
The first and most general meaning of the term test listed in the dictionary
is “a critical examination, observation, or evaluation.” Its closest synonym
is trial. The word critical, in turn, is defined as “relating to . . . a turning

point or specially important juncture” (Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary,

1995). No wonder, then, that when the term psychological appears in front of the
word test, the resulting phrase acquires a somewhat threatening connotation. Psy-
chological tests are often used to evaluate individuals at some turning point or sig-
nificant juncture in their lives. Yet, in the eyes of many people, tests seem to be
trials on which too much depends and about which they know all too little. To a
large extent, the purpose of this book is to give readers enough information about
psychological tests and testing to remove their threatening connotations and to
provide the means whereby consumers of psychological tests can gain more
knowledge about their specific uses.

Thousands of instruments can accurately be called psychological tests. Many more
usurp the label either explicitly or by suggestion. The first objective of this book
is to explain how to separate the former from the latter. Therefore, we start with
the defining features that legitimate psychological tests of all types share. These
features not only define psychological tests but also differentiate them from other
kinds of instruments.

PSYCHOLOGICAL TESTS

A psychological test is a systematic procedure for obtaining samples of behavior, rel-
evant to cognitive or affective functioning, and for scoring and evaluating those
samples according to standards. A clarification of each of the main terms in this
definition is vital to an understanding of all future discussion of tests. Rapid Ref-
erence 1.1 explains the meaning and rationale of all the elements in the definition
of a psychological test. Unless every condition mentioned in the definition is met,
the procedure in question cannot accurately be called a psychological test. It is,
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however, important to remember that in essence, psychological tests are simply
behavior samples. Everything else is based on inferences.

Psychological tests are often described as standardized for two reasons, both of
which address the need for objectivity in the testing process. The first has to do
with uniformity of procedure in all important aspects of the administration, scor-
ing, and interpretation of tests. Naturally, the time and place when a test is ad-
ministered, as well as the circumstances under which it is administered and the
examiner who administers it, affect test results. However, the purpose of
standardizing test procedures is to make all the variables that are under the con-
trol of the examiner as uniform as possible, so that everyone who takes the test
will be taking it in the same way.

The second meaning of standardization concerns the use of standards for
evaluating test results. These standards are most often norms derived from a
group of individuals—known as the normative or standardization sample—in the
process of developing the test. The collective performance of the standardization
group or groups, both in terms of averages and variability, is tabulated and be-
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Basic Elements of the Definition of Psychological Tests

Defining Element Explanation Rationale

Psychological tests are They are characterized by Tests must be demonstra-
systematic procedures. planning, uniformity, and bly objective and fair to 

thoroughness. be of use.
Psychological tests are They are small subsets of Sampling behavior is effi-
samples of behavior. a much larger whole. cient because the time 

available is usually limited.
The behaviors sampled The samples are selected Tests, unlike mental 
by tests are relevant to for their empirical or games, exist to be of use;
cognitive or affective func- practical psychological they are tools.
tioning or both. significance.
Test results are evaluated Some numerical or cate- There should be no ques-
and scored. gory system is applied to tion about what the re-

test results, according to sults of tests are.
preestablished rules.

To evaluate test results it There has to be a way of The standards used to 
is necessary to have stan- applying a common yard- evaluate test results lend 
dards based on empirical stick or criterion to test the only meaning those 
data. results. results have.
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comes the standard against which the
performance of other individuals
who take the test after it is standard-
ized will be gauged.

Strictly speaking, the term test

should be used only for those proce-
dures in which test takers’ responses
are evaluated based on their correct-
ness or quality. Such instruments al-
ways involve the appraisal of some
aspect of a person’s cognitive func-
tioning, knowledge, skills, or abilities.
On the other hand, instruments
whose responses are neither evalu-
ated nor scored as right-wrong or pass-fail are called inventories, questionnaires, sur-

veys, checklists, schedules, or projective techniques, and are usually grouped under the
rubric of personality tests. These are tools designed to elicit information about a
person’s motivations, preferences, attitudes, interests, opinions, emotional make-
up, and characteristic reactions to people, situations, and other stimuli. Typically,
they use questions of the multiple-choice or true-false type, except for projective
techniques, which are open ended. They can also involve making forced choices
between statements representing contrasting alternatives, or rating the degree to
which one agrees or disagrees with various statements. Most of the time person-
ality inventories, questionnaires, and other such instruments are of the self-report
variety but some are also designed to elicit reports from individuals other than the
person being evaluated (e.g., a parent, spouse, or teacher). For the sake of expe-
diency, and following common usage, the term test will be used throughout this
book to refer to all instruments, regardless of type, that fit the definition of a psy-
chological test. Tests that sample knowledge, skills, or cognitive functions will be
designated as ability tests, whereas all others will be referred to as personality tests.

Other Terms Used in Connection with Tests and Test Titles

Some other terms that are used, sometimes loosely, in connection with tests bear
explaining. One of these is the word scale, which can refer to

• a whole test made up of several parts, for example, the Stanford-Binet

Intelligence Scale;

• a subtest, or set of items within a test, that measures a distinct and spe-
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DON’T FORGET
• The word test has multiple mean-

ings.
• The term psychological test has a

very specific meaning.
• In this book , test will be used to re-

fer to all instruments that fit the de-
finition of psychological test.

• Tests designed to sample skills,
knowledge, or any other cognitive
function will be referred to as ability
tests; all others will be labeled as
personality tests.



cific characteristic, for example, the Depression scale of the Minnesota
Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI);

• an array of subtests that share some common characteristic, for ex-
ample, the Verbal scales of the Wechsler intelligence tests;

• a separate instrument made up of items designed to evaluate a single
characteristic, for example, the Internal-External Locus of Control Scale

(Rotter, 1966); or
• the numerical system used to rate or to report value on some measured

dimension, for example, a scale ranging from 1 to 5, with 1 meaning
strongly disagree and 5 strongly agree.

Thus, when used in reference to psychological tests, the term scale has become
ambiguous and lacking in precision. However, in the field of psychological mea-
surement—also known as psychometrics—scale has a more precise meaning. It
refers to a group of items that pertain to a single variable and are arranged in or-
der of difficulty or intensity. The process of arriving at the sequencing of the
items is called scaling.

Battery is another term often used in test titles. A battery is a group of several
tests, or subtests, that are administered at one time to one person. When several
tests are packaged together by a publisher to be used for a specific purpose, the
word battery usually appears in the title and the entire group of tests is viewed as a
single, whole instrument. Several examples of this usage occur in neuropsycho-
logical instruments (such as the Halstead-Reitan Neuropsychological Battery)
where many cognitive functions need to be evaluated, by means of separate tests,
in order to detect possible brain impairment. The term battery is also used to des-
ignate any group of individual tests specifically selected by a psychologist for use
with a given client in an effort to answer a specific referral question, usually of a
diagnostic nature.

PSYCHOLOGICAL TESTS AS TOOLS

The most basic fact about psychological tests is that they are tools. This means
that they are always a means to an end and never an end in themselves. Like other
tools, psychological tests can be exceedingly helpful—even irreplaceable—when
used appropriately and skillfully. However, tests can also be misused in ways that
may limit or thwart their usefulness and, at times, even result in harmful conse-
quences.

A good way to illustrate the similarities between tests and other, simpler, tools
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is the analogy between a test and a
hammer. Both are tools for specific
purposes, but can be used in a variety
of ways. A hammer is designed basi-
cally for pounding nails into various
surfaces. When used appropriately,
skillfully, and for its intended purpose
a hammer can help build a house, as-
semble a piece of furniture, hang pic-
tures in a gallery, and do many other
things. Psychological tests are tools
designed to help in drawing infer-
ences about individuals or groups.
When tests are used appropriately and
skillfully they can be key components in the practice and science of psychology.

Just as hammers may be used for good purposes other than those for which
they were intended (e.g., as paperweights or doorstops), psychological tests may
also serve purposes other than those for which they were designed originally,
such as increasing self-knowledge and self-understanding. Furthermore, just as
hammers can hurt people and destroy things when used incompetently or mali-
ciously, psychological tests can also be used in ways that do damage. When test
results are misinterpreted or misused, they can harm people by labeling them in
unjustified ways, unfairly denying them opportunities, or simply discouraging
them.

All tools, be they hammers or tests, can be evaluated based on how well they
are designed and built. When looked at from this point of view, prior to being
used, tests are evaluated only in a limited, technical sense and their appraisal is of
interest mostly to potential users. Once they are placed into use, however, tests
cannot be evaluated apart from the skills of their users, the ways they are used,
and the purposes for which they are used. This in-use evaluation often involves
issues of policy, societal values, and even political priorities. It is in this context
that the evaluation of the use of tests acquires practical significance for a wider
range of audiences.

Testing Standards

Because of the unique importance of tests to all the professionals who use them
and to the general public, since the mid-1950s, three major professional organi-
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DON’T FORGET
Psychological tests are evaluated at
two distinct points and in two different
ways:
1. When they are being considered

as potential tools by prospective
users; at this point, their technical
qualities are of primary concern.

2. Once they are placed in use for a
specific purpose; at this point, the
skill of the user and the way tests
are used are the primary consider-
ations.



zations have joined forces to promul-
gate standards that provide a basis for
evaluating tests, testing practices, and
the effects of test use. The most re-
cent version of these is the Standards

for Educational and Psychological Testing ,

published in 1999 by the American
Educational Research Association
(AERA) and prepared jointly by
AERA, the American Psychological
Association (APA), and the National
Council on Measurement in Educa-
tion (NCME). As Rapid Reference
1.2 indicates, these standards are
cited throughout this book and here-
after will be referred to as the Testing

Standards.

PSYCHOLOGICAL TESTS AS PRODUCTS

The second most basic fact about psychological tests is that they are products. Al-
though this is an obvious fact, most people are not mindful of it. Tests are prod-
ucts primarily marketed to and used by professional psychologists and educators,
just as the tools of dentistry are marketed and sold to dentists. The public at large
remains unaware of the commercial nature of psychological tests because they are
advertised through publications and catalogs targeted to the professionals who
use them. Nevertheless, the fact remains that many, if not most, psychological
tests are conceived, developed, marketed, and sold for applied purposes in edu-
cation, business, or mental health settings. They also must make a profit for those
who produce them, just like any other commercial product.

As we will see, from the very beginning, the psychological testing enterprise
was fueled principally by the need to make practical decisions about people. Since
tests are professional tools that can be used both to benefit people and as com-
mercial products, some clarification of the various parties in the testing enterprise
and their roles is justified. Rapid Reference 1.3 shows a list of the major partici-
pants in the testing process and their roles.

As the Testing Standards stipulate, “the interests of the various parties involved
in the testing process are usually, but not always, congruent” (AERA, APA,
NCME, 1999, p. 1). For example, test authors are usually, though not always, aca-
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Testing Standards

• This designation will be used fre-
quently throughout this book to re-
fer to the Standards for Educational
and Psychological Testing, published
jointly in 1999 by the American Ed-
ucational Research Association,
American Psychological Associa-
tion, and National Council on Mea-
surement in Education.

• The Testing Standards are the single
most important source of criteria
for the evaluation of tests, testing
practices, and the effects of test
use.
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demicians or investigators who are mainly interested in psychological theorizing
or research, rather than in practical applications or profits. Test users are most in-
terested in the appropriateness and utility of the tests they use for their own pur-
poses, whereas test publishers are naturally inclined to consider the profit to be
made from selling tests foremost. Furthermore, participants in the testing pro-
cess may perform one or more of all the various roles described in Rapid Refer-
ence 1.3. Test users may administer, score, and interpret the results of tests they
have selected or may delegate one or more of these functions to others under
their supervision. Similarly, test publishers can, and often do, hire test developers
to create instruments for which they think a market exists. Nevertheless, of all
participants in the testing process, the Testing Standards assign “the ultimate re-
sponsibility for appropriate test use and interpretation” predominantly to the test
user (p. 112).
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Participants in the Testing Process and Their Roles

Participants Their Roles in the Testing Process

Test authors and They conceive, prepare, and develop tests.They also 
developers find a way to disseminate their tests, by publishing them

either commercially or through professional publications
such as books or periodicals.

Test publishers They publish, market, and sell tests, thus controlling their
distribution.

Test reviewers They prepare evaluative critiques of tests based on their
technical and practical merits.

Test users They select or decide to take a specific test off the shelf
and use it for some purpose.They may also participate
in other roles, e.g., as examiners or scorers.

Test administrators or They administer the test either to one individual at a 
examiners time or to groups.

Test takers They take the test by choice or necessity.
Test scorers They tally the raw responses of the test taker and trans-

form them into test scores through objective or me-
chanical scoring or through the application of evaluative
judgments.

Test score interpreters They interpret test results to their ultimate consumers,
who may be individual test takers or their relatives,
other professionals, or organizations of various kinds.
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