"

.33**

.22

.28*

.48"*

.20

.31*

.00

.00

.00

.05

.00

.00

.02

.00

.00

.00

.00

.07

.12

.00

.10

Sample 1
(« = 37)

.52"*

.35*

.55***

.45**

.36*

.38*

.58***

.57***

.15

.36*

.52*"

.51"

.52"*

.33*

.12

.00

.00

.00

.19

.22

.22

.28

.15

.36

.31

.15

.19

.22

.26

.14

Interpeer

Sample 2
(n = 69)

.53***

.45***

.35**

.31**

.55***

.37**

.43*"

.30*

.50***

.27*

.34**

.39*"

.04

.23

.40***

.16

.16

.25

.16

.15

.00

.10

.02

.13

.09

.06

.19

.00

.08

.21

Sample 3
(n = 50)

.54"*

.58*"

.57"*

.40**

.44**

.59*"

.52***

.36"

.48***

.32*

.50***

.36"

.42**

.64***

.41**

.02

.02

.01

.02

.07

.25

.19

.43"

.15

.1 1

.30

.16

.31

.10

. 1 1

Park calculated a second correlation matrix from which favor-

ability was partialed. Following their practice, our intercorre-

lations with favorability partialed out appear in Table 3, but it

can be seen thai, as in the earlier study, such partialing made

little difference to the general pattern.

In general, our findings replicated those of Rothbart and Park

fairly well. Most of the dimensions were positively correlated

with one another. The ease of imagining confirming and discon-

firming behaviors and the frequency of occasions that allow

confirming and discontinuing behaviors were intercorrelated

particularly highly, with correlations even greater than those

found by the earlier investigators (Mdn r = .60 in our study

compared with r = .34 in the earlier study). The only notable

failure to replicate Rothbart and Park concerns the dimensions

of number of instances needed to confirm and disconfirm.

Rothbart and Park found these two dimensions negatively cor-

related with each other (r - -.71) and correlated in generally

opposite directions with the other dimensions. Although we also

obtained a negative correlation between these two dimensions,

the correlation was very small (r = -.06). Perhaps more impor-

tantly, we found both the number of behaviors needed to con-

firm and disconfirm to be negatively correlated with the other

dimensions examined.

This complex pattern of intercorrelations can be simplified
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Table 6
Traits Highest and Lowest in Judged "Easy Visibility" (Composite Index)

Actual agreement

No. trait

43. Facially or gesturally expressive

8 1 . Physically attractive
33. Is calm, relaxed

4. Is a talkative individual
56. Responds to humor

84. Is cheerful
92. Social poise and presence
52. Behaves in an assertive fashion
88. Personally charming

93. Sex typed
20. Has rapid personal tempo
80. Interested in opposite sex
77. Appears straightforward and candid

1 8. Initiates humor
28. Tends to arouse liking and acceptance

22. Lack of personal meaning in life
46. Engages in personal fantasy and

daydreams
60. Has insights into own motives

and behavior
44. Evaluates motives of others
61. Creates and exploits dependency
16. Introspective
47. Has readiness to feel guilt
36. Subtly negativistic
86. Repressive tendencies
76. Projects own feelings onto others

9. Uncomfortable with uncertainties
and complexities

2 1 . Arouses nurturant feelings
75. Clear-cut consistent personality

72. Concerned with own adequacy
39. Unconventional thought processes

* p < .05. two-tailed.

**p<. 01. two-tailed.
"*p<. 001, two-tailed.

Total
visibility

score

Most visible

36.93
36.33
36.32

35.50
35.46
35.25
34.73
34.05
33.58
32.95
32.90

32.05
31.48
31.27
31.02

Least visible

9.79

10.66

10.95
11.99
12.59
14.21
14.74
15.01
15.10
15.31

15.66
15.87
16.05
16.17
16.41

Self-other
agreement
(df= 102)

.27"

.31"

.37***

.36***

.37***

.38***

.33***

.33***

.26**

.34***

.29**

.28**

.04

.37***

.45***

.21*

.03

.21*

.25*

.20*

.18

.20*

.06

.07

.00

.20*

.08

.20*

.12

.26**

Interpeer

agreement

(<//= 153)

.25**

.41***

.42***

.45***

.16*

.47***

.33***

.47***

.25"

.26"

.16*

.50"*

.18*

.34***

.37***

.19*

.08

.18*

.14

.21"

.28*"

.30***

.16*

.25"

.19*

.14

.30*"

.24**

.32*"

.16

Total
agreement
(<//= 254)

.26"

.36*

.39*

.40*

.27*

.43*

.33*

.40*

.26*

.30*

.23*

.40*

.11

.36*

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*

*

*

.41* *

.20**

.05

.20*

.19*

.20*

.23*

.25* *

.11

.16*

.10

.17*

.19*

.21*

.23*

.21*

and illuminated by considering the dimension not examined by
the earlier investigators: subjective easiness of judgment, it can
be seen in Table 2 (and Table 3) that the subjective easiness with
which a trait can be judged was highly correlated with how easy
it is to imagine confirming and disconfirming behaviors, and
how often occasions arise in daily life that allow confirming and
disconfirming behaviors. The relevant intercorrelations ranged
from .62 to .78. Moreover, subjective easiness was negatively
correlated with the number of instances required to confirm
and disconfirm the trait (rs = —.57 and —.11 , respectively).

These findings reveal that seven out of the eight dimensions
studied by Rothbart and Park are closely associated with the
more simple dimension of how easy traits seem to judge. This
association was particularly strong for five out of the six dimen-
sions they presented as being theoretically important (i.e., ex-
cepting favorability and frequency). The median correlation be-
tween easiness and the first five dimensions in Table 2 was .67.

A principal-components analysis using a varimax rotation
further clarified the relations among the judged properties of
traits. As one would expect from their intercorrelations, the five
properties just mentioned, plus subjective easiness, all loaded
highly (between .65 and .90) on a first factor that accounted for
almost half the total variance. All these properties were relevant
to apparent observability and judgeability. Accordingly, the
scores were combined (by using unit weights; "number of in-
stances needed to confirm" loaded and was weighted nega-
tively) into a composite index interpreted as revealing the ap-
parent ease of observation or easy visibility of each Q item. The
composite index has an alpha reliability of .90.

The next issue to be addressed was the relation between a
trait's visibility and its relevance to the classic five factors of
personality. The factor loadings calculated by McCrae et al.
(1986) were correlated with the visibility index, and the results
appear in the right-hand column of Table 4. Those traits load-
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ing positively on Extraversion were particularly likely to seem

easily visible (r = .52), whereas those traits denning Neuroti-

cism were relatively unlikely to seem visible (r = -.27). The Q

items that denned the Extraversion factor included "talkative,"

"arouses liking," "gregarious," and "socially poised." Neuroti-

cism items included "thin-skinned," "basically anxious," and

"irritable" (McCrae et al., 1986).

The findings reported thus far provide insight into what

makes a trait seem visible and easy to judge. But an ultimately

more important question still remains: Are the same traits that

seem most easily visible actually easier to judge? This question

can only be addressed by examining the accuracy with which

traits are applied to real individuals.

Assessment of Inter judge Agreement

Within each of the two samples, the self-ratings on each of

the 100 Q items were correlated with the mean ratings assigned

by the two informants (or, in a few cases, one informant). The

correlations were averaged, after being weighted by sample size

and transformed via Fisher's z, into a composite index of self-

other agreement. The two estimates of self-other agreement

correlated with each other (r = .30), and their average yielded a

set of scores that estimated self-other agreement with a reliabil-

ity of .46.

Within each of the other three samples the agreement be-

tween the judgments on each Q item by the pairs of acquain-

tances was assessed via the intraclass correlation coefficient

(Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1984). This is the coefficient that has to

be calculated when the distinction between judges is arbitrary,

and it can be considered the average of the correlations derived

from all possible sets of X-Y pairings. It is interpreted in ex-

actly the same way as a Pearson r, except that negative corre-

lations are meaningless.

These correlations were averaged, again weighted by sample

size and transformed via Fisher's z, to yield a composite index

of interpeer agreement that had a reliability of .54. The index

was averaged together with the index of self-other agreement,

which was transformed by Fisher's 2 but not weighted by sam-

ple size (because each index was a best estimate of that kind

of agreement and, thus, equally entitled to contribute to the

composite of both kinds). This average, computed back into a

correlation, was a general index of inlerjudge agreement, both

self-peer and interpeer, that had a reliability of .68.

The 15 items with the highest general agreement and the 15

items with the lowest agreement are shown in Table 5 together

with the agreement statistics derived from each of the five sam-

ples. An impressive amount of agreement was found, and those

items with best agreement also manifested consistent agree-

ment across independent samples. Overall, 87 out of the 100 Q

items yielded significant interjudge agreement (p < .05, two-

tailed).

Correlates of Interjudge Agreement

The final step in the data analysis was to correlate the three

summary indexes of interjudge agreement with the various

properties of the Q items. The complete results for each subjec-

tive dimension can be seen in the bottom three rows of Tables

2 and 3, and correlations involving the composite index of easy

visibility appear in the bottom row of Table 4.

These intercorrelations revealed, first, that differences be-

tween traits in interjudge agreement were not very specific to

whether the twojudges being compared were the self and a peer,

or two peers. The correlation between self-other and interpeer

agreement was .51 (p < .001). Even more important, the traits

that manifested the best agreement of both sorts tended to be

the same ones that subjects regarded as most easily visible. This

result is made concrete in Table 6, which displays the 15 traits

with the highest and lowest composite visibility scores together

with each trait's three composite agreement scores. The corre-

lation between the composite-subjective-visibility score and the

overall-composite-agreement score was .42 (p < .001).2 When

corrected for attenuation, this correlation increased to .54.

The relations between interjudge agreement and each trait's

relevance to Neuroticism and Extraversion were as would be

expected from the relation, shown earlier, between these factors

and subjective visibility. Traits that loaded positively on Extra-

version yielded relatively good interjudge agreement (r = .31,

p < .01), and traits that loaded positively on Neuroticism

yielded poorer interjudge agreement (r = — .45, p < .001). This

result is congruent with the finding that subjects regard the

traits that define Extraversion to be more visible than those that

define Neuroticism.

Discussion

The findings of this study reveal that a trait seems most easily

visible when (a) it is easy to imagine the behaviors that would

confirm and disconfirm it, (b) there are many occasions that

allow such behaviors, (c) only a few confirming behaviors are

necessary to establish the trait, and (d) it seems subjectively easy

to judge. There are also smaller tendencies for widely prevalent

and more favorable traits to seem more visible.

Moreover, to a large extent subjective visibility is predictive

of the actual accuracy with which a trait can be judged. This

can be seen vividly by comparing the top half of Table 6, which

displays the traits judged most easily visible, with the top half

of Table 5, which displays the traits that are actually the most

easily visible. Items appearing on both lists include "is calm,

relaxed," "is cheerful," and "behaves in an assertive fashion."

These traits seem relatively easy to observe and judge, and they

are.3 The other traits judged most visible also manifested, with

one interesting exception, impressive intcrjudge agreement.

^ Notice that favorability is also positively associated with most of
these dimensions. However, that these correlations are not merely an

artifact of favorability can be verified by a close examination of the
partial correlations in Table 3. Partial correlations are not used in Table
4 because we believe that, in general, the favorability of an item is too

fundamental an aspect of its meaning to be partialed out without distor-
tion.

3 These results are reminiscent of Kenrick and Stringfiekf s (1980}
finding that the observability of a trait, assessed as the mean self-rating
and others' rating of this properly across individual subjects, was posi-
tively associated with interjudge agreement. The present results differ

in that Kenrick and Stringfield focused on properties of suhjeas that
made them harder and easier to judge; the present study is concerned
with general properties of traits (also, sec Cheek, 1982).
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Subjects seemed to think that the degree to which someone ap-

pears straightforward and candid is easily visible; they were

wrong.

The traits that seem the most difficult to observe similarly

overlap with those that are, in fact, the most difficult; this in-

cludes engages in personal fantasy and daydreams, which ob-

tained the lowest total agreement score and the second lowest

subjective visibility score out of all 100 traits. Other traits that

seem to be, and are, hard to judge include is subtly negativislic:

tends to undermine, obstruct, and sabotage and projects own

motives and feelings onto others.

At least two aspects of the content of traits appear relevant to

both their subjective visibility and actual judgeability. Traits

that load positively on Extraversion in the classic five-factor so-

lution (McCrae et al., 1986), such as gregarious, generally refer

to overt patterns of social behavior and so seem easily visible

and are judged with greater accuracy. The traits denning the

Neuroticism factor, such as concerned with own adequacy as

a person, refer more often to intrapsychic states that must be

inferred rather than directly observed. Such traits seem less eas-

ily visible and actually are judged with less accuracy by observ-

ers from daily life. The same traits that load positively on Extra-

version tend to load negatively on Neuroticism and vice versa

(r — —.32,p< .001, in McCrae et al.'s data), so the same princi-

ple may underlie both findings: Extraverted (and nonneurotic)

personality characteristics are revealed by social behaviors that,

by definition, are on public display; neurotic (and introverted)

characteristics are relevant to private activities that are less ob-

servable.

Despite this fundamental difference between traits, lay judges

agree well across a wide range of the personality domain. The

very best items in Table 5 refer to general patterns of behavior,

not single instances, and many require analysis of underlying

motivations and even insight on the part of the judge. Some of

the best agreement is found on traits such as concerned with

philosophical problems, power oriented, and genuinely values

intellectual matters.

Still, some psychologists would not be impressed by the inter-

judge agreement demonstrated in Table 5. The largest average

correlation is .50, and as a group the best traits seem to yield

agreement scores that range from about .40 to .30. However,

two facts should be borne in mind. The first is that it is no longer

tenable to believe that some traits just happen to yield higher

agreement scores than do others. The stability of the higher cor-

relations across different samples is impressively demonstrated

by Table 5. and even more importantly, we have seen that inde-

pendently specifiable properties of different traits go a long way

toward predicting and explaining which traits will yield the best

agreement. The traits at the top of Table 5 are the ones that are

judged most accurately; they were not merely "lucky" in one

particular sample.

The second fact is one that bears repeating in a variety of

research contexts: Correlations in the range of .30 to .40 are

larger than has traditionally been recognized. Although over the

years it has become commonplace to square correlations such

as these, to claim that they account for 9% or 16% of the vari-

ance, and to dismiss them as unimportant, a variety of empiri-

cal and statistical considerations are increasingly leading psy-

chologists to acknowledge that such correlations reveal re-

lations of important magnitude. Funder and Ozer (1983) have

shown how several of the most important effects in the literature

of experimental social psychology are of a size between .30 and

.40. Rosen thai and Rubin (1982) demonstrated mathematically

that a correlation of .40 will lead to a correct, dichotomous deci-

sion 70% of the time. In other words, a prediction based on a

correlation of .40 will be correct more than twice as often as

it is wrong. Finally, Ozer (1985) claimed that the widespread

practice of squaring correlations is inappropriate in the first

place. According to Ozer's analysis, when two judgments are

both considered representatives of the same, unmeasured, la-

tent variable, a correlation between them of .40 means that

variable "accounts for" 40%, not 16%, of their total variance

(cf.Tryon, 1929).

Against a background of contemporary research on social

judgment that usually focuses on error and shortcomings, the

conclusions of the present study seem remarkably optimistic.

Different judges of the same personality, including the person

in question, tend to agree with one another to an impressive

degree on a wide variety of personality attributes. With this

finding, the present study confirms and extends the results of

studies such as Andersen (1984), Cheek (1982), Edwards and

Klockars (1981), Funder (1980b), Goldberg, Norman, and

Schwartz (1980), Hase and Goldberg (1967), McCrae (1982),

Monson, Tanke, and Lund (1980), Paunonen and Jackson

(1985), and Woodruffc (1985)

The other key finding of this study is more novel and, per-

haps, more important. We are not accurate in our judgments

of personality merely sometimes or when favored by chance.

Rather, we are most likely to render accurate assessments of just

those traits where the judgment seems easy.
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