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Identifying the Situationally Variable Subject:
Correspondence among
Different Self-Report Formats
Robert G. Turner and Bob J. Gilliam
Seaver College, Pepperdine University

The present study compared the results obtained
from three different procedures for obtaining self-
reports of behavioral consistency versus inconsis-
tency : (1) the traditional bipolar rating scale; (2) the
Nisbett, Caputo, Legant, and Maracek (1973) pro-
cedure whereby subjects check the term, its
antonym or the phrase "it depends on the situ-
ation"; and (3) subject-generated lists of self-
descriptive traits. Results showed a moderate asso-
ciation between self-reports of situational variability
and central responses on the scaled format; how-
ever, omission of a term in self-generated lists was
not strongly associated with either central responses
on the scale format or situational responses on the

inventory formulated according to Nisbett et al.

Bem and Allen (1974) concluded that a trait
measure will be predictively valid only for the
subset of subjects that is behaviorally consistent
across situations on that dimension. They sug-
gested that those subjects who are inconsistent
on the dimension would have to be excluded
from predictive research, since their trait-rele-
vant behavior would not be predictable. In sub-
sequent consistency research, different proce-
dures have been employed to differentiate the
situationally consistent subject from the incon-
sistent subject. One of the most common pro-
cedures has been to ask subjects to check the al-

APPLIED PSYCHOLOGICAL MEASUREMENT
Vol. 3. No. 3 Summer 1979 pp. 361-369
@ Copyright 1979 West Publishing Co.

ternative on lists of bipolar trait terms that is the
most accurate descriptor of their behavior: a
trait term (e.g., assertive), its antonym (e.g., un-
assertive), or the phrase &dquo;it depends on the situ-
ation&dquo; (Nisbett, Caputo, Legant, & Maracek,
1973). Those checking the &dquo;it depends on the
situation&dquo; alternative are then labeled as incon-
sistent or situationally variable on that trait
dimension (McGee & Snyder, 1975; Turner,
1978).
Another procedure to differentiate the be-

haviorally consistent from the inconsistent is to
ask subjects to generate their own list of self-rel-
evant descriptors. The results of Turner and Gil-
liland (in press) showed that subjects who did
not employ in their self-descriptions either as-
sertive or its antonym, unassertive, behaved

similarly to self-described unassertive subjects in
an ambiguous situation, but similar to self-
described assertive subjects in a structured situ-
ation in which they were told to be forceful. At
least in this study, therefore, the omission of a
term from a self-generated list of applicable self-
descriptors identified an area highly susceptible
to situational influence.

It is not known whether these two procedures
identify the same subjects as inconsistent or situ-
ationally variable on a particular trait dimen-
sion. For example, is the omission of a term in a
self-generated list equivalent to a situational re-
sponse on the Nisbett et al. format? In addition,
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it is not known how these two procedures com-
pare with the traditional procedure of having
subjects mark on a 1 to 7 scale where they see
themselves on a bipolar dimension. Since the
end points of the scale are anchored by the term
and its antonym, it might be argued than those
marking near the center of the scale (Points 3, 4,
and 5) are reporting themselves to be inconsis-
tent on the trait. If this is the case, the Nisbett et
al. procedure does not obtain any additional in-
formation than can be obtained from traditional

scaling procedures.
A comparison of self-report formats might

have implications for the report of Sorrentino
and Short (1977) on the inconsistent behavior of
subjects identified as moderates on measures of
achievement and affiliation motivation. If mid-

point or moderate responses on personality
scales are equivalent to reports of situational
variability, then the behavior of these subjects
should be more inconsistent than those marking
end points on the scales (Bem & Allen, 1974).

Purpose

The purpose of the present study was to

compare the results obtained from three dif-

ferent procedures for obtaining self-reports of
behavioral consistency and inconsistency: (1) the
traditional bipolar rating scales; (2) the Nisbett
et al. (1973) procedure whereby subjects check
the term, its antonym, or the phrase &dquo;it depends
on the situation&dquo;; and (3) subject-generated lists
of self-descriptive terms.
A secondary purpose was to compare the re-

sponses obtained on the Nisbett inventory to
those obtained by Goldberg (1978) for single
trait terms. In that study, subjects checked
whether each trait term was an accurate descrip-
tion, an inaccurate description, or only occasion-
ally accurate, that is, depending on the situ-

ation. Since in the present study subjects re-
sponded to bipolar traits (i.e., a term, its

antonym, or a situational response), an op-

portunity to determine the effects of different
formats on the proportion of situational re-

sponses was possible.

Method

During the first week of the trimester, stu-

dents in an introductory social sciEnce class (N=
195) completed a Self-Description Form asking
them to list the traits that best described them-
selves. After this form was collected, the stu-
dents responded to a list of 30 pairs of bipolar
traits anchoring 7-point rating scales and to

another 30-item inventory in the form of Nisbett
et al. (1973) in which students checked as self-
descriptive a term, its antonym, or the statement
&dquo;it depends on the situation.&dquo; Of the 30 bipolar
traits, 20 were on both inventories. In an effort
to cover this duplication, the 10 filler traits were
different for the 2 inventories. These 20 terms

were from those categories of the Layman-Don-
ald trait taxonomy (Goldberg, 1975; 1977) that
subjects most commonly employed in their self-
generated descriptions in the Turner and Gilli-
land (in press) study. The order of the rating
scales and Nisbett et al. inventories was couter-
balanced over the total sample of students.
The social desirability ratings of the bipolar

traits were obtained from the ratings reported by
Norman (1967) on a scale from 1 (low desirabil-
ity) to 9 (high desirability), based on the re-

sponses of 100 subjects (50 males and 50 fe-
males).
The consistency of students’ self-generated

lists of relevant self-descriptors was evaluated by
employment of the Layman-McDonald trait tax-
onomy (Goldberg, 1977). These researchers have
developed a taxonomy of 45 semantically related
clusters of approximately 1,700 trait terms. Con-
sistent with Bem and Allen’s (1974) statement
that any trait term is relevant to only a limited
subset of people, Turner and Gilliland (in press)
have reported that only a few of these seman-
tically related clusters are employed by more
than 50% of subjects in generating lists of self-
relevant descriptors. Therefore, in evaluating
the consistency of self-generated descriptions
with those on the scaled and Nisbett et al. for-

mats, only five of the most commonly employed
trait clusters as identified by Turner and Gilli-
land were included. Each of these clusters con-
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tained one of the 20 bipolar traits on the scaled
and Nisbett et al. inventories. These five traits
were optimistic-pessimistic, patient-impatient,
self-ass ured- insecure, assertive-unassertive, and
outgoing-reserved.
Using the Layman-McDonald taxonomy to

identify trait terms semantically similar to these
five bipolar traits, two raters independently eval-
uated students’ lists of self-generated descrip-
tors. Each rater determined whether a student’s
list contained (1) a semantic equivalent of the
trait term (e.g., optimistic), (2) its antonym (e.g.,
pessimistic), (3) both the term and its antonym
(e.g., optimistic and pessimistic), or (4) no equiv-
alent of the bipolar trait. Inter-rater agreement
on these categorizations ranged from 70% for
patient-impatient to 96% for self-assured-in-
secure (X = 86%). In comparisons of self-gener-
ated descriptors with responses to the scaled and
Nisbett et al. inventories, only those responses

on which the raters concurred as to the appro-
priate categorization were included in these

analyses.

Results

Table 1 shows the number of students check-

ing either the trait term, its antonym, or the
phrase &dquo;it depends on the situation&dquo; on the in-
ventory developed via the Nisbett et al. (1973)
format. The proportion of students checking the
category &dquo;it depends on the situation&dquo; varied
from .38 for reflective-impulsive to .11 for devi-
ous-sincere. The mean proportion of responses
in this category was .27. The number of students
checking this category was negatively correlated
with the difference in the social desirability rat-
ings of the bipolar terms (r = -.49, df = 18, p <

.02). Thus, if the bipolar terms had approxi-
mately equal social desirability ratings (reflec-

Table 1

Proportion of Subjects Checking the First Trait Term, the Second Term
or Depends on the Situation on Each of the Twenty Trait Dimensions

(N = 195)
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tive-impulsive differed by 1.86 points), more stu-
dents checked the &dquo;situation&dquo; category. When
the terms differed considerably (devious-sincere
differed by 5.42 points), more students checked
the socially desirable alternative and fewer

checked the &dquo;situation&dquo; category.
Table 2 presents a cross-tabulation of stu-

dents’ responses to the 20 bipolar traits on the 1
to 7 rating scale and the Nisbett et al. (1973) for-
mat. When students checked the &dquo;situation&dquo;

category on the Nisbett et al. format, approxi-
mately two-thirds (68%) of the time they checked

the central points on the 1 to 7 scale (Points 3, 4,
5) for the same bipolar terms. The respective
percentages for these points were 25%, 23%, and
20%, which sum to 68%. Thus, the majority of
students checking the &dquo;situation&dquo; category on
the Nisbett et al. format described themselves on
the same bipolar terms by marking central

points on the 1 to 7 rating scale. However, re-
sults for the converse were not as direct, i.e., if
students described their position on the rating
scale by a central number (Points 3, 4, 5), they
did not necessarily check the &dquo;situation&dquo; cate-

Table 2
Cross-Tabulation of Responses to the Rating Scale

Versus the Nisbett, et at. (1973) Format

Note. Table entries are number of responses, row proportions and column
proportions respectively.
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gory on the Nisbett et al. format. Of the 608 re-

sponses on Point 3 of the 1 to 7 scale, 264 (or
43%) checked the &dquo;situation&dquo; category on the
Nisbett et al. format. Of those checking Points 4
or 5 on the scale format, 61% and 42%, respec-
tively, checked the &dquo;situation&dquo; category. For the
three middle points on the scale format, 48%
checked the &dquo;situation&dquo; category on the Nisbett
et al. format.
The cross-tabulation of responses on the 1 to 7

rating scale with responses on the student-gen-

erated trait lists is presented in Table 3. For the
five pairs of bipolar traits included in this analy-
sis, the more socially desirable of each pair was
associated with low scores on the rating scale,
while the less desirable was associated with the

larger scale number. As discussed earlier, the
self-generated lists were evaluated as to whether
they contained (1) the trait term or a semantic
equivalent of the term, (2) its antonym, (3) both
the term and its antonym, or (4) neither the trait
nor its antonym.

Table 3
Cross-Tabulation of Responses on Subject Generated Trait Lists with

Responses at Each Point on the Rating Scale for Five Traits

Note. Table entries are number of responses, row proportions and column
proportions respectively.
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In general, the data presented in Table 3 show
a strong influence of the relative social desirabil-
ity levels of the bipolar traits in the rating scale.
When students generated the trait term in their
descriptions, they tended to respond consistently
on the rating scale: 41% at Point 1, 30% at Point
2, or 71% total. Only 6% of responses were on
Points 6 and 7 at the opposite, or inconsistent,
end of the scale. However, when students em-
ployed the less socially desirable term in their
self-generated lists, only 18% of responses were
on each of Points 6 and 7 on the rating scale
(total = 36%), while 22% of responses (8% +
14%) were at Points 1 and 2 at the opposite (in-
consistent) end of the scale. In addition, if stu-
dents employed both terms or did not employ
either the trait term or its opposite in their

descriptions, their responses to these terms in
the rating scale tended to cluster at the points
indicating the applicability of the socially desir-
able trait. Thus, the omission of a term in
students’ self-generated lists of personal descrip-
tors did not tend to translate into responses at
the central points on the rating scale.
As shown in the bottom row of Table 3, the

majority of responses to the bipolar traits in the
rating scale were paired with the &dquo;not listed&dquo;

category in the self-generated lists. This row of
percentages shows a tendency for the highest
percentages to be associated with responses to
central points (Points 3, 4, 5) on the scaled for-
mat (72%, 68%, 72%, respectively) and the low-
est percentages (53% and 51%) to be associated
with the extreme points (1 and 7, respectively).
Thus, the results presented in Table 3 might

be summarized in the following way. Given that
a person has not listed a trait term as a relevant

self-descriptor, there was no tendency to re-

spond to that trait with a central rating. How-
ever, given a central rating, there was a tendency
for more students to omit the trait in their self-

generated lists than if their response on the rat-
ing scale had been at the extreme points (1 or 7).

In Table 4 are presented the results of the
cross-tabulation of responses to the Nisbett et al.
format and the self-generated trait lists. If a per-

son generated a term as a relevant descriptor,
73% of the time he/she attributed the trait to
himself/herself on the Nisbett et al. format. If
the person listed the less desirable antonym as a
descriptor, 40% of the time he/she attributed
this term to himself/herself on the Nisbett et al.
format. These consistency percentages for the
trait and its opposite were similar to those re-
ported earlier for the cross-tabulation of the self-
generated lists with the rating scale.
The failure to list a trait as a relevant self-

descriptor was not equivalent to a &dquo;situation&dquo;

response on the Nisbett et al. format. If a trait
was not self-generated, 31% of the correspond-
ing responses on the Nisbett et al. format were
&dquo;it depends on the situation.&dquo; This percentage is
only slightly higher than the 27% average of situ-
ational responses associated with the other three

student-generated list categories (21%, 40%,
22% for the trait, its antonym, and both, respec-
tively). Given that the person checked the situa-
tional category on the Nisbett et al. format, 67%
of the time the trait was not self-generated.
However, if the trait or its opposite were

checked, 57% and 75% of the time, respectively
(X = 66%), the terms were not self-generated.
Therefore, there was no indication of an associa-
tion between omission of a trait in a self-gen-
erated list of descriptors and responses of situa-
tional variability on that trait on the Nisbett et
al. format.

Discussion

One of the main purposes of the present study
was to determine the extent to which self-re-

ported situational variability on a bipolar trait
as identified by the Nisbett et al. (1973)
procedure was equivalent to endorsement of

cental points on a 1 to 7 rating scale anchored by
the bipolar terms. Given a &dquo;situation&dquo; response
to a bipolar trait on the Nisbett et al. format, a
majority of the time (68%) the corresponding re-
sponses to the same bipolar trait on the rating
scale was a central point (Point 3, 4, or 5). How-
ever, given a central position on the rating scale,
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Table 4
Cross-Tabulation of Responses on Subject Generated Trait Lists with

Responses on the Nisbett et al. Format

Note. Table entries are number of responses, row proportions and column
proportions respectively.

only for the most central point (Point 4) was a
majority (61%) of the corresponding responses
on the Nisbett et al. format in the &dquo;situation&dquo;

category.
Although the correspondence between re-

sponses to the &dquo;situation&dquo; category on the Nis-
bett et al. format and responses at the central

points on the scale format was not as high as
might be desired, the extent of the corre-

spondence (48% average for Points 3, 4, and 5) is
perhaps sufficient to apply to the report of Sor-
rentino and Short (1977) on the inconsistent be-
havior of subjects identified as moderates on
measures of achievement and affiliation motiva-
tion. Based upon data from four studies and an

extensive review of the motivation literature,
these authors concluded that there was &dquo;a per-
vasive inconsistency in the behavior of those who
obtain moderate scores on the various motive
measures&dquo; (p. 478). In discussing possible expla-
nations for this inconsistency, one of the alterna-
tives Sorrentino and Short offered was that these
moderate-scoring subjects may be equivalent to
the situationally variable subjects discussed by
Bem and Allen (1974). In support of this expla-
nation, the present results would suggest that
approximately one-half of these moderate-scor-
ing subjects would have reported themselves as
situationally variable on the motivation dimen-
sions employed in the reviewed studies.
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In general, there was no strong trend for the
omission of a trait as a relevant self-descriptor
on the self-generated trait lists to be paired with
either central responses to that trait on the rat-

ing scale or with reports of situational variability
on the trait on the Nisbett et al. format. In an in-

vestigation of assertive behavior, Turner and
Gilliland (in press) reported that subjects not
listing semantic equivalents of assertiveness or
unassertiveness in their self-descriptions be-
haved similarly to the unassertive subjects in an
unstructured group problem-solving task, while
they behaved similarly to assertive subjects in a
similar situation in which they were told to be
dominant. A synthesis with the present results
would suggest that although omission of a trait
term is not consistent with a response of situ-
ational variability on the trait, it does seem to be
associated with behavioral variability, at least
for assertiveness.

Relevant to the results shown in Table 1 for
the Nisbett et al. (1973) inventory, Goldberg
(1978) comprehensively investigated responses to
single trait terms where the response alternatives
were (1) the word is not a good or accurate
description; (2) the word is a good or accurate
description; or (3) the word is only occasionally
descriptive-in other words, if it depends on the
situation. In describing themselves, Goldberg’s
subjects employed the situational response ap-
proximately .46 of the time. In the present study
where the trait term, its antonym, or &dquo;it depends
on the situation&dquo; were the alternatives, only .27
of the responses were in the situational category.
Although it is possible that this difference in

proportions resulted from sample differences in
respondents and/or the trait terms employed, it
seems more likely that the presence of antonyms
of the terms used in the present study led to a re-
duction in the proportion of situational re-

sponses. For example, in confronting the item
anxious, a subject might check the &dquo;accurate&dquo;

category or &dquo;not accurate&dquo; category if the term
is either highly self-descriptive or if it is almost
never self-descriptive. Assuming that the subject
is aware of variabilities in the extent to which

either extreme is true, a situational response is

encouraged. However, the addition of the

antonym anxious-carefree encourages the sub-
ject to select the alternative that tends to be
more accurate, leaving the situational response
for those instances that are too close to call. A
smaller proportion of situational responses
should, therefore, be expected for bipolar items
compared to single term items.
This theoretical integration of the present re-

sults with those of Goldberg (1978) assumes the
absence of response styles for simplicity of pre-
sentation. Both studies showed utilization of the
simational response alternative to be related to
the social desirability of the trait terms. In

Goldberg (1978) the situational response was
used more often when the term had a social

desirability rating near the middle of the scale.
In the present study, the situational response
tended to occur when the term and its antonym
had similar social desirability ratings. Both re-
sults showed, therefore, that utilization of the
situational response tended to occur when sub-

jects were not missing a chance to assign a
highly desirable characteristic to themselves or
to deny the applicability of a highly undesirable
one. Finally, it should be noted that only self-de-
scriptions were employed in the present study.
The description of other people on the different
inventories may or may not result in cross-tabu-
lations similar to those obtained here.
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