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Sets of bipolar scales were constructed for self-
description for 13 different traits. Within each trait
four scales, which differed in the relationship be-
tween the trait dimension and the desirability of the
endpoints, were developed. Two scales had either
both desirable or both undesirable endpoints. The
other two scales had one desirable and one unde-
sirable endpoint but differed from one another in
the direction of the trait dimension. Self-descrip-
tions were obtained from 606 students on the 13
sets of scales and bipolar marker scales to measure
the dimensions of evaluation, potency, activity, and
familiarity. In addition, each student answered a
true-false social desirability scale. The data were
factor analyzed and rotated to simple structure.
The factors closely reflected the trait dimensions.
There were no factors that could be interpreted as
either a social desirability or evaluation factor. The
correlations of the bipolar scales that had differ-
ences in desirability of the endpoints averaged .12
with the social desirability scale and .13 with the
evaluation marker scale. The correlations between
the scales within each trait set reflected primarily
the trait relationships but seemed to be moderated
by the effects of evaluation or desirability. Scores
were obtained on the sum of the four scales within
each trait dimension. These scores were reasonably
internally consistent and uncorrelated with social
desirability. The potential for this method of per-
sonality assessment is discussed.
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Bipolar rating scales anchored by semantic
labels at the endpoints have been primarily asso-
ciated with Osgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum’s
(1957) semantic differential technique to deter-
mine the underlying structure of connotative
meaning. In their classic work, Osgood et al.

(1957) demonstrated an underlying three-factor
structure of generalized semantic space: evalua-
tion, potency, and activity (EPA), with evalua-
tion accounting for the greatest amount of vari-
ance. The present study explored the dimen-
sionality of bipolar scales when used in a more
restricted sense: in self-descriptive personality
assessment. Factor analyses have been reported
by Warr and Haycock (1970) and Gray (1973),
which were interpreted as supporting an EPA
structure in self-description with bipolar scales.
Because of the scales used in the ratings and the
specific context of the ratings, neither can be
considered as specifically addressing the dimen-
sionality of a cross-section of traits used solely
for self-description.

In traditional personality assessment, Ed-
wards and his associates (see Edwards, 1970)
have argued for the confounding effect of a so-
cial desirability (SD) response tendency on re-
sponses to a variety of structured personality in-
struments. When personality inventories such as
the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inven-
tory (Hathaway & McKinley, 1951) are factor
analyzed, the loadings of the scales on the first
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factor tend to be proportional to the extent to
which the scale keying is confounded with key-
ing for SD responses. A scale constructed by Ed-
wards (1957) to measure the rate of SD respond-
ing has typically loaded highly on the first factor
of personality inventories.
The SD of a bipolar rating scale has been de-

fined by Ford and Meisels (1969) as the differ-
ence in the desirabilities of the adjectives asso-
ciated with the two endpoints. A rating scale
marked at one end by a highly desirable adjec-
tive and at the other end by a highly undesirable
adjective would be more susceptible to the in-
flüen&oelig;s of SD than a scaie with iess of a differ-
ence between the endpoints. This definition of a
socially desirable bipolar rating scale is thus

synonomous with Osgood et al.’s (1957) evalua-
tive scale. Ford and Meisel (1969) found a cor-
relation of .92 between the differences in the de-

sirability of the endpoints of a scale and its load-
ing on the evaluative factor of the semantic dif-
ferential.
Based on the factor analysis of semantic dif-

ferential data and the SD research with per-
sonality data, it might be expected that a large
evaluation-SD factor would be the primary di-
mension in self-description with bipolar rating
scales. However, in both of these research areas,
the potential for trait factors has been mini-
mized because of the nature of the stimuli used.
The bipolar scales used in semantic differential
studies were selected to cover a wide variety of
attributes useful in describing a wide variety of
concepts. There was no intent to build into the
set of scales the potential for measuring per-
sonality traits. Under these conditions the ability
to obtain specific trait factors was obviated and
the underlying dimensions of evaluation, poten-
cy, and activity emerged. With SD research, the
question has not been the obtaining of a trait
factor, but being able to unambiguously inter-
pret the factor as such. Given the same factor
structure, Edwards and Heathers (1962) con-
cluded that the first factor measured SD, while
Block (1965) provided a trait interpretation and
called the factor ego resiliency.

In order to distinguish trait from evaluation-
SD, there should be a number of items that mea-
sure the same trait where the trait keying is not
completely confounded with the SD of the items.
Adjective sets from Peabody (1967) provide ideal
stimuli for constructing these bipolar scales.
Each set of four adjectives represents a single
descriptive trait dimension, with two of the
words marking one end of the dimension and
the other two words marking the opposite end of
the dimension. Within the two words marking a
common end of the dimension, one adjective is
positively valued (high social desirability scale
vaiue or SDSV) and the other is negatively
valued (low SDSV). For each set of four adjec-
tives it is possible to construct four bipolar
scales, all representing opposites in descriptive
content but varying in their evaluative patterns.
For example, one set of words representing a
risk-taking dimension consists of the quadruplet
CAUTIOUS-TIMID-BOLD-RASH. From these
words it is possible to form the following four bi-
polar scales: (1) CAUTIOUS (high
SDSV)-BOLD (high SDSV); (2) CAUTIOUS
(high SDSV)-RASH (low SDSV); (3) TIMID
(low SDSV)-BOLD (high SDSV); and (4)
TIMID (low SDSV)-RASH (low SDSV). Scales
1 and 4 eliminate evaluation by having similar
SDSVs for the two endpoints. Scales 2 and 3
both increase with respect to risk-taking, but
Scale 2 goes from a positively valued to a nega-
tively valued endpoint, while Scale 3 goes from a
negatively valued to a positively valued end-
point.

If the SD or evaluation dimension is pre-
dominant in self-ratings, scales such as 2 and 3
above should load on a major factor with oppo-
site signs to reflect the evaluative keying of the
scales. This factor should have high loadings for
the SD scale and for scales that normally mark
the evaluation dimension. Scales such as 1 and 4
should load on separate smaller factors reflect-
ing trait effects. On the other hand, if the trait
factors emerge, all four scales should load on a
common factor, with their loadings reflecting
the trait dimension.
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Method

Using 13 of Peabody’s (1967) complete sets of
four-adjective trait terms, a series of 7-point bi-
polar scales was constructed. Each set of four
adjectives yielded four scales, two with end-
points equated on evaluation and two with end-
points of opposite evaluation. The four scales of
each descriptive content area were divided into
two subsets of two scales each, such that each
adjective was used as an endpoint only once in
each subset. The two subsets for each content
area were randomly assigned to one of two

groups. The total of 52 scales was thus organized
into two groups of 26 scales each.

An additional 12 scales were selected to pro-
vide three marker scales each for Osgood et al.’s
(1957) EPA structure and the familiarity factor
found by Nunnally (1961). These scales were
randomly distributed to one of the two scale
groups such that all of the factors were repre-
sented in each group. The final two scale groups,
containing 32 scales each, were separately
placed in random orders and used as Parts 1 and
3 of the instrument.
Parts 1 and 3 instructions to respondents were

similar to the standard semantic differential

procedure, with emphasis on the requirement
for rating the concept &dquo;myself.&dquo; The instruc-
tions for Part 3 asked respondents not to refer to
their Part 1 ratings or to try to recall their re-
sponses to the earlier (and similar) scales. Part 2
of the instrument contained 38 items from the
Edwards (1957) SD scale’ given under standard
self-description instructions.
The booklets were administered in classroom

groups to undergraduate psychology students at
Central Michigan University, Mt. Pleasant,
Michigan, and undergraduate business students
at Northwood Institute, Midland, Michigan. A
total of 606 respondents voluntarily completed
the booklets, which required approximately 25
minutes. After the data were collected, classes
were given a description of the experiment.

1Item 38 was omitted because of its offensive character.

Responses to the SD items were coded and
summed to obtain a single score for each re-
spondent. Responses to the 64 bipolar scales and
SD score were intercorrelated and submitted to

principal components analysis with varimax ro-
tation.

Results and Discussion

Table 1 presents the results of the rotated
principal components analysis. Eighteen factors
had eigenvalues greater than 1.0 and were re-
tained in the rotated factor structure. As is evi-
dent from the pattern of loadings of the four
scales from each common trait domain, the fac-
tors produced by this analysis are most easily in-
terpreted as reflecting traits. In none of the fac-
tors are the loadings of scales contradictory to a
trait interpretation in favor of an evaluative or
SD interpretation. The last two columns of

Table 1 present the correlations between the bi-
polar scales and the SD scale and between the
bipolar scales and an evaluative scale produced
by summing the three evaluative marker scales
included in the instrument. When only the 26 bi-
polar scales that had the differences in the
SDSVs of the endpoints were considered, the
average correlation between ratings on the bi-
polar scales and the SD score was .12. Of the 26
correlations, 20 were in a direction consistent
with an evaluative-SD interpretation, while 6
were not. The average correlation for bipolar
scale ratings with the evaluative score was .13,
with 22 in an evaluatively consistent direction
and 4 not. The correlation between the SD score
and the evaluative score was .30.

The findings are somewhat difficult to recon-
cile with the amassed literature that shows the

importance of SD in self-description and the im-
portance of the evaluative dimension within the
semantic differential. There was no large first
factor with high loadings for either the SD scale
or the evaluative scales. Rather, the first factor
of the unrotated factor structure had an eigen-
value of 6.95, accounting for only 10.7% of the
variance. The SD scale had loadings on a num-
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Table 1
Factor Loadings and Correlations with SD and

Evaluation for Bipolar Rating Scales
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Table 1 - Continued
Factor Loadings and Correlations with SD and

Evaluation for Bipolar Rating Scales

Note Factor number reported for loading .30 or greater, decimals
omitted.
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Table 2
Intercorrelations Among Scales in Each Set

ber of factors instead of a major loading on one
factor.
Table 2 presents the intercorrelation among

the four scales within each descriptive content
area. The correlations in column 1 are between
the scale with both endpoints positive and the
scale with both endpoints negative. Column 2
presents the correlations of the two scales having
one positive and one negative endpoint with the
scale having both endpoints positive. Column 3
presents the correlations between the two scales

having a positive and a negative endpoint and
the scale having both endpoints negative. The

correlations in column 4 are between the pair of
scales each with a positive and a negative end-
point.
The correlations in column 1 represent solely

trait relationships. Both scales are independent
of SD, since they have equally desirable end-
points. In addition, each of the four adjective
endpoints occurs once and only once within the
two scales; that is, there is no repetition of end-
points between scales. The average of the cor-
relations in column 1 is .30.
The correlations in columns 2 and 3 are in-

fluenced both by the trait and by a common end-
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point within the pair of correlated scales (e.g.,
CAUTIOUS-BOLD and CAUTIOUS-RASH).
They should not be influenced by SD since one
of the correlated scales is neutral on SD. Al-

though scales having a common endpoint were
physically separated by the SD scale on the in-
strument, the possibility that ratings were some-
how anchored by having the same endpoint pre-
sented a second time cannot be dismissed. The

average correlations for columns 2 and 3 are .37
and .38, respectively.
The correlations in column 4 place evaluation-

SD and the descriptive dimension in direct op-
position. With one exception, the correlations
are positive, suggesting that the descriptive di-
mension is stronger than the evaluative dimen-
sion. However, the average of the correlations is
.13, indicating a significant reduction in the ex-
pected correlation due to the descriptive content
alone. Although the descriptive dimensions may
be more important than evaluation, it is not pos-
sible to completely discount the influence of
evaluation on ratings.
The question remains as to why the usual

evaluation factor associated with semantic dif-
ferential ratings and SD factor associated with
personality measurement did not appear in the
present study. A rationale for this outcome may
be derived from the arguments of Peabody
(1970) and Felipe (1970) with regard to trait in-
ferences. Both argued that evaluation and de-
scription are involved when individuals use bi-
polar scales. In general, their proposition is that
when the rating or inference task involves re-
lating some concept or characteristic to a dimen-
sion that is descriptively pertinent (or highly
content-associated), the rater attends to the de-
scriptive aspects of the scale. Given the task of
relating a concept or characteristic to a scale
that is descriptively inappropriate, the rater will
seek to achieve evaluative consistency in the ab-
sence of descriptive consistency.

It may be surmised that given the task of
rating &dquo;myself ’ on a series of scales that were
specifically person-related or personality de-

scriptive, the raters behaved according to the
Peabody-Felipe proposition. Raters attended to

the descriptive aspects of the scales causing the
usual evaluation-SD factor to fail to emerge in
the factor structure.
An implied issue in these findings concerns

the usefulness of bipolar rating scales as a

method of personality assessment. As with most
types of stimuli, the individual bipolar scale item
would not be expected to have sufficient relia-
bility to be useful as a general measure of per-
sonality. Instead, the values of responses to

several bipolar scales would be summed. For the
stimuli provided by Peabody (1967), four scales
can be summed for each trait area. Using the
present data, coefficient alpha estimates of in-
ternal consistency for each set were calculated.
These values are present in Table 3. In general,
the values are reasonably high, considering that
only four items contribute to the summative
score. The lower values are for those sets that
did not load on a common factor in the factor

analysis of the bipolar scales and in general
seem most poorly matched on the content di-
mension. It appears that for well-defined con-
tent dimensions, it is possible to obtain internal-
ly consistent measures of personality with a

small number of scales.

The sums of the four bipolar scale ratings
should be independent of SD, since the individ-
ual bipolar scales were relatively uncorrelated
with the SD scale, and the sum counterbalances
what minor effects might be attributed to desir-
ability. The correlations of the sums with the SD
scale and the sum of the three evaluative scales
are presented in the last two columns of Table 3.
The data on the sums of the bipolar scales as

measures of personality indicate considerable
potential. Using the results of taxonomies of
trait descriptive terms such as provided by Gold-
berg (1977) and Wiggins (1979), adjectives could
be selected to construct bipolar scales that re-
flect a common trait and retained the configura-
tion of endpoints necessary to control the in-
fluence of social desirability. Based on the

Spearman-Brown formula, the median internal
consistency of the sums of the scales reported in
Table 3 could be raised to approximately .8 by
constructing 8 scales for each trait. With highly
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Table 3
Coefficient Alpha, Correlation with SD and

Correlation with Evaluation for Suns of Four Scales

internally consistent scales free from the in-
fluence of social desirability, the concerns of re-
test reliability and construct validity could be
addressed. Only when all these steps have been
completed will the potential of bipolar scales as
a method of personality assessment be known.
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