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Ever since Sigmund Freud proposed that many core psycho-
logical processes cannot be self-observed because they occur
outside of the conscious mind, psychologists have searched
for methods that can be used to make diagnostic inferences
about a person’s dispositions without having to ask the person
directly. On the one hand, the development of such indirect
methods was driven by the assumption that persons may have
only limited access to the underlying (automatic) processes
that may be responsible for their thoughts, feelings, and ac-
tions (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). On the other hand, the search
for indirect measures was also motivated by the need to over-
come a major weakness of direct (i.e., self-report) measures:
their sensitivity to the distorting effects of the need for ap-
proval and other self-presentational concerns.

Despite many proposals of indirect measures, none re-
ceived unanimous approval from the scientific community
and none obtained the trust that researchers put in self-report
measures despite their well-known shortcomings. The limit-
ed success of indirect measures can be accounted for by two
major reasons: First, little agreement was achieved regarding
the kinds of behavior that would be suitable indicators of
unconscious processes and the inferences that could be drawn
from them. For example, there is little consensus on what a
specific comment on a TAT picture tells us about the person-
ality profile of a person. Second, the reliability and validity
of indirect measures tends to be disappointingly low when
compared to direct measures.

With the fruitful exchange between cognitive and social
psychology and the advance of computer-based assessment
during the last 20 years, a new wave of mostly reaction-time-
based indirect measures has been proposed (also referred to
as implicit measures). Ten years ago, a general and flexible
indirect assessment procedure appeared on the stage that
seems to have considerable potential for overcoming the
problems of previous indirect measures: the Implicit Associ-
ation Test (IAT) as proposed by Greenwald, McGhee, and
Schwartz (1998; see Schnabel, Asendorpf & Greenwald,

2008, for an up-to-date review). The IAT employs patterns in
reaction time that people need for the classification of stimuli
(words, pictures, symbols) according to their category mem-
bership. Classification is performed via simple motor re-
sponses such as pressing a key on a computer keyboard. The
IAT is based on the assumption that classification can be per-
formed faster if the classification of stimuli from associated
concepts requires the same motor response. In the case of
attitude measurement, the IAT presumes that attitudes are
stored in memory as associations between an attitude catego-
ry (nuclear energy) and an evaluative category (bad, evil).
Accordingly, personality-IATs assume that traits are stored in
memory as associations between the self and attribute con-
cepts (talkative, intelligent, etc). The IAT is a very flexible
procedure because it allows for the combination of a large
number of concepts whose associations define the constructs
to be measured.

The publication of the IAT had tremendous impact first on
social cognition and attitude research from where it originat-
ed, and then soon after on several other research areas such
as personality assessment, self-esteem research, special areas
of clinical psychology, and consumer behavior. It instigated
a renewed interest in indirect measures and promoted the
development of other reaction-time-based indirect measures.
It also directed attention toward the interplay of automatic
versus controlled processes and helped to refine dual-process
and dual-system conceptions of the mind. Finally, it prompt-
ed a new discussion of the consistency issue that had been a
focus of debate in the attitude and personality literature three
decades earlier.

As is the case with most new diagnostic paradigms, the
IAT and other new indirect measures were not incorporated
uncritically into the body of psychological assessment meth-
ods. Rather, many researchers submitted them to rigorous
theoretical, methodological, and empirical analyses. These
analyses identified a number of problems and open questions.
Many of these ongoing issues will be addressed in the cut-
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ting-edge research presented in this special issue, which aims
to advance our understanding of the IAT and related indirect
measures and to contribute to their improvement.

1. Reliability. The IAT outperforms most other indirect
procedures such as projective tests, priming measures, and
the Emotional Stroop Test. However, two common strategies
for estimating the reliability of an IAT do not converge. In-
ternal consistency estimates are usually satisfactory (.80),
whereas retest correlations are much lower (.55). The causes
for this gap are not yet well understood although results of a
few studies are suggestive (Gschwendner, Hofmann, &
Schmitt, 2008a). The reliability of indirect measures is of
particular focus in the model of response-interference task
performance proposed by Gawronski, Deutsch, Le Bel and
Peters (2008) and in the contribution by Rudolph, Schröder-
Abé, Schütz, Gregg, and Sedikides (2008) in which reliability
estimates based on internal consistency and retest correla-
tions are compared across indirect self-esteem measures.

2. Internal validity. Several studies have shown that IATs
and other indirect assessments may not measure only what
they are intended to measure (e.g., the association strength
between concepts); rather, these measures appear to be sus-
ceptible to method-specific sources of variance that are diag-
nostically irrelevant. For instance, a major problem of IATs,
known as recoding, results from the possibility that respon-
dents will classify IAT stimuli according to criteria other than
the prescribed ones. As a consequence of such recoding strat-
egies, the IAT’s validity with regard to associations between
target and attribute categories is compromised. This intrigu-
ing issue and related construct validity problems are dis-
cussed thoroughly in several papers (Gawronski et al., 2008;
Nosek & Hansen, 2008; Schnabel et al., 2008; Teige-Moci-
gemba, Klauer, & Rothermund, 2008). The identification of
validity problems has led researchers to develop procedural
variants of the IAT intended to rule out these problems. One
variant that specifically addresses the recoding problem is
proposed by Teige-Mocigemba et al. (2008). These authors
propose a Single Block IAT that makes recoding impossible.
The first results reported in this issue are promising. Another
procedural modification of the IAT was proposed by Olson
and Fazio (2004). These authors argue that the construct va-
lidity of attitude IATs may be attenuated by individual differ-
ences in the knowledge of cultural stereotypes. Nosek and
Hansen (2008) scrutinized whether the personalized IAT as
proposed by Fazio and Olson is indeed superior to the classic
IAT with regard to construct validity. Their answer is a clear
“no” and they present abundant evidence suggesting that per-
sonalizing may increase a participant’s likelihood of explic-
itly evaluating IAT target concepts (instead of classifying
them according to task instructions).

3. Convergent and discriminant validity. One of the most
pervasive findings in the literature that also becomes evident
from virtually all of the empirical papers in this special issue
pertains to the low convergence among indirect and direct
measures. Correlations rarely exceed .30. The causes for this
low convergence are not yet fully clear and have been a mat-
ter of controversial discussion. Some authors argue that indi-

rect and direct procedures measure different mental represen-
tations that overlap only partially. This interpretation is con-
sistent with dual-system or dual-process theories and implies
that the IAT and other indirect measures possess divergent
validity vis à vis direct measures. According to a second in-
terpretation, the low convergence among indirect and direct
measures indicates a validity problem. Given that the con-
struct validity of established personality questionnaires has
been proven, this interpretation implies that indirect mea-
sures lack construct validity. Note that this interpretation pre-
sumes that indirect and direct procedures measure a single
construct. Unambiguous solutions to this issue are difficult to
obtain because testing a theory (one vs. two distinct con-
structs) requires construct-valid measures. On the other hand,
construct validation requires a theory. One paper discusses
this problem in more detail than is possible here (Gschwend-
ner, Hofmann, & Schmitt, 2008b). We believe that our under-
standing of the relationship between indirect and direct mea-
sures can be enhanced by taking into account theoretically
relevant moderator variables (Gschwendner et al., 2008b;
Hofmann, Gawronski, Gschwendner, Le, & Schmitt, 2005;
Hofmann, Gschwendner, Nosek, & Schmitt, 2006; Nosek,
2005). Similar to previous consistency controversies, such an
approach has already yielded the general conclusion that the
direct-indirect relationship is highly conditional on a large
range of personal, situational, and methodological boundary
conditions. Thus, we need to abandon the view that there is a
simple solution to the question of convergence or divergence,
but rather develop sophisticated models based on the insights
that these moderator effects offer regarding the dynamics and
processes that underlie these measures.

4. Predictive validity. Another fruitful research strategy is
to focus on actual behavior prediction as a criterion for eval-
uating the nature of indirect and direct measures. Finding that
indirect measures have incremental validity over and above
direct measures with regard to the prediction of behavior
(e.g., Dewitte, De Houwer, & Buysse, 2008; Greenwald,
Poehlman, Uhlmann, & Banaji, in press; Gschwendner et al.,
2008b; Richetin & Perugini, 2008; Schmukle, Back, & Eg-
loff, 2008) offers strong support against the contention that
indirect measures lack construct validity. Furthermore, ap-
plying a moderator approach to the predictive validity of in-
direct measures (Gschwendner et al., 2008b; Hofmann,
Gschwendner, Friese, Wiers, & Schmitt, in press; Richetin &
Perugini, 2008) may provide us with new theoretical insights
regarding when and how behavior is driven by indirectly
measured representations.

5. Convergence among different indirect measures. Be-
sides the moderator variables and the behavioral prediction
approach, there is a third general strategy for obtaining a bet-
ter understanding of the construct validity of indirect mea-
sures, that is, the degree of convergence among several indi-
rect indicators. If indirect procedures really measure partially
different constructs than do direct measures, several indirect
measures of the same construct should converge. This strat-
egy was pursued in one paper in this special issue. Rudolph
et al. (2008) used six different indirect measures of self-es-
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teem and correlated them with a self-esteem questionnaire.
Despite the use of several strategies that improved the reli-
ability of the indirect measures, their correlations with the
self-esteem questionnaire did not differ reliably from zero.
More importantly, and replicating results from a previous
study (Bosson, Swann, & Pennebaker, 2000), the conver-
gence among the indirect measures was rather low. Although
this result is discouraging from the point of view of indirect
self-esteem assessment, it is too early for an ultimate inter-
pretation of the findings. However, it is very likely that a
moderator approach focusing on procedural factors of indi-
rect measurement may illuminate the reasons for the diver-
gence/convergence of indirect measures and suggest poten-
tial ways to remedy this.

As editors we feel that the papers we assembled for this
special issue satisfy three important selection criteria: First,
we wanted to include papers that primarily address those
issues that are most relevant for the assessment of individ-
ual differences: reliability and construct validity. Second,
we wanted to include contributions that go beyond previous
articles either methodologically or substantively. Third, we
were looking for studies that both answer open questions
and identify unresolved issues that need further research.
We hope that our readers agree with us that the papers we
have assembled tackle important issues and have the po-
tential to stimulate further discussion and research. We are
grateful to all authors for accepting our invitation and for
sharing valuable insights from their research programs.
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