
Psychological Constructs

Many variables studied by psychologists are straightforward and simple to measure. These include sex, age, height,
weight, and birth order. You can often tell whether someone is male or female just by looking. You can ask people
how old they are and be reasonably sure that they know and will tell you. Although people might not know or
want to tell you how much they weigh, you can have them step onto a bathroom scale. Other variables studied
by psychologists—perhaps the majority—are not so straightforward or simple to measure. We cannot accurately
assess people’s level of intelligence by looking at them, and we certainly cannot put their self-esteem on a bathroom
scale. These kinds of variables are called constructs (pronounced CON-structs) and include personality traits (e.g.,
extraversion), emotional states (e.g., fear), attitudes (e.g., toward taxes), and abilities (e.g., athleticism).

Psychological constructs cannot be observed directly. One reason is that they often represent tendencies to
think, feel, or act in certain ways. For example, to say that a particular university student is highly extraverted
does not necessarily mean that she is behaving in an extraverted way right now. In fact, she might be sitting
quietly by herself, reading a book. Instead, it means that she has a general tendency to behave in extraverted ways
(talking, laughing, etc.) across a variety of situations. Another reason psychological constructs cannot be observed
directly is that they often involve internal processes. Fear, for example, involves the activation of certain central
and peripheral nervous system structures, along with certain kinds of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors—none of
which is necessarily obvious to an outside observer. Notice also that neither extraversion nor fear “reduces to”
any particular thought, feeling, act, or physiological structure or process. Instead, each is a kind of summary of a
complex set of behaviors and internal processes.

The Big Five

The Big Five is a set of five broad dimensions that capture much of the variation in human personality. Each
of the Big Five can even be defined in terms of six more specific constructs called “facets” (Costa & McCrae,
1992)1.

Figure 5.1 The Big Five Personality Dimensions

1. Costa, P. T., Jr., & McCrae, R. R. (1992). Normal personality assessment in clinical practice: The NEO Personality Inventory. Psychological
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