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CHAPTER 37

What Kinds of Methods Do
Personality Psychologists Use?

A Survey of Journal Editors and Editorial Board Members

Richard W. Robins
Jessica L. Tracy
Jeffrey W. Sherman

Of all the fields of psychology, personality is,
arguably, the most methodologically diverse.
Indeed, methodological pluralism is a corner-
stone of the field. Thumbing through a typical
issue of a personality journal will reveal a rich
array of methods, including longitudinal and
experimental designs; studies of typical and
atypical populations; and a wide range of as-
sessment procedures, ncluding self-report
scales, informant reports, projective tests, ob-
servational assessment, and DNA analyses.
This methodological diversity reflects, and is in
fact compelled by, the breadth and complexity
of the substantive questions personality re-
searchers seek to address. It is not surprising
that a field that aims to understand evtryrhing
from genetic to cultural influences on the per-
son involves a wide range of methods.

But what exactly are the most common
methods in contemporary personality re-
search? That is, what is the best way to charac-

terize the personality approach to psychology?
Despite lively discussions at conferences and in
the halls of psychology departments about
which methods are rising or falling in popular-
ity, there have been virtually no systematic
studies of this issue.! This raises the question,
Does the reality match the stercotype? Do per-
sonality researchers actually use a diverse range
of methods? What exactly are the research de-
signs, assessment methods, and statistics in the
methodological tool kit of the 21st-century
personality researcher?

To address these questions, we conducted a
survey of prominent personality researchers;
specifically, members of the editorial boards of
the leading journals in the field. We asked our
respondents to answer a comprehensive set of
questions about the way they design their stud-
ies, assess their key constructs, and analyze
their data. The aim of the survey was to gauge
the frequency with which personality research-
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ers use each method and, by doing so, provide
an empirical snapshot of the current state of
personality research.

Method
Respondents and Procedure

Our sample consists of editors, associate edi-
tors, and other members of the editorial boards
of three of the leading journals in personality
psychology: the Exropean Journal of Personal-
ity, the Journal of Personality, and the Journal
of Personality and Sacial Psychology: Person-
ality Processes and Individual Differences.> We
members of personality editorial
boards for several reasons. First, these individ-

sc‘ttclcd

uals are very likely to conduct research on per-
sonality and to perceive themselves as person-
ality psychologists. Second, these individuals
are typirally among the most productive re-
searchers working the field, so they are collec-
tively responsible for a large body of personal-
ity research. Third, members of editorial
boards cover a broad range of career stages, so
the sample would include individuals who are
at the early, middle, and late stages of their sci-
entific careers. Fourth, members of editorial
boards decide what is and is not accepted for
publication in personality journals and thus are
the “gatekeepers”™ of personality psychology.
These individuals are highly knowledgeable
about what constitutes personality research; in
fact, one could argue that they set the stan-
dards for the field.

Participants were contacted by electronic
mail and were told, “The goal of the survey is
to learn more about the kinds of research con-
ducted by prominent personality psycholo-
gists.” If they agreed to participate, they were
directed to a World Wide Web address where
they could access the survey and complete it
online. Of the 142 individuals contacted, 72
completed the survey, for a response rate of
51%.

Respondents were assured complete ano-
nymity; they were informed that their survey
responses were completely confidential and
could not be tied to their names or e-mail ad-
dresses.

Survey Questionnaire

The survey was constructed through an itera-
tive process. As a starting point, we asked a fo-

cus group of seven leading personality re-
searchers to generate a set of methodological
features that could be used to describe the
prototypical personality approach. We then
supplemented this list by reviewing recent jour-
nals, edited volumes, and textbooks to identify
methods used in personality research. This led
to an initial pool of survey items. We sent this
set of items to a small group of personality re-
searchers and solicited feedback on ambigu-
ities, omissions, and redundancies in the sor-

iminated
and rephrased many items and added new
items to fill gaps in the item pool.

This procedure resulted in a final survey that
Ilnl.‘ll._]f_[t’d ]‘l‘tll][i]*flt’ "{i_'L'l']ll”Lc- il”L‘ maore H'Ii'll'i 1"]0
items. In this chapter, we report findings re-
lated to the first three sections, which map onto
the major sections of this volume (research de-

vey. Based on their feedback, we e

signs, assessment methods, statistical proce-
dures), and thus provide a useful reference
point.

In the first section of the survey, respondents
were asked to rate the frequency with which
they used each of 12 research designs and ap-
proaches in their research (e.g., experimental,
correlational, longitudinal, etc.); in the second
section, respondents rated the frequency with
which they used each of 17 assessment meth-
ods/measures (e.g., self-report, informant re-
port, behavioral observation, etc.); and in the
third section respondents rated the frequency
with which they used each of 21 statistical pro-
cedures and data-analytic strategies (e.g., ana
ysis of variance, correlation, factor analysis,

etc.). All ratings were made on a 7-point scale,
ranging from 1 (“never”) to 7 (“always”), with
4 (“somerimes”) as the midpoint of the scale.

After completing these ratings, respondents
were asked to rate the extent to which they
“study issues and topics related to the field of
personality psychology,” using a 7-point scale
ranging from 1 (“not at all”) to 7 (“very
much”), with 4 (“somewhat™) as the midpoint
of the scale.

Finally, at the end of the survey, participants
provided demographic information about their
gender, age, type of workplace (small col
lege, non-PhD-granting university, PhD-grant-
ing university, research institute/government
agency, business/corporation), and country in
which their workplace is located. Participants
were also asked to indicate the journals on
which they serve as editors or editorial board
members.
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Results
Characteristics of Sample

Of the 72 respondents, 75 % were male (1 = 54)
and 25% were female (z = 18). The median age
of respondents was 43 years (SD = 9.3). Most
respondents worked in the United States (n =
52, 74%), and the majority of the rest worked
in Europe (1 = 14, 20%) or Canada (n = 3,
4%). Eighty percent of respondents worked in
PhD-granting research universities (# = 57) and
the rest in non-PhD-granting universities (7 =
5, 7%), small colleges (n = 4, 6%), research in-
stitutes/government agencies (n# = 4, 6%), and
businesses/corporations (1 = 1, 1%).

Research Designs and Approaches

We analyze and report the survey data in two
ways. First, we treat the personality psycholo-
gists in our sample as a group and report their
mean responses across each survey item. Sec-
ond, we examine individual differences in the
degree to which respondents indicated that
they study topics and issues related to per-
sonality; by correlating this item with survey
responses, we can determine whether, even
within this select sample of personality psy-
chologists, the degree of immersion in the field
is associated with the use of particular designs,
statistics, and measures.

The first column of Table 37.1 shows mean
responses for each of the 12 research designs,
as well as the percentage of participants who
indicated that they had ever used that design
(i.e., who gave any rating other than 1,
“never”). The simple correlational design re-
mains by far the most frequently used in per-
sonality research, followed by the longitudinal,
cross-sectional, and experimental designs.
Thus, contrary to many people’s intuitions, the
experimental design is relatively common in
personality research; in fact, 86% of our par-
ticipants indicated that they use the design
more than “never” in their research (39% use
experimental designs “sometimes” to “al-
ways”).

Cross-species comparisons and case studies
are the least frequently used designs in person-
ality research. In the former case, the low fre-
quency may reflect, at least in part, the fact that
researchers who do comparative studies of ani-
mal personality typically identify themselves as
comparative psychologists, primatologists, ani-
mal behaviorists, and so on, rather than as per-

sonality psychologists, and thus are nor well
represented in our sample. The low frequency
of case studies, in contrast, may reflect a more
general trend in the field away from case stud-
ies, psychobiographies, and other person-
centered approaches (see Craik, Chapter 12,
this volume; Elms, Chapter 6, this volume;
Grice, Chapter 32, this volume). Despite the
low overall level of use of cross-species and
case studies, they are nonetheless used at least
somewhat by a nontrivial percentage of re-
searchers (10% and 18%, respectively).

The second column of Table 37.1 shows cor-
relations of the individual difference variable
(the extent to which individuals study person-
ality) with frequency of using each design.
Consistent with the pattern of means, individu-
als who describe their research as focusing on
issues and topics that are central to the field of
personality psvchology are more likely to use
correlational, cross-sectional, and longitudinal
designs. Interestingly, these individuals are less
likely to use experimental designs, despite the
high overall mean for experimental research.
Thus, experimental methods are frequently
used by most personality psychologists, but
those individuals who use them most tend to
see their research as less strictly about “person-
ality” ropics.

Statistical Procedures
and Data-Analytic Strategies

As Table 37.1 shows, the statistical procedures
used most frequently by personality researchers
are correlation, reliability analyses, multiple re-
gression, factor/component analysis, 1-tests,
ANOVA, and partial correlation; these proce-
dures are used by virtually all personality re-
searchers. The least frequently used statistical
procedures are mathematical modeling, multi-
dimensional scaling, computer simulations,
item response theory (IRT) analyses, and time-
series analyses.

These results may simply reflect the most fre-
quently (and least frequently) used statistical
procedures in the broader field of psychology
(Aiken, West, Sechrest, & Reno, 1990), rather
than being particularly characteristic of per-
sonality research. However, the results shown
in column 2 of Table 37.1 provide converging
evidence for the pattern of means, at least for
procedures that involve correlation and other
indices of association between or among
variables. Specifically, the degree to which
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TABLE 37.1. The Methodological Tool Kit of the Personality Psychologist:
An Analysis of Research Designs, Statistical Procedures, and Assessment Methods

Survey question

Research design/fapproach
Correlational
Longitudinal
Cross-sectional
Experimental
Quasi-experimental
Field studies
Cross-cultural
Dyadic or group interactions
Patient studies
Twin and adoption studies
Psychobiography/case studies
Cross-species

Statistical/dara-analyric procedure
Reliability analyses
Correlation
Multiple regression
Factor/component analysis
I-tests
ANOVA
Partial correlation
Convergent/discriminant validity
Mediation analyses
Structural equation modeling
Power analyses
Hierarchical/multilevel modeling
Growth-curve modeling
Computer simulations
Cluster analysis
Mera-analysis
Discriminant function analysis
Time-series analyses
IRT analyses
Multidimensional scaling
Mathematical modeling

Assessment methods/measures
Self-report scales and questionnaires
Judgments of self and others
Informant reports
ehavioral observation
Structured interviews
Behavioral responses
Other |\1d!,;rm‘1'.l tasks (e.g
Narratve/open-ended questionnaires
Reacrion time measures
Experience sampling
lmplicit measures

Memory rasks
Autonomic arousal
Judgments of groups/matons/cultures
Hormone levels

Neuroimaging (FMRI, ERP, etc.)
Molecular genetics/fDNA testing

Mean % ever ¢ with personality
(SD) used? research orientation”
5.76 (1.03) 100% A4*
4.10 {1.59) 93% 26"
4.03 (1.50) 96% 407
.76 (1.80) 86% —-41
3.60 (1.75) 86% -.08
.44 (1.73) #3% .09
2.86 (1.51) 76% 04
2.82 (1.61) 71% -.0§
2.36 (1.56) 58% -.03
1.69 (1.49) 22% 14
1.42 (1.14) 18% 17
1.33 (1.10) 10% =10
5.96 (1,09) 100% 36%
5.94 (1.03) 100% 32%
5.60 (0.96) 100% 36"
4.76 (1.25) 100% 35*
4.73 (1.48) 100% A3
4.72 (1.44) 979, .14
4.67 n.-is; 999, 26*
4.26 (1.64) 93%, 30
4.10 (J 36) 94% 00
3.79 (1.74) 87% A7
3.72 (1.73) 89% -04
3.44 r| 79) 79% A3
2.57 (1.78) 56% 02
1.73 (1.22) 36% 09
2.40 (1.41) 68% 33"
2.36 (1.42) 60% =00
2.12 (1.21) 61% 18
1,79 (1.23) 40% 13
1.76 (1.26) 317% 16
1.72 (1.23) 36% 16
1.65 (1.23) 32% 10
7 (0.93) 100% 437
7 (1.57) 99% 26*
(1.82) 86% 6%
(1.47) 89% -09
(1.89) 76% 14
(1.55) 81% - 13
, of stimuli) (1.61) 79% -07
(1.69) 74% 1
(1.90) 61% - 14
89 (1.90) 65% 14
3 (1.87) 64 % 12
(1.58) 62% 13
(1.42) 57% -.30%
2.19 {1.68) 43% =035
1.94 (1.59) 36% — 13
i_i“H} 32% =11
6l I: ] 2 ].1 26% 007

Note. N = 72, All items were rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (“not at all”™) to 7 {“very much™}, with 4 (“some-
I BINE \ )

what™} as the midpoint of the scale.
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researchers study topics central to the field
of personality psychology is associated with
greater use of correlation, reliability analyses,
multiple regression, factor/component analysis,
convergent/discriminant validity, and partial
correlations. The relatively greater prevalence
of these methods in personality research may
reflect their application to the study of individ-
ual, rather than group, differences. In contrast,
the two procedures that are more typically
applied to the study of group differences
ANOVA and t-tests—are not especially com-
mon among those who study personality-
relevant research topics, although they are still
quite common overall.

It is also worth noting that despite their well-
known advantages, the interrelated procedures
of structural equation modeling, hierarchical/
multilevel modeling, and growth-curve model-
ing have yet to reach the “frequent use” level in
personality research (and, no doubt, in other
areas of research as well). However, although
they may not be used frequently, the majority
of personality researchers do use these methods
to some extent (56%, 79%, and 87% for
growth-curve modeling, hierarchical modeling,
and structural equation modeling, respec-

tively).

Assessment Methods/Measures

Finally, we examined the specific assessment
methods and measures used by personality re-
searchers. By far the most frequently used
method is, not surprisingly, self-report scales
and questionnaires, followed by the related cat-
egory of “judgments of self and other”; these
methods are ubiquitous in personality research,
and virtually everyone in our sample uses them
at least some of the time. Less common, but
still relatively frequently used methods include
informant reports, behavioral observation, and
structured interviews; these methods are also
used by the vast majority of personality re-
searchers, reflecting the multimethod approach
that predominates in the field.

Despite widespread discussion of the rise of
neuroscience and other biologically oriented
approaches to personality, the use of such
methods, including DNA testing, functional
magnetic resonance imaging/event-related po-
tential (FMRI/ERP), and measures of hormone
levels and autonomic arousal, remains quite in-
frequent. At the same time, these methods are
used on occasion by a fairly large percentage of
researchers (26%, 32%, 36%, and 57% for

DNA, IMRI/ERP, hormone levels, and auto-
nomic arousal, respectively). In general, this
pattern may reflect a trend in the field as a
whole; research on citation rates and disserta-
tion topics suggests that the neuroscientific
approach to psychology is becoming more
prominent, but has not yet begun to approach
the levels of prominence seen by other major
approaches to psychology (e.g., the cognitive
perspective; Tracy, Robins, & Gosling, 2004),

Consistent with the pattern of means, the
correlational analyses show that individuals
who study issues and topics that are central to
the field of personality psychology are particu-
larly likely to use self-report scales, judgments
of self and others, and informant reports, and
less likely to use measures of autonomic
arousal.

Discussion

In this chapter, we reported findings from a
survey of leading personality researchers. Our
goal was simple: To peer inside their method-
ological tool kit and see what we find. Overall,
the picture that emerged is one of extreme
methodological pluralism. There is no particu-
lar research design, data-analytic approach, or
assessment method that characterizes our sam-
ple of elite personality researchers. Instead, the
field seems to adopt a “by any means neces-
sary” approach to research, using a wide range
of approaches and techniques.

The findings generally converge with our in-
tuitions about the prototypical personality ap-
proach, but they nonetheless reveal some inter-
esting discrepancies and nuance. Certainly, one
can find support in these data for the prevalence
of the stereotypical personality study, in which
self-report measures are administered and mnter-
correlated. Yet our data also show that thisis just
one of many kinds of studies thatare common in
the personality literature. Indeed, most person-
ality researchers conduct experiments and use
ANOVA to analyze their data. Many also con-
duct cross-cultural and field research; they study
twins and patient populations; they use sophisti-
cated statistical techniques such as hierarchical
modeling; and they assess personality not only
through self-reports but also through informant
reports, behavioral observation, cognitive tasks,
and biological indicators. Thus, our findings
painta picture of personality psychology as a vi-
brant field, characterized by a rich array ol
methods and procedures.
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We would like to point out two important
limitations of our research, First, there may be
a discrepancy between the methods that re-
spondents report using and the methods that
they actually use in their research. For exam-
ple, respondents may exaggerate the degree to
which they use a diverse set of methods and
procedures, either because of self-deception or
impression management (Paulhus & Vazire,
Chapter 13, this volume), One way to address
this concern would be to content-code articles
published in leading personality journals, to
determine the acrual frequency with which
each design, sratistical procedure, and assess-
ment method is used in personality studies
(Fraley & Marks, 2005).

Second, our sampling procedure—focusing
on members of editorial boards—may limir the
generalizability of the findings beyond this elite
group of personality researchers. It is possible
that less prominent and productive researchers
use a more restricted range of methods.

Finally, we would like to note thar our re-

sults are necessarily limited to this particular
snapshot in time, As Craik (Chapter 12, this
volume) points out, the field of personality psy-
chology has gone through dramaric shifts in the
prevalence of different research methods and
approaches. What the future may hold for the
field remains to be seen. But, at least based on
the present analyses, we see a field well posi-
tioned to respond to the challenges and oppor-
tunities posed by the recent shift in psychology
toward multilevel analyses of complex aspects
of human behavior.
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Notes

I. Fraley and Marks (2005) assessed the frequency

with which a number of statistical procedures
were used in 259 articles published in two of the

eading personality journals (Journal of Personal-
ity and Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy: Personality Processes and Individual Differ-
ences) between 2000 and 2002. The correlation,
ANOVA, t-rest, and multiple regression were the

most frequent data-analytic techniques, but a
wide range of other procedures were also used.
This study provided an interesting snapshor of
the personality researchers’ statistical tools, but
the researchers did not ask broader questions
about research approach, design, or assessment
methods. Vazire (2006), in an article on the infor-
mant method in personality research, analyzed al
studies published in the Journal of Research in
Personality in 2003 and found that 98% used
selt-reports but only 24% collected informant re-
ports (i.e., ratings of rhe targets by well-
acquainted others, such as friends, spouses, or co-
waorkers). Aiken, West, Sechrest, and Reno
(1990) conducted a survey to determine how fre-
quently PhD programs in psychology offer
courses that cover a wide range of statistical pro-
cedures and methods, but they did not break their
results down into subprograms such as personal-
ity psychology. Finally, Baumeister and Vohs
(2006}, in an article published in Dialogue, the
Society for Personality and Social Psychology
newsletter, content coded recent issues of PSP
and found that only a very small subset of studies
included direct assessments of behavior: the vast
majority of studies relied on ratings and reports
of some kind.

2. Many survey respondents were on multiple edito-
rial boards, including some nonpersonality jour-
nals.

References

Aiken, L. 8., West, 8. G., Sechrest, L., & Reno, R. R.
(1990). Graduate training in statistics, methodology,
and measurement in psychology: A survey of PhD
programs in North America. American Psychologist,
45, 721=-734.

Baumeister, R, E, & Vohs, K. D. (2006). Are personality
and social psychologists behaving themselves? Dia-
logue: Newsletter of the Society for Personality and
Social Psvehology, pp. 3, 7.

Fraley, R. C., & Marks, M. J. (2005). Quanrtitative
methods m personality research. In B. S. Everitt & D.
C. Howell (Eds.), Encyclopedia of statistics in bebav-
ioral science (Vol. 3, pp. 1637-1645). Chichester,
UK: Wiley.

Tracy, ]. L., Robins, R. W, & Gosling, 5. D. (2004), Ex-
ploring the roots of contémporary psychology: Using
empirical indices to identify scientific trends. In T, C.
Dalton & R. B. Evans (Eds.), The life cycle of psycho-
logical ideas: Understanding prominence and the dy-
nanmiics of imtellectual change (pp. 105-130). New
York: Plenum Press.

Vazire, S. (2006). Informant reports: A cheap, fast, and
easy method for personality assessment. Journal of
Research in Personality, 40, 472-481.

Aaker, |., 173, 174
Abecasis, G, R., 39
Abelson, R. P, 498
Achenbach, T. M.,
Achille, N., 524, 5
Acklin, M. W, 302
Adam, E. K., 378
Adams, D. P, 52,
Adams, R. |., 415
Adler, A, 6, 13
Affleck, G., 80, 81,
Aguinis, H., 583
Aguirre, G. K., 367
Ahadi, S., 165, 171
Aiken, L. S., 338, 2
574,
629, 67!
Ainsworth, A. T, 2
Aitman, T. J., 400
Ajzen, L, 471
Alkaike, H., 71, 54¢
Akamine, T. X., 18
Akatsu, J. 1., 373

5

-






