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“When you can measure what you are speaking about, and express it in numbers, you
know something about it” (Thomson, 1891, p. 80).
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Preface

Preface
When I just had started my work on this thesis, I got myself entangled in an uncomfortable
conversation at the birthday party of my stepmother. A good friend of hers was interested

in my research and I enthusiastically started telling her about my work on validating a

personality questionnaire. To my dismay, she was not in the least excited about what I was
saying, because quantification of personality would not do justice to people nor to our
knowledge about them, because they were ‘reduced to numbers’ that way, i.e. being

deprived of everything meaningful and human. I felt embarrassed and stuttered something

about need for standardization and objectivity in order to gain knowledge, but the vigor of
my story was gone and I quickly changed the subject.

Although I continued my work as before, this encounter has stayed with me ever since (and

it has been a while). It felt like an admission of weakness not being able to explain to people

outside academia why it is relevant what we do in personality psychology and psychological

assessment; as if our work is self-referential and of no value to the real world. Smart lay-

people would readily debunk all of our nonsense.

At the same time, I do believe what we are doing is meaningful, and I truly feel that we, as a

field, are slowly but steadily (and excitingly!) gaining real knowledge about who we, people,

are. One could write several theses about why quantification makes sense, but I do not have

the intention nor the space here to fully cover all the pertinent arguments, but I do feel the

need to reply to my stepmother’s friend in a more satisfying manner, hoping she and other
skeptics can start to appreciate and become excited about personality psychology and
psychological assessment. So, here I go:

Personality assessment instruments do not reduce people to numbers
If applied thoughtfully and with expertise, personality assessment can add to the richness
and complexity of the individual. Good assessment instruments condense theory and
countless observations about how humans work in a systematic way. Scale scores

consequently convey information about this general knowledge base. Because of this

characteristic of scale scores, it would be a mistake to equate a score with the person.
Instead, a score represents a summary of knowledge about groups of people, and not about
the specific individual that is assessed. I guess that skeptics fear the sort of inference where

the individual is equated to a general observation and that idiosyncratic divergences from
the ‘law’ are not taken into account. I agree that this sort of inference is indeed not

warranted. If an assessment instrument is used for inferences about an individual, each

11

scale score should be used as one piece of rich information that can be compared and

contrasted with other observations about the person. In clinical assessment for example, a

Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI) score profile conveys information

about, among other things, general associations of the scores with symptomatology and

characteristics that have treatment implications. The implied symptomatology of the profile
may confirm the other observations of the clinician or give rise to new hypotheses. The

associations with variables relevant to treatment may provide a heads up about possible

problems that could arise in the therapeutic alliance. In other words, by using an instrument

like the MMPI clinicians benefit from knowledge that has accumulated over decades, aiding

them in understanding their patients better, doing just to all their idiosyncrasies and
complexities.

Personality assessment instruments can help answer questions people have about
themselves
Assessment instruments do not only aid clinicians in understanding their patients, patients

themselves can also yield answers for their own use. An impressive example of this can be

found in Therapeutic Assessment (TA), developed by Stephen Finn, and practiced as well as
advocated by my highly esteemed supervisor Jan Henk Kamphuis (Kamphuis & Finn, 2005).

In TA, a collaborative effort is made by clinician and patient to answer questions formulated

by the patient using personality assessment instruments. Patients have been shown to be

more treatment ready and to evaluate the therapeutic alliance as more positive than
patients that did not undergo TA (De Saeger et al., 2014).

Personality assessment instruments can aid in gaining knowledge about individual
differences between people
The interesting challenge we are faced with in psychology, and in particular in personality
assessment is that we are interested in understanding and assessing individuals by using

information about groups of people. However, within a group, an individual is defined by his
or her deviation from some group norm (for example a group mean). Consequently, the

scientific study on personality deals with individual differences in personality and less so
with characteristics of the specific person. The idea behind this is that group information

can be generalized to other places, times and people and therefore transcends information

about the individual.
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Preface
I hope that the work presented in this thesis adds to our knowledge about individual
differences in personality; and I hope that maybe, sometime in the future, the endeavor also
helps in understanding individual persons themselves.

13

