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Abstract This paper hypothesizes that textual issues, or the way in which the tests are written, impact their
outcome. The paper's conclusions are reached through analysis of the text of a sample lPAT personality test
This paper contends that psychologists have created an odd communication system inherent in personality
tests. 111e text that results exhibits poor readability, is full of ambiguities, and is riddled with rhetorically-
related problems. As a result, test writers have unfortunately de-textualized, de-historicized, de-socialized, and
largely de-personalized the tests. The paper concludes that test writers, in this case psychologists, with the
goal of writing tests aimed at assigning personality types to individuals would be well served by awareness of
metoric, discourse analysis, and psycholinguistics. If they view tests as texts, their tests will become more
proper as evaluation tools.

Introduction

In professions concerned with behavioral science, studies are attempting to analyze
whether personality tests are valid predictors of job performance. Barrick and Mount
[1], and Tett, Jackson, and Rothstein [2] all conducted meta-analyses aimed at
answering this question. While "some grounds for optimism" in using personality
measures in selection processes were found [2, p. 703], researchers also express concern
about the "imprecise nature" of specifYing dimensions of the 5-factor model, as well as
disagreement over the "precise meaning" of the factors [1, p.3]. While these researchers
have attempted to evaluate the practical application(s) of personality testing, other
researchers have studied the tests themselves. Psychologists (including Briggs [3],
Goldberg and Kilkowski [4], McCrae and Costa [5; 6], Peabody [7], and Trapnell and
Wiggins[8], also have been studying personality testing in the context of the "Big 5" or
the major components of personality (conscientiousness, agreeableness, openness,
extraversion, and neuroticism). They show how test-makers have used adjective-based
and phrase-based measures as the basis of the test design. Some recent psychological
studies make unsound contentions that attempt to create artificial chasms between

psychological and language studies. One study by McCrae and Costa argues that
language cannot possibly encode certain aspects of personality [9, p. 196]. While
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language can be a faulty vehicle, perhaps the ultimate failure of the communication
process rests with the person manipulating the language. More unsound is the claim
made by Joh, Holdberg, and Angleitner, that "there is reason to distrust the
'accumulated wisdom' of any language" [9, p. 196]. This comment is analogous to the
worst sort of prescriptivism that linguists for the most part rejected twenty years ago.
Block interprets the following about undergraduate students: "One can learn a lot
about them from them. But their modal level of articulation of the domain of personality
should not be accepted as the standard for scientific study within the field. If only
laypersons or naive, unworldly observers are studied, the basic level at which
information will be represented will be that of a novice" [9, p. 197]. Block's scornful
comment shows up his own lack of ability to communicate with lay folk, a telling
comment since language at any level of use communicates a great deal of information
for the person who is capable of decoding the message.

All these researchers arrive at the same stumbling block. Once word choice on
personality tests is perceived as a semantic issue, and adjectives or phrases have been
placed in some social norming context, researchers seem bewildered as to where next to
proceed. Part of the problem seems to be that they have not looked at the tests as texts,
i.e., the vehicle of communication between reader and writer. The words and phrases
have been removed from context, and placed on a continuum that exhibits some
meaning as if the sum total of personality can be foundlillustrated within discreet words
and phrases. The Institute for Personality and Ability Testing has been developing
personality assessment instruments since 1949. Its tests are now available in over 35
languages and the 16PF is currently in its fifth edition [10]. An analysis of the 1978
edition of the IPA T personality test from a linguistic perspective will attempt to
illustrate what occurs in the communication act in the context of the personality test.
Since the test is representative of other similar personality measures, conclusions will
then be drawn about problems inherent in the test and suggestions made from a
linguistic perspective as to why these problems are occurring.

Research in a variety of fields can lend insights into this analysis. Rhetoricians,
social cognitive theorists, and discourse analysts (like Burke[ 11], Caldas-Couthard and
Coutlhard [12], Corbett[13], Flower [14], Flower et al.[15], Haynes [16], Irmscher [17],
Kinneavy [18], Meyer [19], Perinbanayagam [20], and vanDijk and Kintsch [2 I]), look
at writing and reading as different components of a process involving encoding and
decoding meaning through a wonderfully complex web of signals, cognition, social
meaning, and behavioral science, all of which are filtered through the "eyes" of the
reader and writer. In a rhetorical framework, one assumes the text is produced with a
purposeful end in mind, whether it be to inform, dictate, or convince. The intent is to
convey meaning. The better trained reader and writer are to the process of encoding
and encoding meaning, and the more attuned each is to the potential of language, the
richer and deeper will be the shared meaning. Such meaning is interpreted through
many layers of syntactic signals, semantic connotations, and the spark making each of
us unique members of larger social groups attuned to picking up assigned meanings
inherent in language. In reading/writing theory, researchers (like Bartholomae and
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Petrosky [22], and McConnick [23]) have attempted to probe the theory of text as a
mediator between reader, writer, and culture or ideology. Furthermore, psycholinguists
(including Brand [24], and Homing [25]) have researched the issue ofreadability from
the viewpoints of redundancy and cohesion. All this research brings points to bear on
the discussion.

This paper hypothesizes that most of the problems the psychologists face with
the personality tests can be directly attributed to textual issues. In personality testing,
the surface text is intact. However, the traditional communication act has been altered.
Normally in written acts the writer conveys meaning for a purposeful end. In the
personality test, the writer's purpose is to ferret out infonnation. Information, then,
may be delivered in the text, but only for the purpose of prompting larger amounts of
infomlation to be sent back from the reader. Normally the writer's words are interpreted
and received and the communication act is complete with that decoding. In the
personality test, the paramount need for expression rests with the reader. The
communication act is further compounded since the "judge" (and the decoder in this
case) is the writer on the receiving end of the reader's responses, a condition alien to
most communication acts where the writer's words and self are probed and judged. The
reader is placed in the odd position of being forced to interpret the writer's meaning but
at the same time having no power to interpret the meanings since it is his/her own
meaning which should be the focus of tlle test; the reader is expected to bare his/her
soul to an unidentified individual who will then judge the test-taker's innermost self, or
personality; the judgment, further, is based on standards which are probably unclear to
the reader since the writer has intentionally not stated that purpose. This realization
brings up another and related point: the test as a multiple choice type has all answers
written by the writer who has assigned meanings before sending the messages,
meanings which mayor may not fit the reader's point of view to start with. The reader
must fit meaning into limited choices provided by the original sender. The reader is
subsequently forced to "say" things the way sender 1 fonnulated them rather than being
given any chance at self expression. Another form of coercion within the
communication triad has then occurred.

Normally writers take on a persona or a self from which they write their views.
In the personality test the persona of the writer, by needs, must be negated so that a
reader is responding to ideas, not to the personality of the writer. The nature of the
communication act, however, makes this ideal feat virtually impossible. A writer who
is obtuse has an obtuse stance; this is not an absent identity or there would be no text at
all. Thus, the communication act looks something like this.

On the receiving/giving end, the test-taker or reader is perceived to have a mask
or outward self that must be removed or set aside so his/her "real" personality will be
revealed. How then is this revelation to be achieved? In the test, i.e., the text. Bizarre
communication acts result from the psychologists' attempts to put the stress ofthe "I" on
the reader (even though at first glance it seems to be the writer's "I" or persona).
Analysis of different linguistic/rhetorical manifestations within text points up the
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muddling that results from this Wlusual commWlication situation. The textual muddling
takes the form of odd syntactic structures, linguistic manipulations, peculiar word
choices, and variations in tone.

Writer and Encoder

(Sender 1)
Writer 1 and Decoder 1

(Receiver 1)

Reader 2 and Decoder 2

(Receiver 2)
Restricted Writer & Limited

Encoder (Sender 2)

I
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Reader 3 and Decoder 3

(Receiver 3)

Test Directions

The page of directions in the 1978 IPAT personality test provides the first view
of mixed signals. Language is rule-governed for if it were not, no one would Wlderstand
any sort of written or spoken discourse. Part of the agreed-upon behavior dictates that
particular meanings of language are ascribed to particular contexts. In the classroom or
in the military, one expects figures of authority to utter commands. The same is true of
test-givers. They exhibit their authority in the directions they give. The test-taker on
the receiving end of the orders is immediately placed in a subservient position, the
position of one expected to listen and carry out the orders. The test context immediately
establishes an Wlequal playing field.

In paragraph two of the directions, the voice of authority comes across clearly in
the imperative sentence, "Write your name." Paragraph three picks up the voice of
authority and intensifies the tone. "... turn to Side 1 and print your name. . . blacken the
letter box below your name with a No. 2 pencil only. Do NOT use ink or . . . and avoid
stray pencil marks." At this point the test-takers should be thoroughly aware of their
position in this relationship. The writer doesn't even trust those administering the test.
At the beginning of paragraph three he/she states, "If a separate, machine-scorable
answer sheet has been given to you, . . ." implying that perhaps the answer sheets
haven't been distriJmted. Perhaps those administering the test haven't done their job. Of
course this comment could also signal that the reader is reading ahead and failing to
listen to directions and is, thereby, Wlcooperative and unruly. The writer's persona at
this point is mean-spirited. The test-writer has delivered the message that "You'd better
well do this test right, or else." As if the tone isn't strong enough, it intensifies even
more. "IMPORTANT:" The word is in bold and capitalized. "You must..."






















