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1  |   INTRODUCTION

The value of personality measures for the prediction of 
criteria such as work performance, academic success, or 

domains of life satisfaction, among others, is supported by 
several meta-analyses (e.g., Judge, Rodell, Klinger, Simon, 
& Crawford, 2013; Malouff, Thorsteinsson, Schutte, Bhullar, 
& Rooke, 2010; Poropat, 2009; Shaffer & Postlethwaite, 
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Abstract
Objective: The symmetry principle and the frame-of-reference perspective have 
each made contributions to improving the measurement of personality. Although 
each perspective is valuable in its own right, we argue that even greater improvement 
can be achieved through the combination of both. Therefore, the goal of the cur-
rent article was to show the value of a combined lens-model and frame-of-reference 
perspective.
Method: We conducted a literature review to summarize relevant research findings 
that shed light on the interplay of both perspectives and developed an integrative 
model.
Results: Based on the literature review and on theoretical grounds, we argue that a 
basic premise of the frame-of-reference literature––that personality items are open to 
interpretation and allow individuals to impose their own contextual framings––should 
be considered from a symmetry perspective. Unintended context-specificity in items 
may “spread” to personality facets and domains, and thus, impact the symmetry of 
personality measures with other criteria. As the individuals´ frames-of-reference and 
(a)symmetric relationships are not always apparent, we term them as “hidden.”
Conclusions: The proposed combination of lens-model and frame-of-reference per-
spectives provides further insights into current issues in personality research and 
uncovers important avenues for future research.
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2012). Notwithstanding, critics of personality measures 
maintain that their predictive power is still relatively low 
(e.g., for predicting job performance; Morgeson et al., 2007) 
and equivocal across studies (as a recent example from the 
educational context, see Meyer, Fleckenstein, Retelsdorf, & 
Köller, 2019). From an assessment perspective, a lively de-
bate surrounds the question of whether personality measures 
meet common model fit criteria in confirmatory factor anal-
yses (Gignac, Bates, & Jang, 2007) and if the measures ex-
hibit measurement invariance, for example, across age groups 
(e.g., Nye, Allemand, Gosling, Potter, & Roberts, 2016; 
Olaru, Schroeders, Wilhelm, & Ostendorf, 2019) or differ-
ent kinds of raters (Mõttus, Allik, & Realo, 2020). Given the 
ongoing controversy about the predictive utility, quality, and 
functionality of personality measures, theoretical explana-
tions are needed to move research in these fields forward.

Two broad approaches provide important opportunities 
for increasing the (construct- and criterion-related) validity of 
conclusions based on personality tests: The symmetry prin-
ciple (Wittmann, 1988) as derived from the Brunswik (1956) 
lens model and frame-of-reference testing (e.g., Lievens, De 
Corte, & Schollaert, 2008; Schmit, Ryan, Stierwalt, & Powell, 
1995). A key idea of the symmetry principle is based on the 
hierarchical organization of constructs (in personality, the do-
main, facet, and item levels, Costa & McCrae, 1995; McCrae, 
2015). The symmetry principle posits that predictive power 
might be diminished if a predictor and a criterion are (a) re-
lated to each other at different levels of generality and/or (b) 
the predictor contains not all criterion-relevant components 
or contains criterion-irrelevant components (Wittmann & 
Klumb, 2006). The second approach, frame-of-reference, has 
shown that the predictive power of personality measures is 
higher when they are contextualized (e.g., through item tags 
such as “at work”––providing a frame-of-reference) to match 
the contextual domain of the criterion (e.g., work perfor-
mance; Shaffer & Postlethwaite, 2012). The central idea is 
that contextualization reduces differences in item construal 
within and across persons and may increase conceptual over-
lap of the predictor with the criterion variable (Lievens et al., 
2008).

To date, the two perspectives have been presented in 
largely separate literatures. We propose that integrating these 
approaches may yield important novel implications for per-
sonality psychology. Specifically, the frame-of-reference 
perspective suggests that individuals may infer contexts for 
even generic personality questionnaire items (Lievens et al., 
2008). The inferred context may be the result of item charac-
teristics, person characteristics, and their interaction (adapted 
from the situation construal model, Funder, 2016). If a mate-
rial number of items share such a “hidden framing,” context 
specificity may “spread” to facets or even domains of a per-
sonality test and can thus affect its contextual symmetry with 
criteria, as suggested by the symmetry principle (Wittmann, 

1988). These (a)symmetries will often be unnoticed by re-
searchers, and hence, are also referred to as “hidden” in the 
current article.

The present paper is organized as follows: First, we will 
present the two perspectives and introduce the concept of 
hidden framings. We will outline the mechanisms through 
which hidden framings may introduce context-specificity at 
the item, facet, and domain-level. Second, we will connect 
the concept of hidden framings to the symmetry principle. 
Third, we will outline the consequences of this reasoning for 
three important areas in personality research. Although we 
introduce both the symmetry principle and frame-of-refer-
ence with a focus on predictor-criterion overlap (predictive 
power), our integrated perspective will also highlight poten-
tial consequences for the (dis)agreement of self- and other 
reports on personality ratings as well as for the stability and 
change of personality traits over the life-course. Finally, we 
will briefly introduce a state-of-the-art statistical approach, 
the bifactor-(S-1) model (Eid, Geiser, Koch, & Heene, 2017), 
and qualitatively oriented approaches, which in combination 
may provide a framework for future empirical work.

2  |   THE SYMMETRY PRINCIPLE

The Brunswik (1956) lens model has been applied in stud-
ies on interpersonal judgments (Borkenau & Liebler, 1992) 
and trait continuity (Asendorpf, 1992). Wittmann (1988) 
presented a hierarchical lens model and portrayed different 
cases of asymmetry. Ajzen (2005, p. 3) nominated the sym-
metry principle as a “law” in the psychological literature. 
Successful applications of the principle have been reported 
across diverse research areas, including personality psychol-
ogy (Wittmann & Klumb, 2006) and intelligence (Zech, 
Bühner, Kröner, Heene, & Hilbert, 2017). Its key assumption 
is that the correlation between two constructs is affected by 
their symmetry (Wittmann, 1988). Figure 1 provides panels 
illustrating four types of asymmetry. In each panel the left 
side shows a hierarchically structured predictor and the right 
side a hierarchically organized criterion.

Panel (a) depicts a complete lack of symmetry. There is 
no intersection between the predictor and criterion leading 
to an expected zero correlation. Wittmann and Klumb (2006) 
describe an approximation of this case, in which they cor-
related self-reports of Extraversion with an aggregate of “re-
peatedly measured multiple-act criteria” (RMAC, p. 200) of 
the trait of Neuroticism. As expected, the correlation of this 
RMAC aggregate with the trait inventory rating of a noncor-
responding personality dimension was low (r  =  −.15, ns). 
Asymmetry is not necessarily a problem as long as the re-
searcher knows about the asymmetry. Full asymmetry can 
be seen as an interesting case of discriminant validity (see 
Wittmann & Klumb, 2006).
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Panels (b) and (c) portray asymmetries due to a mis-
match of generality. The predictor is at a level of generality 
that is too broad or too narrow in scope, because either (1) 
unwanted variance with respect to the criterion has been 
introduced or (2) substantial criterion-relevant variance 
has been excluded. In the cases represented by Panels (b) 
and (c), the correlation with the criterion will be attenu-
ated (Wittmann & Klumb, 2006). For example, Epstein 
(1979) suggested that nonaggregate daily reports of emo-
tions and behaviors cannot be expected to correlate highly 

with trait-based measures of personality because they are 
too specific. If the goal is to increase the symmetry of such 
measures, their level of generality must be matched. Epstein 
(1979) could show that self-reported personality traits 
showed meaningful relationships with daily records of feel-
ings and behaviors, if such indicators were aggregated over 
multiple occasions, thereby matching the level of generality 
more closely.

Finally, Panel (d) portrays a case of partial symmetry be-
tween predictor and criterion (hybrid case), albeit at a similar 

F I G U R E  1   Four cases of asymmetry as described in Wittmann and Klumb (2006, see also Wittmann, 1988). (a) Full asymmetry (zero 
correlation between predictor and criterion); (b) Asymmetry due to generality mismatch (predictor too broad); (c) Asymmetry due to generality 
mismatch (predictor too narrow); (d) Hybrid case of asymmetry (same level of generality, but predictor and criterion only partially overlap). Ca, 
criterion a; Cb, criterion b; Pa, predictor a; Pb, predictor b, lower order facets are numbered. Please note that the two sides of the hierarchical lens 
model do not necessarily need to take the form of predictor and criterion but could represent a variety of constructs measured by different methods. 
We use this terminology as most empirical applications have done. Adapted from Wittmann and Klumb (2006). Copyright 2006 by the American 
Psychological Association. Adapted with permission
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level of generality. The predictor and criterion overlap, but 
their correlation is attenuated due to a mismatch of compo-
nents on both sides of the lens model (Wittmann & Klumb, 
2006). Comprehensive assessments of all relevant compo-
nents of the construct on both the predictor and the criterion 

sides are needed to identify reasons for (a)symmetry (see 
Wittmann, 1988, for examples).

In sum, the literature on the symmetry principle high-
lights (1) the importance of matching the generality level 
of predictor and criterion, and (2) the inclusion of all 

F I G U R E  2   Frame-of-reference, between-person variability and within-person inconsistency. Panel (a): Illustration of between-person 
variability; Panel (b): Illustration of within-person inconsistency (see main text for details; Items derived from IPIP: https://ipip.ori.org/Alpha​betic​
alIte​mList.htm)

https://ipip.ori.org/AlphabeticalItemList.htm
https://ipip.ori.org/AlphabeticalItemList.htm
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criterion-relevant components and avoidance of criterion-ir-
relevant components in aggregate scores. To achieve higher 
levels of symmetry, time, target, action, and context elements 
must be matched between predictors and criteria (Wittmann 
& Klumb, 2006; see also Ajzen, 2005). The frame-of refer-
ence literature, to which we now turn, also implicitly incor-
porates ideas from the symmetry principle by focusing on 
context-specificity in item ratings.

3  |   FRAME-OF-REFERENCE 
TESTING

The frame-of-reference testing literature has identified 
some methods of enhancing the predictive power of per-
sonality tests (e.g., Bing, Whanger, Davison, & VanHook, 
2004; Lievens et al., 2008; Schmit et al., 1995). Based on 
the idea of conditional dispositions (Wright & Mischel, 
1987), researchers provided personality tests with a frame-
of-reference (context) by using item tags (e.g., “at work,” 
“at school”) or contextualized instructions. These adapted 
tests were more predictive of criteria than the original in-
ventories when the contextualization matched the domain 
of the outcome (e.g., “at school” provided a context for 
item-ratings of the trait of Conscientiousness when the 
criterion was grade point average; Schmit et al., 1995). 
Meta-analytic evidence suggests that tagged measures of 
the Big Five personality traits predicted work performance 
ratings better than their untagged counterparts (Shaffer & 
Postlethwaite, 2012). In addition to a contextual match be-
tween predictor and criterion, Lievens et al. (2008) sug-
gested that increases in predictive power resulted from 
the reduction of (1): “between-person variability” and (2) 
“within-person inconsistency” in item responding (see 
Figure 2).

3.1  |  Between-person variability

When responding to generic personality questionnaires, 
Holtz, Ployhart, and Dominguez (2005) proposed that “some 
test-takers may respond in accordance with how they per-
ceive their personality across situations while others may 
respond specifically to how they view themselves at work, 
home, or elsewhere” (p. 76). This first source of variability 
has been termed between-person variability (Lievens et al., 
2008; see Figure 2a). Whereas Person A may focus on work 
colleagues while responding to the item “Involve others in 
what I am doing” (International Personality Item Pool (IPIP), 
Goldberg et al., 2006; http://ipip.ori.org/), Person B may 
focus on friends and family while responding to the identical 
item. Between-person variability will reduce the predictive 
power of personality inventory scores if different individuals 

use frames-of-reference that vary in their relevance to the cri-
terion when responding to items (Lievens et al., 2008). If an 
individual were to focus on leisure time behaviors that did not 
match the context of the criterion of work performance, this 
context-mismatch would be expected to attenuate the pre-
dictor-criterion correlation. Matching the frame-of-reference 
to the context of the criterion enhances the likelihood that 
the same (relevant) context will be used by all respondents, 
thereby reducing between-person variability (e.g., Davison & 
Bing, 2009; Lievens et al., 2008).

3.2  |  Within-person inconsistency

Within-person inconsistency occurs if individuals vary their 
frame-of-reference while responding to several generic per-
sonality questionnaire items (see Figure  2b). A respondent 
may use “… one frame of reference to answer one generic 
item and another frame of reference to answer another item” 
(Lievens et al, 2008, p. 270). Although an individual may 
adopt an “at home” frame-of-reference while responding to 
the Conscientiousness item “Leave my belongings around,” 
this frame may change to an “at work” frame-of-reference 
while responding to the item “Complete tasks successfully” 
(both items from IPIP; http://ipip.ori.org/). Such shifts in 
frames-of-reference introduce within-person inconsistency in 
item responding. Contextualizing a personality test is thought 
to reduce this inconsistency; the same frame-of-reference 
(e.g., “at work”) is now implied by all items, minimizing re-
framing by respondents (Lievens et al., 2008).

4  |   “HIDDEN FRAMINGS”

The situation construal model (SCM; Funder, 2016) pro-
vides a theoretical underpinning for frames-of-reference 
effects (see Schäpers et al., 2020, for a similar adaptation 
of situation construal models to Situational Judgment Test 
items). The SCM posits that both personality and objective 
situational characteristics influence an individual's subjective 
construal of a situation, which in turn influences the individ-
ual's response to the situation. Adapted to frames-of-refer-
ence, the SCM posits that personality item characteristics and 
a respondent's personal characteristics affect an individual's 
subjective contextual construal of the item. This construal—
along with unmediated person and item effects—influences 
the respondent's reply to that item. Because researchers may 
not intend to measure and not even be aware of the respond-
ent's construal (framing), we label this effect hidden framing. 
One consequence of hidden framings is that the context-gen-
erality of personality judgments may vary across individuals 
or across items: The more distinct and abstract frames-of-ref-
erence the individual imagines when responding to an item, 

http://ipip.ori.org/
http://ipip.ori.org/
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T A B L E  1   References to the views that (a) personality items are open to (contextual) interpretation, (b) item characteristics (i.e., the wording) 
may contribute to the emergence of hidden framings, and (c) person characteristics may contribute to the emergence of hidden framings

Study methodology Relevant quote/finding

(a) References supporting the view that individuals construe items in different ways

Eisenberg (1941) After completion of 25 selected items from a personality 
inventory, individuals were asked to indicate why they 
answered to a question (in a yes/no/? format) as they did

“It will be observed from these tables that questions 
have different meanings to different individuals, 
though their responses may be the same. In fact, 
there was no question in which we did not find 
different interpretations of the item” (p. 26)

Lundmann and Villadsen 
(2016)

After completion of the BFI-10 (Rammstedt & John, 
2007), individuals were asked to indicate why they 
chose a particular item response

“What is obvious from the qualitative analyses above 
is the large qualitative variation in respondents' 
understandings of the items and the ways in which 
respondents generate a subjective meaningful 
answer” (p. 177)

McCrae, Costa, and Martin 
(1998)

After completion of the revised NEO Personality 
Inventory (Costa & McCrae, 1992) by married 
couples to investigate agreement between self- and 
corresponding spouse-ratings, couples were interviewed 
to explore causes for their disagreement in ratings

“Different interpretation of items was followed 
in frequency by a diverse set of other reasons, 
including differences in the specific behaviors, time 
frames, or roles considered when responding to 
items…” (p. 303)

McCune (2010) The author used thinking-aloud interviews to explore 
if respondents spontaneously mention contexts when 
responding to a standard IPIP-50 questionnaire

“Every single participant indicated that they were 
considering context when choosing their answers 
to the personality inventory. In addition, the nature 
of the contexts used when responding varied within 
individuals, indicating that a single individual was 
using multiple FORs [frames-of-reference]” (p. 65)

“… participants appeared to be thinking of 
themselves as they generally behave, as well as how 
they behave in certain contexts, when responding to 
items” (p. 77)

Uher (2018) Raters were asked to give interpretations for a fictitious 
individual that has a high score on the item “tends to 
be lazy” (item derived from the BFI-10; Rammstedt & 
John, 2007, p. 210). Answers were then clustered in a 
“field of meaning constructed by raters” (Uher, 2018, p. 
18; based on Uher and Dharyial, unpublished)

“… single raters did not consider the item’s broad 
field of meaning that it may generally have in their 
sociolinguistic community. Instead, when judging 
the target person, different raters thought of very 
different behaviors and contexts…” (p. 18)

(b) References supporting the view that the item wording may contribute to hidden framings

De Raad (1993) Theoretical article “Trait descriptive expressions… are not to be 
considered as concepts liberated from context. 
Quite the contrary, the majority of trait words, 
used in personality taxonomies, not only capture 
important personality characteristics, but also 
represent contextual information” (p. 271)

Jackson, Hill, and Roberts 
(2012)

Theoretical article "While not all personality trait items include 
contextual cues, many do and almost all major 
questionnaires employ such items (e.g., Revised 
NEO Personality Inventory [NEO-PI-R], …, and 
International Personality Item Pool [IPIP-Big 
Five]).” (p. 747)

McCune (2010) After completion of an IPIP-50 questionnaire, 
respondents indicated for each item if they were 
thinking of predefined frames-of-reference (e.g., at 
work, at university, with friends, in general; multiple 
categories could be chosen)

“… it is interesting to note that the ‘In General’ 
response option was endorsed by more than half 
of the participants for only 22 of the 50 items.” (p. 
100)

Items such as “Am always prepared” or “Pay 
attention to details” triggered predominantly 
frames-of-reference to the “at school” and “at 
work” context besides the “in general” category

(Continues)
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the more that response will have context-generality and lack 
context-specificity.

Table 1 lists references supporting the view that individuals 
construe personality items differently and that item and per-
son characteristics may relate to these construals. Many per-
sonality items feature contextual cues in their wording, which 
may contribute to the emergence of hidden framings. For ex-
ample, frequently used words in standard Conscientiousness 
items such as “job” or “work” may prime work contexts (see 
also Shaffer & Postlethwaite, 2012). Aspects of the trait itself 
(as formulated in the item) may also be a contributor to con-
text construal. Specifically, there might be a limited universe 
of contexts, in which the trait is of relevance (see also the 
trait activation theory by Tett & Guterman, 2000). “Working 
hard” may be less relevant in the context of leisure activities 
compared to the workplace, limiting the potential universe of 
contexts available for the individual's construal (for a similar 
argument, see McCune, 2010). Finally, person characteristics 
related to the individual’s life experiences may also influence 
hidden framings. For example, unemployed individuals may 
construe standard Conscientiousness items with work-related 
wording (e.g., “I see myself as someone who does a thorough 

job”; BFI-10, Rammstedt & John, 2007, p. 210) differently 
than currently working employees.

Although the literature suggests that imposing a frame-of-ref-
erence makes the context of items in personality tests less am-
biguous, thus, decreasing the variability of the individuals' 
construals (Lievens et al., 2008), some variability may remain. 
This may be because individuals still focus on different infor-
mation in the specified context (see also Fisher, Cunningham, 
Kerr, & Allscheid, 2017). Individuals who work from home 
may still focus on work-related tasks when answering “at 
home” contextualized Conscientiousness items, whereas others 
may focus on domestic chores. Consequently, between-person 
variability and within-person inconsistency due to hidden fram-
ings are expected to be reduced, but not completely eliminated 
when items are presented with a context tag.

4.1  |  Consequences of hidden framings 
for the context-specificity of personality traits

Item-level hidden framings potentially introduce con-
text-specificity at the facet level when items that share a 

Study methodology Relevant quote/finding

Saucier and Conley (2015) Theoretical article “Many commonly used Big Five measures feature 
items that reference situational contingencies, thus 
perhaps confounding personality and situation.” (p. 
411)

Werner and Pervin (1986) The authors examined the content of items from several 
personality inventories using three judges. Among 
several aspects, the authors studied the inclusion of 
situational information

“On the average, over half (55.7%) of the items on 
the inventories included reference to situation. The 
percentage of items rated as referring to situation 
ranged from a low of 40% … to a high of 72.7% 
…” (p. 624/625)

(c) References supporting the view that person characteristics may contribute to hidden framings

Heller, Perunovic, and 
Reichman (2009)

Theoretical article The authors present a “bottom-up” theoretical model 
of personality change. It is argued that the life 
experiences that individuals make in different social 
roles (e.g., as a spouse, employee, student) may 
(through several mediators) shape broad personality 
traits

McCune (2010) After completion of an IPIP-50 questionnaire, 
respondents indicated for each item if they were 
thinking of predefined frames-of-reference (e.g., at 
work, at university, with friends, in general; multiple 
categories could be chosen). Demographic variables 
were correlated with context categories

The dissertation showed initial evidence that 
person characteristics were correlated with 
context endorsement rates. For example, older 
individuals endorsed less often the “with friends” 
context-category than younger students and more 
conscientious individuals endorsed more often the 
“at work” context-category

Wrzus, Wagner, and 
Riediger (2016)

The authors used an experience-sampling methodology 
to get an impression of the situations that individuals are 
experiencing and how these situations differ over age. 
Subsequently, personality-situation transactions were 
investigated and if they are generalizable over age

The study showed that being with different 
interaction partners (such as family, work 
colleagues) and activities pursued (such as work or 
school activities, doing chores) varied over age

T A B L E  1   (Continued)
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framing are aggregated to a facet score. If individuals adopt 
an “at work” context for items that constitute the achieve-
ment striving facet (see Costa, McCrae, & Dye, 1991 for 
facet definitions), this “work” context will become part of 
the achievement striving aggregate score. Figure 3 illustrates 
this reasoning using a hierarchical personality model. Hidden 
framings are denoted by lines connecting each particular per-
sonality item with “framing ovals” A, B, and C. Each oval 
represents a context, for example “at home” or “at work,” 
or other imaginable context framings. Although researchers 
would like to assume that these framings are randomly dis-
tributed across the personality inventory (illustrated in facet 
2), they will commonly be somewhat systematically linked 
to underlying facets of the personality domain (illustrated in 
facet 1). Roberts, Lejuez, Krueger, Richards, and Hill (2014) 
reasoned that “… orderliness is typically manifest in homes 
and workplaces, not in public spaces or social interactions. 

F I G U R E  3   Integration of hidden framings into a hierarchical 
model of personality. Different hidden framings may exist at the item 
level (ovals A, B, and C; bold lines indicate dominant item-level 
hidden framing). However, within facets, items may share a hidden 
framing (Facet 1) or less so (Facet 2). Aggregating over items that 
share a hidden framing may introduce context-specificity into facet and 
domain scores

T A B L E  2   Example facets illustrating the potential “spread” of context-specificity from the item- to the facet-level

Example facets and items Potential contexts in facet

IPIP-NEO-120 facet items (see Johnson, 2014, p. 82–83)

Achievement-Striving (Conscientiousness)

Do more than what's expected of me e.g., hidden framings to work and 
university contextsWork hard

Put little time and effort into my work

Do just enough work to get by

Orderliness (Conscientiousness)

Like to tidy up e.g., hidden framings to home and work 
contextsOften forget to put things back in their proper place

Leave a mess in my room

Leave my belongings around

HEXACO-60 facet items (see Ashton, & Lee, 2009, p. 345)

Social Boldness (Extraversion)

When I’m in a group of people, I'm often the one who speaks on behalf of the group e.g., hidden framings to interactions 
with strangers or group settingsIn social situations, I'm usually the one who makes the first move

I rarely express my opinions in group meetings

Organization (Conscientiousness)

I plan ahead and organize things, to avoid scrambling at the last minute e.g., hidden framings to work and 
university contexts or leisure time 
activities

When working, I sometimes have difficulties due to being disorganized

Aesthetic appreciation (Openness to Experience)

I would be quite bored by a visit to an art gallery Hidden framings to leisure time 
activitiesIf I had the opportunity, I would like to attend a classical music concert
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Likewise, industriousness is manifest in achievement set-
tings, which in modern society means school and work” (p. 
1318). The context-specificity of a facet will be lower to 
the degree that (1) its items do no not prime similar hidden 
framings or (2) individuals utilize a cross-contextual average 
of the behaviors in question (facet 2, item 6).

We have reviewed several personality inventories and 
have identified contexts that may systematically affect the 
facet scores. Table  2 (top panel) presents eight items from 
the IPIP-NEO-120 (Johnson, 2014) organized into two 
Conscientiousness facets (orderliness and achievement 
striving). The bottom panel presents seven items from the 
HEXACO-60 questionnaire (Ashton, & Lee, 2009), orga-
nized into three facets. These examples illustrate, across two 
different personality inventories, that context-specificity 
may exist at the facet-level if items share a common hidden 
framing.

Hidden framings may even spread to the domain level. At 
the level of the Big Five domains, the domain score would 
represent in part context-specific variance because the effect 
of hidden framings would not be fully eliminated through 
aggregation of item or facet level scores. In their meta-anal-
ysis, Shaffer and Postlethwaite (2012) showed that the mag-
nitude of the effect of contextualization for the prediction 
of work performance varied across personality traits. The 
smallest increase in predictive power was obtained for the 
Conscientiousness factor. One reviewer of the study suggested 
that “…the nature of Conscientiousness causes noncontex-
tualized measures of Conscientiousness to be contextual-
ized to some extent. This occurs because noncontextualized 
measures of Conscientiousness tend to include at least some 
items that could be construed as being specifically linked to 
work behaviors” (p. 465). Shaffer and Postlethwaite (2012, p. 
465) also stated “… that when completing items that referred 
to “jobs,” “work,” or “tasks,” respondents [mostly workers] 
were more inclined to describe their workplace behavior for 
these items even though items were not explicitly contextual-
ized for selection purposes.” This reasoning maps well onto 
our concept of hidden framings.

To probe this reasoning, we did a search of the IPIP-
NEO-120 (Johnson, 2014), the HEXACO-60 (Ashton, 
& Lee, 2009), and BFI-10 (Rammstedt & John, 2007) 
Conscientiousness items. We searched for three keywords 
that may prime the work context: job, work(ing), and task(s), 
permitting slight variations. From the 24 Conscientiousness 
items in the IPIP-NEO-120, six (25%) featured one of the 
keywords. From the ten HEXACO-60 Conscientiousness 
items, four items (40%) featured the word “work(ing).” 
Finally, from the two BFI-10 Conscientiousness items, one 
(50%) featured the word “job.” This word count suggests 
that many items in inventories measuring Conscientiousness 
could be construed as relating to job-related behaviors (or 
to university work-related behaviors in a student sample). 

The percentage of such “trigger words” varies considerably 
from inventory to inventory--trait aggregates may differ in 
their contextual specificity across inventories and samples. 
Similarly, a considerable number of Openness items in the 
NEO-PI-3 (McCrae et al., 2005) feature content that is sit-
uated in leisure time contexts (e.g., pursuing new hobbies). 
Saucier and Conley (2015) noted that many Extraversion 
items in the IPIP-50 (Goldberg et al., 2006; see https://ipip.
ori.org/New_IPIP-50-item-scale.htm) feature party situations 
or could be construed of as being related to interactions with 
unfamiliar people.

5  |   FROM HIDDEN FRAMINGS TO 
HIDDEN (A)SYMMETRIES

The implications of hidden framings become evident when 
combined with the principles of symmetry (Wittmann, 1988). 
Figure  4 portrays the linkage of the two perspectives. The 
left side of the figure represents a hierarchically structured 
personality construct and the right side a hierarchically or-
ganized criterion. Note that “criterion” serves an umbrella 
term for constructs measured using different methods. In line 
with the application of lens model ideas (Brunswik, 1956), 
the criterion side of Figure 4 may consist of, for example, 
other-reports (Borkenau & Liebler, 1992) or another meas-
urement time point (Asendorpf, 1992). Ovals in the middle 
of the figure represent different hidden framings that people 
adopt when responding to items. The four cases of asymme-
try are described below.

The first case of asymmetry (see Figure 4, Facet 1) por-
trays a complete lack of context-symmetry. All individuals 
in a sample adopt a hidden framing for all items of a predic-
tor facet that does not match to the context of the criterion 
facet as indicated by nonconverging bold lines connecting 
the context ovals. In contrast to Wittmann's (1988) clas-
sical full asymmetry, we should not necessarily expect a 
zero correlation as contextualized personality items tend 
to be correlated across contexts: Individuals often show 
cross-contextual consistency in their behaviors. For exam-
ple, Robinson (2009) showed that Extraversion scores that 
were contextualized to interactions with friends, with par-
ents, and with work colleagues correlated in the range of 
.18 to .41.

Figure  4 depicts predictors that are contextually too 
broad (facet 2) or too narrow (facet 3). If the criterion is 
obtained from a specific context, but the indicators of the 
predictor are subject to a variety of hidden framings, this 
mismatch in context generality may attenuate the predic-
tor-criterion correlation. Irrelevant variance components 
with regard to context may be introduced into the predictor 
facet scores. Conversely, if a predictor facet has a narrow 
context, but the criterion has a broader context, relevant 

https://ipip.ori.org/New_IPIP-50-item-scale.htm
https://ipip.ori.org/New_IPIP-50-item-scale.htm
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contextual variance components will be missing in the pre-
dictor facet attenuating the predictor-criterion correlation 
as well.

Figure  4, facet 4 depicts a hybrid case in which both 
the predictor and the criterion have similar context general-
ity, but the constructs on both sides of the hierarchical lens 
model include irrelevant as well as relevant variance com-
ponents with regard to context. To identify reasons for con-
textual (a)symmetry, a researcher would ideally administer 
differentially contextualized measures along with the ge-
neric inventories (see Murtha, Kanfer, & Ackerman, 1996 
for an empirical example). In the following paragraphs, we 
will highlight potential consequences of hidden framings 
and hidden (a)symmetries for three mainstream personality 
research areas.

5.1  |  Predictive power of personality tests

Aggregate scores of personality items (facets; domains) have 
been frequently related to criteria such as work performance 
(Judge et al., 2013), academic achievement (Poropat, 2009), 
or desired leisure time experiences (Barnett, 2013). Recently, 
item-based models have also been used to predict criteria 
(Seeboth & Mõttus, 2018). The measured criterion variables 

have often had a focus on a specific context (e.g., perfor-
mance in the work context; Judge et al., 2013). In Figure 4, 
the lines connecting context ovals with the items of such a 
criterion would point in the same direction (i.e., addressing 
similar contexts). Based on our reasoning, differential ef-
fects of personality might be in part the result of differences 
in hidden contextual symmetry between the predictors and 
the criteria. Judge et al. (2013) conducted a meta-analysis 
of the relationship between personality traits with work per-
formance criteria. The predictive power varied considerably 
from trait to trait. Personality facets that showed higher pre-
dictive power (e.g., achievement striving, self-discipline as 
facets from Conscientiousness) feature items with particular 
relevance for work performance. At the same time, some of 
the measured facets might have been composed of items that 
primed a hidden work framing, thus, additionally boosting 
predictive power. Barnett (2013) predicted participant's de-
sired leisure time experiences from facets of the NEO-PI-R 
(Costa & McCrae, 1992). Factors such as “desiring new ex-
periences in free time” (Barnett, 2013, p. 167) were strongly 
predicted by Openness facets (among other facets). Some of 
them include behaviors that are primarily performed in the 
leisure time context (e.g., watching ballet, developing hob-
bies). These examples illustrate that predictive power may 
also be influenced by hidden contextual (a)symmetry with 

F I G U R E  4   Integration of the hierarchical model of personality, hidden framings, and the symmetry principle. Different hidden framings may 
exist at the item level on both sides of the hierarchical lens model (centrally arranged ovals; bold lines indicate hidden framings). Predictor-criterion 
relationships can be examined at different levels of the hierarchy (examples depicted by bidirectional arrows). (A)symmetries may be present at 
multiple levels of the hierarchies
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the criterion. Our approach suggests that the degree of con-
textual symmetry will depend on the items of the chosen per-
sonality inventory, the sample of respondents, the form of 
aggregation, and the criterion of interest.

5.2  |  Convergence of self- and other-reports

Identifying causes for (dis)agreement between self- and 
other-ratings of personality has been a fundamental challenge 
for researchers (e.g., Funder & West, 1993). Hidden contex-
tual (a)symmetry between self- and other-ratings may be one 
cause for (dis)agreement. Connelly and Ones (2010) hypoth-
esized that informants such as classmates or work colleagues 
may have context-specific knowledge about the target per-
son's personality, whereas self-reports would be made up of 
knowledge from a more diverse set of contexts. Studies by 
Kim, Dar-Nimrod, and MacCann (2018), Kurtz and Palfrey 
(2016) as well as Small and Diefendorff (2006) collected both 
generic and contextualized personality measurements for tar-
gets and generic measurements for informants. These studies 
did not show generally higher agreement between contex-
tualized self- and the generic other-reports that came from 
specific contexts on the domain level. De Raad, Sullot, and 
Barelds (2008) chose another design. These authors collected 
data from students and well-acquainted informants (mostly 
friends and parents) and gave them trait adjectives with and 
without situational specification (different situational in-
formation rather than a uniform contextualization). Results 
showed that the change in agreement varied from domain to 
domain and from item to item. So, a much more differen-
tiated view on contextual knowledge might be needed that 
focuses on different levels of the personality hierarchy. The 
possibility of frequently observing behaviors of the target in 
trait-relevant situations in one specific context may contrib-
ute to hidden framings in items and facets of context-specific 
informants (for the importance of these components for ac-
curate judgments, see Funder, 2012; Hirschmüller, Egloff, 
Schmukle, Nestler, & Back, 2015). The level of acquaintance 
may have an influence. Informants who are well-acquainted 
with the target may integrate more contexts into their judg-
ment (see also Kurtz & Palfrey, 2016). Finally, simply adding 
a context tag to personality items (e.g., I am lazy at work) still 
allows for differences in interpretation (e.g., offload work on 
other people, avoidance of work, low quality of work, see 
Uher, 2018). This variability in interpretation may attenuate 
self-other agreement (see Hayes & Dunning, 1997 for pre-
liminary evidence; but also see De Raad et al., 2008 who ar-
gued that specifications can be at times too specific, lowering 
agreement). Future research may benefit from focusing on 
(1) contextualizing both the self- and other reports (e.g., as in 
Bongard, Martin, Seip, & al'Absi, 2011) and (b) considering 
narrower levels of the personality hierarchy (facets, items).

5.3  |  Personality stability and change

Figure  4 also helps visualize the potential impact of hid-
den framings in longitudinal studies. The criterion side of 
Figure 4 now represents another measurement time point for 
the same individuals. Individuals may adopt the same or a 
different framing at the two time points, illustrated by (non)
converging lines connecting context ovals at two time points. 
There is controversy over whether personality inventories 
can achieve measurement invariance over age (e.g., Nye 
et al., 2016; Olaru et al., 2019). Different item interpretation 
and life experiences have been discussed as potential reasons 
for age-related differential item functioning (Nye et al.). If 
life experiences affect hidden framings of personality items, 
important life transitions (e.g., from work to retirement) 
may be a useful starting point to further explore this issue. 
Researchers could collect personality data as well as infor-
mation about critical life transitions to contrast item construal 
before and after the event (e.g., first job, parenthood, divorce, 
retirement; see Bleidorn, Hopwood, & Lucas, 2018 for a re-
view of personality development and life events). Bleidorn 
et al. suggested that a late life decrease in Conscientiousness 
could be “… related to the shift out of work-related roles” (p. 
91). Mean-level changes and rank-order inconsistency may 
be the result of true personality change, but the role of hidden 
framings related to the individual’s life transitions in these 
changes needs systematic investigation.

6  |   METHODOLOGICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS

In this section, we offer quantitative and qualitative ap-
proaches that appear to be promising vehicles for the explo-
ration of hidden framings in personality inventories.

6.1  |  Quantitative methods

Brunner, Nagy, and Wilhelm (2012) reviewed a variety of 
confirmatory factor models that address different questions 
about hierarchical measurement structures. The models in-
cluded single factor, correlated factor, bifactor, and higher 
order factor models, each of which hypothesizes a different 
structure. Two of these initially appealing models, the classic 
bifactor and higher order G-factor models, have been shown 
to be problematic under certain conditions. Specifically, 
bifactor and higher order G-factor models assume that the 
facets comprising a trait are interchangeable (randomly sam-
pled from a universe of identical facets; Eid et al., 2017). 
Personality facets, however, are likely structurally different 
rather than interchangeable. Applied to structurally different 
facets, these models may yield anomalous solutions, in which 
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one or more of the specific factors collapse or have irregular 
loading patterns. Eid et al. (2017) proposed the bifactor-(S-1) 
model which does not make this assumption and yields a 
clear solution. In this model, one facet is chosen as a refer-
ence facet and is contrasted against the other measured facets 
of interest. In measuring achievement, the generic, unaltered 
achievement striving facet could be chosen as the reference 
and other measured facets (e.g., the same facet contextual-
ized to work and home contexts) could be contrasted with 
it. Figure 5 shows an illustration of the bifactor-(S-1) model 
applied to this example. The bifactor-(S-1) model provides 
estimates of consistency and specificity. The consistency 
index provides information about the proportion of variance 
in the contextualized items and facets that is determined by 
the reference facet (e.g., here, generic achievement striving). 
The specificity index estimates the proportion of variance 
that is unique to each context (home, work) (Eid et al., 2017). 
The two indices provide information about potential context-
specificity and hidden framings in items and facets.

More generally, Eid, Geiser, and Koch's (2016) design-ori-
ented approach to specifying models permits researchers to 
address a variety of questions related to hidden framings. 
Self-other agreement regarding contextualized question-
naires can be addressed using the correlated trait-correlated 
method minus one (CTC(M – 1)) model (see Eid, Lischetzke, 
Nussbeck, & Trierweiler, 2003). In a CTC(M – 1) model, 
self-reported generic or contextualized facets may serve as 
the reference that is contrasted against reports from con-
text-specific informants (e.g., work colleagues, cohabitants). 
In this design, consistency and specificity coefficients could 
inform about hidden framings of informants. For instance, 
if targets' work-contextualized self-discipline would show 
higher consistency with generic self-discipline reported by 
work colleagues compared to cohabitants, this would pro-
vide support for a more pronounced work-specific hidden 
framing in work-colleague reports. Other designs are possi-
ble. Comparisons of consistency and specificity coefficients 
across different groups (e.g., age groups) can be performed 
and the reference and context-specific facets can serve as pre-
dictors of criteria.

6.2  |  Qualitative methods and method 
combinations

Jobe (2003) presented an overview of methods used in 
cognitive psychology to test and improve self-report ques-
tionnaires. Cognitive interviews, including the think-aloud 
technique and probing questions, would be particularly use-
ful in exploring the role of context in personality judgments. 
In think-aloud studies, respondents are asked to think-aloud 
while responding to a questionnaire, providing a better un-
derstanding of the thought process of respondents (Jobe, 

2003). Probe questions can be used to collect topic-specific 
information. Following McCune (2010), researchers could 
use the think-aloud technique to examine if respondents 
spontaneously mention contexts while responding to person-
ality items. Follow-up probe questions with a specific focus 
on context could supplement this approach: To infer the con-
text-ladenness of self-reports, researchers could ask respond-
ents if they had considered contexts in their judgments or ask 
for behavioral exemplars. Variants of cognitive interviewing 
exist in the literature. For instance, Lundmann and Villadsen 
(2016) provided online open text fields to respondents and 
asked for elaboration of their item responses. McCrae, Stone, 
Fagan, and Costa (1998) had interviewers explore reasons for 
disagreement on personality ratings of couples. These meth-
ods could be tailored to focus on the context-specificity of 
personality judgments. Finally, researchers could also present 
individuals prespecified context-categories after completing 
a personality inventory (Fisher et al., 2017; McCune, 2010).

Qualitative and quantitative approaches can be com-
bined in meaningful ways. Meitinger (2017) conducted 
measurement invariance tests of national identity items 
across several countries. Online probing helped to un-
derstand the reasons for a failed test of scalar invariance. 
Similarly, the results of our proposed latent variable mod-
els can be supplemented with qualitative data. Qualitative 
responses regarding context construal from targets and 
informants may help to understand differences in consis-
tency coefficients (= inter-rater agreement) in CTC(M – 1) 
models. Researchers could examine whether higher (lower) 
agreement is associated with (dis)similar context construal 
in self- and other reports. Qualitative data could also sup-
plement information on predictive power of Big Five traits 
in extended bifactor-(S-1) models. Researchers could ex-
amine if higher predictive power of personality traits can 

F I G U R E  5   Example bifactor-(S-1) model. The “G”-factor in 
this model could represent the generic, unaltered achievement striving 
facet of the Conscientiousness domain. This reference facet can then 
be contrasted against contextualized versions of the same facet, e.g., a 
work- and a home-contextualized achievement striving facet (i.e., WC 
and HC)
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be observed for those individuals who qualitatively re-
ported that they framed their personality judgments to the 
context of the criterion.

7  |   DISCUSSION

The major contribution of the current article was to bring 
together two theoretical approaches, the symmetry principle 
(Wittmann, 1988) and the frame-of-reference effect (e.g., 
Lievens et al., 2008), and to discuss their joint implications 
for personality research. The symmetry principle highlights 
the need to match the generality of measures and elements 
such as time, action, target, and context to maximize the cor-
relation between assessments (Ajzen, 2005; Wittmann & 
Klumb, 2006). The frame-of-reference literature empirically 
underlines the importance of one of these elements, context-
specificity (Shaffer & Postlethwaite, 2012). Building on the 
basic premise of frame-of-reference researchers––that indi-
viduals may consider context while responding to generic 
personality items (Lievens et al., 2008)––we introduced the 
concept of “hidden” framings and provided a foundation for 
their emergence by drawing parallels to the SCM (Funder, 
2016). We argued that these framings may introduce context-
specificity at different levels of the personality hierarchy, 
which may influence the contextual symmetry of personal-
ity traits to other constructs. We highlighted potential con-
sequences of these hidden (a)symmetries for three research 
areas in personality psychology and outlined methodological 
approaches for testing our hypotheses.

7.1  |  Theoretical implications and future 
research opportunities

Several implications and future research opportunities arise 
from our review. By integrating these two previously sepa-
rate streams of research, we were able to shed light on the in-
tersection of trait and context and the need to further explore 
hidden framings in personality inventories. Several research-
ers have remarked that our knowledge about context in per-
sonality measurements is still insufficient (De Raad, 2005; 
De Raad et al., 2008; Roberts, 2007). De Raad (2005) noted 
that “the majority of instruments are rather systematic where 
traits or behaviors are concerned, but ad hoc and unsystem-
atic where situations are concerned” (p. 201). Likewise, 
Roberts (2007) stated that “despite the intrinsic contextual-
ized nature of personality traits, the measurement of situa-
tions is typically tossed unceremoniously into the black box 
of the personality trait inventory” (p. 1077). Our review of 
the literature supports these views and additionally suggests 
explorations of this black box not only from an item perspec-
tive, but also from a person perspective.

Grounded in the frame-of-reference literature (Lievens 
et al., 2008) and drawing on the SCM (Funder, 2016), we 
hypothesized that item and person characteristics as well as 
their interaction may influence hidden framings. Although 
hidden framings and the concepts of between-person variabil-
ity and within-person inconsistency offer considerable poten-
tial to strengthen our understanding of context in personality 
measurement, Lievens et al. (2008) noted that “… we have 
no information about the prevalence of these inconsisten-
cies” (p. 278). Indeed, researchers differ materially in their 
assumptions regarding how individuals arrive at a personal-
ity item rating and how much context-specificity remains in 
standard trait judgments. Lievens et al. (2008) stressed the 
potentially contextualized nature of personality judgments 
and suggested that individuals may respond to personality 
items by drawing on cognitive schemata and autobiographi-
cal memories. Other researchers have emphasized the decon-
textualized nature of generic personality traits (e.g., Bandura, 
2015). Given enough experience with a particular trait (Klein, 
Babey, & Sherman, 1997), Klein, Cosmides, Tooby, and 
Chance (2002) assume that people will have formed abstract 
summary representations of their personality traits (so called 
trait summaries) that are retrieved from semantic memory 
when judging a trait. Only trait-inconsistent episodic mem-
ories are then retrieved along with a trait summary (Klein 
et al., 2002), supporting a more decontextualized view. Klein 
et al.'s findings, however, are primarily based on studies 
using trait adjectives that include minimal contextual infor-
mation compared to the behavioral indicators of inventories 
such as the IPIP. Clearly, more research is needed to clarify 
these positions and to identify the item and person charac-
teristics that may lead to a larger or smaller contribution of 
context-specificity in personality measurement. Cognitive 
processing models may help in identifying features that may 
contribute to hidden framings. Based on a literature review, 
Angleitner, John, and Löhr (1986, p. 84) proposed a three-
phase processing model, which consists of the stages “encod-
ing” (reading the item and deducing its meaning), “item-self 
comparison” (deciding to agree or disagree by comparing de-
duced meaning with self-information), and “utility control” 
(final utility check before marking the item). This model may 
aid in the understanding of the potential effect of item and 
person characteristics on each phase. Researchers might ask 
how the ambiguity of an item (see Angleitner et al., 1986) 
impacts context construal at the encoding stage. They might 
also explore how many contexts individuals integrate during 
the item-self comparison stage.

Identifying factors that potentially lead to hidden fram-
ings will be key to understanding the context-ladenness of 
personality ratings. Our primary focus in the current article 
was on the wording and understanding of personality items 
potentially introducing contextual framings. However, addi-
tional factors may also be worthy of consideration. Extending 
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our current framework, researchers might further investigate 
whether factors like test situation (e.g., employee selection 
situation; see Fisher et al., 2017), survey instructions, item 
composition, or keying of items affect hidden framings (see 
also McCune, 2010). For example, negatively keyed items 
(“Waste my time”) may stimulate different hidden fram-
ings compared to positively keyed items (“Start tasks right 
away”; both items from IPIP; http://ipip.ori.org/). Taking a 
more person-oriented view, the literature on situation pro-
totypes (Cantor, Mischel, & Schwartz, 1982) suggests that 
contexts may be differentially weighted while responding to 
personality items. Rather than equally weighting contexts 
in judgments, individuals may have formed prototypical 
word-context linkages (e.g., “task” and job-related context) 
that may lead to stronger weighting of one context over 
another.

Our approach also provides research opportunities for fur-
ther exploring the interplay of states and traits. Fleeson and 
Gallagher (2009) showed that the averages of individual per-
sonality state distributions correlate with the means of cor-
responding classical trait self-reports. Recently, researchers 
have shown the value of measuring situational information 
along with personality states and traits in experience sam-
pling studies (e.g., Sherman, Rauthmann, Brown, Serfass, & 
Jones, 2015) and in considering context-specific aggregates 
of states (Geukes, Nestler, Hutteman, Küfner, & Back, 2017). 
Future studies could collect state measures along with con-
text information (e.g., location, interaction partner) as well 
as generic and contextualized personality trait questionnaires. 
For instance, the mean of achievement striving states that 
have been collected in a nonwork context (e.g., at home) may 
show a lower correlation with a generic achievement striving 
trait compared to the mean of achievement striving states that 
have been collected in a work context.

7.2  |  Measurement implications

Our framework provides some guidance on the construc-
tion of personality tests. We propose (and thank an anony-
mous reviewer for this idea) that the control of framings in 
assessment follows a continuum ranging from no explicit 
control to maximum control of context (similar to Lievens 
& Sackett, 2017, who described levels of contextualiza-
tion for different personnel selection methods). Different 
realizations of this continuum may be proposed based on 
different theoretical assumptions. The “no control” end of 
the continuum may be realized by giving no explicit con-
text-information in the items. An example is the traditional 
list of trait adjectives. A researcher following this realiza-
tion believes that the free choice of framing is essential for 
personality assessment and trusts in the functional equiva-
lence of framings as originally proposed by Allport (1961). 

Contextual cues may be added to limit uncontrolled varia-
tion in framing. A researcher may casually rather than sys-
tematically include context information in the items as is 
done in many current personality inventories (see De Raad, 
2005; Roberts, 2007). We take the position that trait inven-
tories should build in contextual cues systematically (De 
Raad et al., 2008; Ten Berge & De Raad, 1999; Van Heck, 
Perugini, Caprara, & Fröger, 1994). Facet-theory could 
serve as a guide in the development of such inventories (see 
Guttman & Greenbaum, 1998). For example, researchers 
could develop a mapping sentence consisting of a trait facet 
and a context facet that may help to combine these facets 
in a more structured way (for an empirical application of 
a mapping sentence in the context of sensitivity to reward 
and punishment, see Beauducel, Kersting, & Liepmann, 
2005). The inclusion of context could be realized with dif-
ferent methods that vary in the degree of contextual speci-
fication. For instance, short context tags (“job,” “leisure,” 
“friends,” etc.) could be systematically added to personal-
ity items. An even higher degree of contextualization may 
be realized by systematically constructing an inventory of 
fully contextualized items (see Robie, Risavy, Holtrop, & 
Born, 2017 for item examples) or situational vignettes (see 
Ziegler, Horstmann, & Ziegler, 2019 for an empirical ex-
ample). Realizations that include contexts in a representa-
tive way are consistent with the perspective of Brunswik's 
(1956) representative design and emphasize the importance 
of measuring the person in context (Ten Berge & De Raad, 
1999).

Following Anastasi (1983) and Ten Berge and De Raad 
(1999), we believe that a personality construct is best de-
fined by measuring the person-in-context. As a conse-
quence, we take the position that the intended contexts in 
measurement instruments should be made more explicit 
and obvious for respondents to better control for hidden 
framings. If the goal is to measure broader personality 
traits, integrating measurements over multiple relevant 
representatively chosen contexts offers the best option to 
capture the full breadth of the trait. Our position follows 
that of Brunswik (1956) who argued for the use of a design, 
in which representative situations/contexts were included. 
In contrast, if the goal is to maximize predictive power, 
a researcher may focus on the narrower personality trait 
as expressed in the specific context of the criterion to in-
crease contextual symmetry between the constructs. This 
approach necessarily will decrease the breadth of the per-
sonality construct. Researchers need to be clear about their 
goals: There is a tradeoff between attempting to assess a 
trait in all its generality versus attempting to maximize the 
predictor-criterion correlation by matching the contexts of 
interest.

It would be informative to further study the impact of 
contextual cues on the factorial structure of personality 

http://ipip.ori.org/
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traits (see Robie, Schmit, Ryan, & Zickar, 2000; Schmit 
et al., 1995 for examples). Different hidden framings and 
differences in context-generality may contribute to lower 
intercorrelations of generic personality traits. It can be hy-
pothesized that adding common contextual cues to items 
may at times increase intercorrelations of personality con-
structs. For instance, Johnson (2014, p. 86) reported that 
the NEO-IPIP Neuroticism facet “Self-Consciousness 
shows a stronger (negative) loading on the Extraversion 
factor than the Neuroticism factor.” The self-consciousness 
items of the NEO-IPIP-120 primarily feature interactional 
context cues––cues that are similar to those included in 
Extraversion items (e.g., behaviors and feelings in social 
situations). This cue similarity might impact the discrimi-
nant validity of the facet. Including representative context 
information would allow for the systematic investigation of 
the factorial structure of personality traits in different con-
texts. The results from such analyses could help to refine 
item pools and measurement models of personality. It may 
also help to develop theoretical understanding of the cor-
relational structure of personality traits in certain contexts, 
thus, contributing to the construct validity of personality 
measures.

From the perspective that individuals, when responding to 
trait adjectives, choose individual framings that are function-
ally equivalent (see also Allport, 1961), one might question 
any inclusion of contextual information. Based on our frame-
work of hidden (a)symmetries, we argue that correlations 
of unframed personality assessments with other constructs 
(e.g., a contextual criterion or other-reports) will often be dif-
ficult to interpret. One approach to minimizing this problem 
would be to identify the framings used by individuals with-
out controlling contextual cues. We might be able to cluster 
persons into types who construe contexts in items in similar 
ways (see also Lievens et al., 2008), yielding an improved 
prediction and interpretation, but one that is conditional on 
each person's assessed type. As an alternative approach, 
Rauthmann, Sherman, Nave, and Funder (2015) found that 
personality affects situation construal. Researchers could 
experimentally manipulate item wording (contextualization) 
and examine how these variations impact context construal 
in interaction with personality. For example, people scoring 
high in Conscientiousness may more readily use work-related 
frames-of-reference based on minimal or even no explicit 
contextual cues in comparison to less conscientious individu-
als (see also McCune, 2010).

With an increasing degree of contextual specification, a 
reduction of interpretational differences could be achieved: 
Whereas adding a simple context-tag may still allow for 
substantial variability in interpretation, fully contextualized 
items or even situational vignettes define a clearer domain 
of behavior in contexts that need to be considered by respon-
dents. This greater clarity may improve our conclusions in 

the context of studies on predictive power, self-other agree-
ment, and longitudinal research. However, adding more 
context can sometimes come with its own problems and 
costs. Increasingly specific indicators may have no or little 
relevance for some individuals (Olaru et al., 2019). With in-
creasing contextualization, more items are likely needed to 
fully implement a representative design and to derive a trait 
score, thereby extending testing time. Although progress has 
been made in providing taxonomies for contextual informa-
tion (e.g., Rauthmann et al., 2014; Saucier, Bel-Bahar, & 
Fernandez, 2007), a fully representative design might not be 
achievable at present.

There might be an optimal level of contextualization, de-
pending on the nature and purpose of the assessment: A level 
that is specified enough to warrant adequate conclusions, but 
open enough to be of relevance for most individuals. There 
might be no single personality test that is optimal for every 
research design. We encourage researchers to identify the 
optimal level of contextualization for their specific research 
questions.

7.3  |  Limitations

Several limitations of our approach should be noted. First, 
we have discussed only one of the elements, context, that 
may underlie (a)symmetric relationships. Space limitations 
precluded giving equal attention to other elements such as 
time frames or reference groups. Debus, Greulich, König, 
and Kleinmann (2019) explored which time frames partici-
pants used when responding to time-unframed job insecurity 
items. These authors stated that individuals considered dif-
ferent time frames when answering the noncontextualized 
(unframed) items (see also McCrae et al., 1998). We believe 
that the frames-of-reference concept could be broadened to 
not only cover contextual framings, but also time or refer-
ence group framings (see Debus et al., 2019, for temporal 
framings). The lens model in Figure 4 can serve as a starting 
point to illustrate possible effects of these components. For 
example, the context ovals could also represent “time frame 
ovals” and signify differential temporal symmetry between 
constructs.

Second, the exact nature of contextual information that 
make up hidden frames-of-reference has been little re-
searched. Traditionally, frames-of-reference have been 
conceptualized in objective terms, such as locations or inter-
action partners (e.g., “at school,” Schmit et al., 1995; “with 
friends,” Robinson, 2009). We adopted this view in the cur-
rent article. However, Rauthmann et al. (2014, p. 681; see 
also Mischel & Shoda, 1995) suggested that besides the more 
objective situational information, “psychological character-
istics of situations” are also of great importance. There is a 
growing body of evidence showing that these characteristics 
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can also be taxonomized (see Rauthmann et al., 2014). We 
propose that broadening the view of the frames-of-reference 
literature to also include psychological characteristics in the 
equation may be an important avenue for future research. For 
example, exploring the contextual features in items that drive 
hidden framings may benefit from consideration of taxono-
mies such as the Situational Eight DIAMONDS (Rauthmann 
et al., 2014) in combination with more objective contextual 
information (e.g., Saucier et al., 2007).

Finally, although we advocate for research using contex-
tualized inventories, studies by Baird and Lucas (2011) as 
well as Baird, Lucas, and Donnellan (2017) caution us that 
the repeated administration of a contextualized personality 
inventory may affect the response process or within-person 
variability indices. Additional methods for the contextual 
assessment of personality are needed to investigate the con-
sistency of findings. For example, ambulatory assessment 
methodology (e.g., Sherman et al., 2015) may be a valuable 
alternative method, because it allows more direct measure-
ment of personality in context. However, it should be borne 
in mind that these methods also rely on self-report and could, 
therefore, be prone to problems similar to those reported by 
Baird et al. (2017).

8  |   CONCLUSION

In this article, two largely separate research streams, the lit-
erature on the symmetry principle and the frame-of-reference 
effect, were integrated. Our goal was to raise awareness of a 
source of variance in personality inventories, context-spec-
ificity and generality, that may impact research findings in 
an often “hidden” way. In accordance with the frame-of-ref-
erence literature, we highlight that generic personality items 
are open to contextual interpretation, contributing to hidden 
framings. These hidden contextual framings, in turn, may 
have implications for the contextual symmetry of personality 
ratings to a variety of measurements such as other-reports 
and real-life criteria. We hope our review will stimulate new 
research on hidden framings and hidden (a)symmetries in 
personality measurement.
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