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Introduction Study 1 Study 2 Discussion

Overview

Develop the argument that assessments of the Big Five do not
match conceptual definitions of traits

Present a study selecting items that have the potential to
produce an assessment of the Big Five that better matches
conceptual definitions of traits

Present a study (employing the SAPA technique) examining
the structure of Big Five items that assess affective,
behavioral, cognitive, and motivational/desire (ABCD)
content

Consider some implications and future directions of the ABCD
approach
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The Big-Five

Agreeableness

cooperative, trustworthy - argumentative, impolite

Conscientiousness

responsible, organized - undisciplined, careless

Emotional Stability

secure, assured - moody, worried

Extraversion

talkative, energetic - reserved, timid

Openness

intellectual, creative - unimaginative, unoriginal
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Hierarchical arrangement
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What is a Big-Five trait?

“Psychology is at present groping somewhat blindly about
because of the absence of any definite and accepted principles
of orientation in reference to the concept.” (Carr & Kingsbury,
1938, p. 524)

The “psychological nature” of Big Five traits has yet to be
specified (Tellegen, 1991, p. 30)

“Just what are these Big Five?” (Lamiell, 2000, p. 2)

“What do we assess when we assess a Big Five trait?”
(Pytlik Zillig, Hemenover & Dienstbier, 2002, p. 846)

“A valid criticism of many modern personality trait theorists
and researchers is that they have not provided a deeper
analysis of the constituent elements that make up traits.”
(Roberts, 2009, p.140)
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What is a trait?

“Personality is an abstraction used to explain consistency and
coherency in an individual’s pattern of Affects, Cognitions,
Desires and Behaviors.” (Revelle, 2007, p. 37)

Evolution of the trait concept

Behavior: character types (e.g., the “Chatty man”) of
Theophrastus (371-287 BC) (Theophrastus, 1909)
Affect and Behavior: temperaments (Sanguine, Choleric,
Melancholic, Phlegmatic) of Galen (129-217 AD) (Stelmack &
Stalikas, 1991)
Affect, Behavior, Cognition, and Motivation (or Desire):
Activity and Emotivity dimensions from Gerard Heymans
(Eysenck, 1992)
A, B, C, and (sometimes) D: (Ashton & Lee, 2001;
Heckhausen, 1991; Johnson, 1997; Pervin, 1994; Read, Jones
& Miller, 1990; Winter, John, Stewart, Klohnen & Duncan,
1998)
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What is a Big Five trait?

Pytlik Zillig et al. (2002): content analysis of commonly used
Big Five measures

Extraversion - behavior and affect

Agreeableness - blend of affect, behavior, and cognition

Conscientiousness - mostly behavior

Neuroticism - affect

Openness - cognition
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Present Studies
The ABCD Approach to the Big Five

Current assessments of traits do not capture all psychological
elements included in the conceptual definitions of traits

Study 1: Content analysis of traits and selection of “pure
items”

Study 2: Correlational and structural analyses of “pure items”
and creation of ABCD scales
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Study 1: Content analysis and selecting pure items

Psychology graduate and undergraduate students rated IPIP
NEO-PI-R and IPIP AB5C items with respect to their ABCD
content
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Study 1: Content analysis
Within-and-between trait differences in distributions of ABCD content
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Study 1: Selecting ABCD items

For each trait, we selected 28 items total: 7 items for each A,
B, C, and D content

Example of Agreeableness items in ABC space
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Study 2

sapa-project.org

11,489 participants (7,597 women)

The SAPA technique was used to present a subset of ABCD
items to each participant and to generate a correlation matrix
containing all of the 140 ABCD items.
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Study 2

sapa-project.org

The following slides will display:

ABCD items for each trait

Correlations between items with:

Trait domain scale (corrected for item overlap)

ABCD scale (corrected for item overlap)
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Agreeableness ABCD Items
Correlations (corrected for item-overlap) between items with trait domain and
ABCD scales
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Conscientiousness ABCD Items
Correlations (corrected for item-overlap) between items with trait domain and
ABCD scales
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Emotional Stability ABCD Items
Correlations (corrected for item-overlap) between items with trait domain and
ABCD scales
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Extraversion ABCD Items
Correlations (corrected for item-overlap) between items with trait domain and
ABCD scales
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Openness ABCD Items
Correlations (corrected for item-overlap) between items with trait domain and
ABCD scales
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Conceptual Content of ABCD Scales
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Factor Analysis of ABCD Scales
Minimum Residual Factor Analysis using Oblimin Rotation
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Correlation Plot
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Making sense of the ABCD approach

The ABCD approach is not meant to
overhaul the study of trait assessment

It may be better thought of as
involving subtle adjustments to the
way that personality data are collected,
organized, linked, and generalized
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Is “balanced” better?

Construct validity of personality tests rests partly on showing
that the content of measurement instruments corresponds to
theoretical content (Loevinger, 1957)

Although the ABCD approach could be useful as an
overarching conceptual framework for traits, perhaps
individual traits are more about one or two ABCD contents.

The ABCD scales might operationalize traits too broadly



Introduction Study 1 Study 2 Discussion

Is “balanced” better?

Construct validity of personality tests rests partly on showing
that the content of measurement instruments corresponds to
theoretical content (Loevinger, 1957)

Although the ABCD approach could be useful as an
overarching conceptual framework for traits, perhaps
individual traits are more about one or two ABCD contents.

The ABCD scales might operationalize traits too broadly



Introduction Study 1 Study 2 Discussion

Is “balanced” better?

Construct validity of personality tests rests partly on showing
that the content of measurement instruments corresponds to
theoretical content (Loevinger, 1957)

Although the ABCD approach could be useful as an
overarching conceptual framework for traits, perhaps
individual traits are more about one or two ABCD contents.

The ABCD scales might operationalize traits too broadly



Introduction Study 1 Study 2 Discussion

Moving forward

Future directions

Generate larger pool of ABCD items and examine factorial
structure

Establish incremental validity of ABCD scales



Introduction Study 1 Study 2 Discussion

Moving forward

Future directions

Generate larger pool of ABCD items and examine factorial
structure

Establish incremental validity of ABCD scales



Introduction Study 1 Study 2 Discussion

Thank you!

Thesis committee: Bill Revelle, Dan P. McAdams, Emily C.
Durbin, Rebecca Seligman
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